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Purpose – The purpose of this research is to explore democratised strategic control within 
Employee Owned (EO) organisations. Methodologically it explores a new Workers’ Inquiry 
approach to participatory research which combines democratic experience with reflexivity. 

Design/methodology/approach – The research has at its core a Critical Participatory Action 
Research (CPAR) methodology combined with an Extended Case Method. These constitute 
a sympathetic and appropriately democratic approach to the subject. Research participants 
are booksellers from a business transitioning to becoming EO, with input and support from 
an existing EO company in the same industry sector.  

Originality/value – The research makes a valuable contribution to understanding the 
interplay of control and power in the contemporary workplace. Through its use of praxis, it 
extends existing theories to expose how changes in bureaucratic structure have led to 
opportunities for democratisation, with a simultaneous challenge of reverse dominance 
hierarchy. This is explored through workers’ own experiences of their changing roles in a 
firm undergoing succession to EO.  
 
Findings - The findings of the research demonstrate how changing social relations of 
production, due to technological pressures and a need for flexibility and efficiency, are 
undermining long standing theoretical predictions of degeneration for democratised firms. 
It also throws light on power relations within a rapidly changing retail, and bookselling 
sector and how technology has impacted upon this. The thesis makes a significant 
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contribution in developing participatory research methodology with an innovative use of 
Workers’ Inquiry. 

Practical implications – This research challenges the one-dimensional view that 
organisations can only be democratised through structures which are then doomed to slow 
decision making and inclined to degeneration. It creates other avenues for research in 
ownership culture and more permanent changes in corporate structures beyond those 
within Employee Ownership. 

Keywords – Employee Ownership, Power, Industrial Democracy, Marxism, Critical 
Participatory Action Research, Extended Case Method, Workers’ Inquiry. 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

Context setting  

This is a study of a family-owned bookselling firm which is being bequeathed to its 

employees to become an employee owned business. It examines both the opportunities 

and challenges for democratisation within the firm through the experience of the workers 

within it. Through my own role within the organisation, this research was able to be 

established at a time when the business was preparing for the transition in ownership. The 

research methodology adopted enables employees to both experience the actuality of 

participatory democracy and explore its broader opportunities within the organisation at 

the same time. This places their own experience and thoughts, both at the heart of the 

research, and within the subsequent extension of theory. 

The research comes at a time when company structures are in the process of change, many 

businesses are looking for greater flexibility, fewer managers, and greater agility within 

organisations. These changes are born of broader technological pressures, a shift to mass 

customisation in production and a need for greater efficiency. At the same time, there is 

less pressure from organised labour, as trade union membership and ‘collective 

consciousness’ is at a historic low. The timeliness of the research is important as it exposes 

new opportunities for extending the greater job control, which employees find themselves 

with, to a broader democratic control and worker ownership. 

With the support of a company already owned by its employees, an Inquiry Group of 

research participants explored how they could design new mechanisms which gave 

strategic control to the soon-to-be employee owners. In this context the participants 

grappled with a range of challenges, including how their new role as owners should relate 

to existing management structures and decision-making processes, the opacity of power in 

the organisation and their own unwillingness to rebuild dismantled bureaucratic structures 

in order to achieve the control they wanted.  

Researcher positionality 

I have worked within the book trade for over twenty-five years. During this time, I have 

worked for many companies and seen the impact of changing technology, the growth of 

online shopping and the resultant pressure on book retail; this has forced consolidation, 

delayering, changes in job profiles and greater control given to, a smaller number of, front 

line booksellers. These changes have also wrought larger and more faceless corporate 
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bookselling companies, often much to the frustration of their own booksellers. When the 

opportunity arose to join BookCo, which had already announced the intention to be 

bequeathed by the owner to the employees, as an executive director I saw it also as an 

opportunity to help create a distinctive worker owned business.  

The family owners had already announced a wish to gift the company to the employees, as 

they felt that the staff were the best people to protect the name and heritage of the 

bookselling firm. For both myself, and the family owners, it was important that the move to 

employee ownership would also protect the company from being absorbed by a larger 

business. My position within the business enabled me to have access to be able to establish 

this research to help begin a conversation about democratisation between employees, and 

to ensure this was had across the business prior to the business being gifted, rather than 

there being just a legal change of ownership. This was an important opportunity for the 

employees to have a say in the shape of the new organisation prior to becoming owners, 

granting them an agency previously lacking in the succession. 

The research makes an important contribution in its democratised methodological 

approach as it consciously worked to address the balance between pure action based 

participatory research and the development of theory. By placing the booksellers’ Inquiry 

Group at the centre of the study, it captures the challenges they faced and the solutions 

they developed as the means to extend existing theory. This valuable interrelationship has 

created theory which is more generalisable and useful to other organisations that wish to 

democratise, despite being built on a specific experience within a specific workplace.  

The contradictions of higher job level control combined with feelings of powerless at the 

organisational level are in no way unique to bookselling and will be discussed within this 

thesis. With the impact of COVID-19 pandemic still to become clear, I would suggest that it 

would not be too great a leap to suggest that some of the emergent trends in the 

workplace may well be accelerated - but also that people may well take a fresh look at how 

they wish to spend their working days. 

Perspective 

This is a study of the potential for workplace democracy today and is situated in the 

workplace and methodologically self-conscious (Burawoy, 1998:16), engaging through a 

democratised, participatory methodology. At its heart is the concept of praxis, where 

theory and action combine to change the world around us (Freire, 1996 [1970]:40). The 
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research is focused on putting ‘dialectical reflection into conversation with democratic 

participation’ (Douglas, 2008:422) after the work of Marxists such as C.L.R. James who 

through engagement with both dialectics and the workplace looked to rediscover a 

‘democratic imagination’ (Douglas, 2008:422, James, 1977:160-182) to change society. This 

conceptualisation of change is built upon experiencing democratic participation and 

grasping the agency inherent within it.  

Engaging within the workplace has been crucial in extending existing theory and beginning 

to understand how recent changes in work organisation open up new dialectical 

opportunities for changes in the social relations of production. As Burawoy writes ‘the 

activist who seeks to transform the world can learn much from its obduracy’ (1998:17). The 

Workers’ Inquiry Group worked to see how it could resolve the challenge of delivering 

democratic strategic level engagement without succumbing to outdated models of 

formalised bureaucratic control.  

The structural changes reflected in the organisation are also emerging across many 

industries, as technology mediated transformations enable more flexible production and 

greater efficiency. This efficiency is sweeping away structures which - in the past - were 

seen as permanent; ‘All that is solid melts into air…’ (Marx and Engels, 2002 [1848]:223). 

Where once the rational logic of Weber’s efficient and hierarchical bureaucracy ruled, 

making unemotional and scientific decisions (Leach, 2016:36; Rothchild, 2016:24), now 

distributed control is becoming an imperative for many companies. For example, Amazon-

owned Zappos, a large US online footwear retailer has implemented ‘Holcaracy’ which 

distributes decision making power across flexible teams throughout its business (Rothchild, 

2016:13, Bernstein et al. 2016).  

As hierarchy and bureaucracy begin to waste away, so too do the assumptions which 

underpinned them. Combined with the decline of the trade unions (Office for National 

Statistics, 2015) and the reduced identification with class (Hudson et al., 1996:9-10), this 

has led to a very different experience of work. Old antagonisms which assumed that that 

where ‘the power of employees is strong, management will be weak and performance 

poor; conversely, if performance is strong then management must be strong and the 

employee power diminished’ (Storey and Salaman, 2016:67) begin to look anachronistic 

and disconnected from the modern experience.  

Unprecedented levels of delegated work design with the subsequent shift to ‘intellectual 

labour’ with an increasingly highly educated workforce (Holmes and Mayhew, 2012:11), 
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continues to demystify any concept of ‘heroic leadership’ the idea that leaders are born 

and not made. Grint (2010) describes how ‘we now seem enthralled by its apparent 

opposite – distributed leadership: in this post-heroic era we will all be leaders so that none 

are’ (Grint, 2010:89). Post the last recession, managers, rather than lauded, are often 

perceived as the very source of risk and short-term thinking (Galbraith, 2004; Kay, 2017; 

IPPR, 2018). Hamel underlines this when he writes that: 

the typical management hierarchy increases the risk of large, calamitous decisions. 
As decisions get bigger, the ranks of those able to challenge the decision maker get 
smaller. Hubris, myopia, and naïveté can lead to bad judgment at any level, but the 
danger is greatest when the decision maker’s power is, for all purposes, 
uncontestable (2011:50). 

Hamel sees costly managers killing ideas and innovation, adding complexity and risk; this 

‘cost of tyranny’ is more than ‘the occasional control freak; it’s the hierarchical structure 

that systematically disempowers lower-level employees’ (2011:50). This is managerialism 

on its head, capitalist initiatives pushing for an end to hierarchy. If anything, the COVID-19 

pandemic has accelerated these changes, those organisations that will be successful, writes 

Williams, will be those which ‘double down on the experience of homeworking… and 

construct working cultures rooted in independence underpinned by trust’ (2020:14).  

Despite the shift away from managerial control, and despite the greater job level 

autonomy, employees do not tend to feel like they have more control over their working 

lives. Masquelier (2017) cites Bauman on ‘the ‘unprecedented freedom’ this regime of 

production ‘offers its members has arrived … together with unprecedented impotence’ 

(Masquelier 2017:61). As a result, employees can feel their lack of control more acutely, 

workplace stress has been rising ‘inexorably in recent years’ (IPPR, 2018:21). Whereas 

research tells us that ‘People whose jobs allow autonomy to make decisions, opportunities 

to learn and develop, and a say over how work is organised and decisions are made, are 

consistently happier’ (IPPR, 2018:21). Merely the rhetoric of control; working for yourself, 

flexibility etc. leaves many employees feeling more powerless and precarious (Masquelier 

2017; Abílio, 2017). Rather than employees having the confidence to change things, the 

new relations of production have created a situation of atomisation and instability, this 

changing nature of work offers a rich context for research into workplace democratisation 

which does privilege the control of employees.  
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The economic context of work 

Since the 1970s, extensive structural changes in production have been taking place 

(Baccaro and Howell, 2017:1-5; Streeck, 2012:27-47; Hamel, 2011) leading to delayered 

companies, more precarious work and the automation of tasks. These broader industrial 

changes demonstrate a transition which requires workplace and production flexibility, with 

a move from largescale (Fordist) manufacturing towards the service industries to adapt to a 

broader fragmentation of markets.  

Streeck (2012) sees this mass production to services and mass customisation being driven 

by both worker’s demands for a greater share of profits and a frustration with Fordist 

methods of production, following ‘the refusal of growing sections of the working class to 

subject themselves to the discipline of Taylorist factories, together with claims for shorter 

hours, better pay’ (2012:29) combined with a stagnation of growth and ‘growing 

indifference to its mass-market production regime’ (2012:30).  

The resultant crisis in political economy led to a move to customisation, shorter production 

cycles and an escape from stagnation. These technology driven changes also rendered 

‘much manual labour dispensable’ (Streeck, 2012:31) or at least open to being relocated to 

cheaper offshore production. For many workers, this has resulted in anxiety and feelings of 

powerless and insecurity, especially when it comes to influencing decisions which affect 

their working lives. For example, 72% of people think they have little, or no, influence on 

economic decisions (Dellot, 2016).  

It is too early to say what impact COVID-19 related work changes will have on attitudes to 

work, there is certainly evidence of a split between those who can work from home and 

those who cannot. Those who can work from home earned, on average, 20% more than 

those who could not (Office for National Statistics, 2021) however they also experienced 

longer, unpaid, working hours with; ‘6.0 hours of unpaid overtime on average per week’ 

(Office for National Statistics, 2021), a recent Microsoft Survey finds that; ‘20 per cent feel 

that their company doesn’t care about their work-life balance, while 57 per cent feel 

“overworked” and 47 per cent are “exhausted”’ (Stern, 2021). Given these figures it seems 

unlikely that working from home has addressed any substantive issues with satisfaction 

with work.  

Post-Fordist structural changes have been labelled by some as ‘Industry 4.0’ (or the fourth 

industrial revolution), distinctively characterised by:  
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[1] Short development periods…High innovation capability…[2] Individualization on 
demand …. [3] Flexibility… [4] Decentralization: To cope with the specified 
conditions, faster decision making procedures are necessary. For this, 
organizational hierarchies need to be reduced…[5] Resource efficiency (Lasi et al., 
2014:239). 

In order to achieve contracted development periods and flexibility, the traditional 

bureaucratic model for business has started to decompose with a ‘change towards 

decentralized self-organization’ (Lasi et al., 2014:240). Baccaro and Howell see these 

changes as common to all contemporary capitalist economies with expanded employer 

discretion and an individualisation of industrial relations (2017:1-4, 222). They also note the 

characteristic of organisations within the post-Fordist economy of ‘plasticity’ with ‘the 

mutability of function subject to context’ (Baccaro and Howell: 2017:19). Where once the 

rational logic of Weber’s efficient and hierarchical bureaucracy ruled, making unemotional 

and scientific decisions (Leach, 2016:36; Rothschild, 2016:24), now distributed control is 

becoming an imperative for many companies (Rothschild, 2016:13, Bernstein, et al. 2016).  

The new job level decision-making power for workers has been concurrent with stagnating 

wage growth (IPPR, 2018) and a decline in organised labour (Office for National Statistics, 

2015) within Western economies. The changing environment has, possibly counter-

intuitively, also resulted in a new age of diminished agency, despite the greater job level 

decision making (Masquelier 2017; Abílio, 2017). As wages have decoupled from growth 

this has exacerbated the perceived gap in power, for many who feel denied access to 

economic resources. A journalist for the BBC’s Question Time programme recalls a 

particularly apposite audience intervention: 

When UK GDP returned to its pre-crisis peak in 2014, economists told the world the 
economy had 'recovered'… a questioner in Newcastle put straight one of the 
participants on the panel with the memorable line 'That's your bloody GDP, not 
ours' (Fraser, 2018). 

This has created a more common anxiety within Western governments and institutions 

about the possible social impact of growing economic inequality, in 2014 the World Bank 

identified this as one of the principal risks to global social and economic security (Savage, 

2015:3), and subsequently it has been seen as the driver for the resurgence in ‘national 

populism’ (Eatwell and Goodwin, 2018). 
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Alternative organisations 

To date, academic debate on alternative organisations could be accused of not fully 

addressing the new context of work and production, rather adopting a rather default 

acceptance of the ‘degeneration thesis’ whereby all democratic organisations are seen as 

inevitably succumbing to elitism and oligarchy (Michels, 1962; Webb cited Storey et al., 

2014:626). Discounting any (particularly largescale) efforts to work together in an inclusive 

and distributed manner, this fixed orientation is failing to examine the new organisational 

plasticity in detail, something which this research looks to help address. 

Jaumier (2017) points to a paucity of understanding of different, non-hierarchical ways to 

work together, asserting that ‘our understanding of co-operation could be greatly 

improved if researchers’ dominant focus on governance was complimented by studies 

anchored in the everyday experience of co-operators’ (2017:218). This view is echoed by 

many writers, for example Diefenbach (2019), Chen (2016), Leach (2016) and Rothschild 

(2016), this research will help to help in addressing this missing voice. 

Summers and Chillas (2019) write that ‘…the skills required (by both managers and non-

managers) to work in EOCs [Employee Owned Companies] have received little scholarly 

attention’ (2019:8-9). They highlight the difference in democratic skills, both economic and 

participatory, needed to operate in both working in democratic firms but also in co-

ownership (Summers and Chillas, 2019:10-17). It could also be argued that challenges faced 

by those in ‘new organisations’ are increasingly faced by managers in traditional firms 

experiencing the new flexible reality of organisation, strategic ownership and participation.  

The lessons of the idealistic and entirely structureless 1960s social movements have been 

learnt by many (Jaumier, 2017:219; Leach, 2016:37; Polletta, 2002) and more rough 

consensus (Chen, 2016:79, Leach, 2016:37-38), agonistic (Mouffe, 2009) or rhizomatic 

structures (Hardt and Negri 2017; Kokkinidis, 2012) are emerging, offering a liminal space 

for a reassessment of the possible. Contemporary discussions of democracy in society more 

generally have taken a negative turn, with warnings against populism and demagoguery 

(Müller, 2017), however these have not, more broadly, been reflected in the discussions of 

democratic participation in corporations.  

This changing context and the contradictions of control and power embedded into 

capitalism today offers a potential for a re-examination of human organisation more 

generally. There are significant challenges in terms of the simultaneous lack of collective 
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power of employees, combined with a high level of job control and autonomy (Lasi et al., 

2014:239). The rhetoric of control; working for yourself, flexibility etc. leaves many 

employees feeling more powerless and precarious in their positions (Masquelier 2017; 

Abílio, 2017), despite the delegated decision making, as the parameters for these decisions 

can feel ever more limited. 

The elevation of employee control in the context of the dismantling of the traditional 

bureaucracies, combined with the simultaneous collapse of collective worker organisations 

and post the last recession, the lack of confidence within capitalism in its own ideological 

position has created a situation of atomisation and instability. This juncture could be seen 

as an opportune time for this research to engage with employee owned firms to examine 

how they are experimenting with form, control and responsibility, particularly with an 

approach which puts front and centre the idea that what workers lack ‘is not necessarily an 

understanding of their own situation but a confidence and the support to challenge their 

circumstances’ (Wellbrook, 2014:370). 

Employee ownership 

Despite the inherent challenges, Employee Owned (EO) businesses and cooperatives have 

been growing rapidly in the last few years. In the UK, the employee owned sector has 

doubled in size since 2010 (Smith, 2018). Notable recent UK EO announcements include 

household names such as cosmetics firm Lush (EOA, 2017), hi-fi retailer Richer Sounds 

(Robertson, 2019) and Aardman Animations (Butler, 2018). The Employee Ownership 

Association in the UK reports that: 

…EO has secured a broad base of appeal across the private sector, with the Finance 
Act 2014 proving to be a significant driver. Research from the White Rose Centre 
for Employee Ownership [a strategic partnership between the Universities of 
Leeds, Sheffield and York] reports that 60% of growth in EO has happened since 
2010 (2018). 

The logic of employee ownership in this environment, although still an alternative model, 

can be seen as less ideologically charged as it has been in previous decades. Any perceived 

threat from management-worker antagonism is seen as significantly diminished, if not 

absent entirely (Kelly, 1998) from most workplaces. Companies whose employees own a 

significant stake have a combined annual turnover of over £30 billion, around 3% of GDP 

with over 200k employees (EOA, 2021). The Employee Ownership Association (EOA) and 

Co-operatives UK have ambitions for 1m employee owners in the next ten years (Co-

operatives UK, 2021).  
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The growing appeal of employee ownership today is significantly different to the growth of 

co-operatives in the past. Even accounting firm KPMG (2019) has recently established a unit 

to help advise founders on the tax and legal processes around transition to EO. Long-term 

commitment from employees to a firm is seen as offering both the loyalty and stability 

which finance capital often struggles to engender (Kay, 2017) and was seen as contributing 

to the last financial crash.  

For many of these EO firms however - and indeed more established ones such as the John 

Lewis Partnership, (Cathcart, 2009, 2013, Storey and Salaman 2016:100) - the transition is 

just that, a legal one, rather than one of collective ownership (Ramsay & Haworth, 

1984:303). On paper these organisations are owned by their staff, however in reality there 

is often a high level of technical managerial control. This can ultimately constrain these 

firms, for as the Nuttall Review asserts the ‘benefits of employee ownership are most likely 

to be realised when ownership co-exists with wider drives for employee participation in 

decision-making’ (Nuttall, 2012:24). The benefits of participation are often not being 

realised in EO firms at present, this research aims to addresses the opportunity to benefit 

from democratisation.  

Pateman (1978, 2012) observed that people ‘learn to participate by participating’ 

(2012:10). In the current political context even if there is an appetite for further employee 

engagement, often the very peculiarity of political participation in society at large can make 

these processes and activities seem challenging. Fears of introducing conflict, slow decision 

making, and undermining management, along with tokenistic participation can all be seen 

to hinder progress towards any meaningful democratisation. To avoid these pitfalls, this 

research places a primacy on democratic participation within its methodological position.  

The logic of employee engagement shifts in ownership and a new perspective on 

organisational structure may become the new orthodoxy as the UK grapples with a 

productivity challenge. Not caused by people not working hard enough, as it is sometimes 

reported (IPPR, 2018:74), rather too little power held by those ‘Employee owners [who] … 

have greater discretion over how they carry out tasks, along with more freedom to 

innovate and the responsibility to fix problems without referring things up the line’ 

(Employee Ownership Association, 2018:15). What forms this new employee ownership 

will take however, and what organisational structures will follow, is less clear - this research 

therefore seeks to identify some available options for a new approach to employee 

participation.  
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Methodology 

Workers’ Inquiry has often been associated with seeking out the worker narrative, via 

questionnaires (as in Marx’s original 1880 proposal), via interviews and investigation along 

the lines of Engels’ The Condition of the Working Class in England (2009 [1845]) and more 

lately through ethnographic, or auto-ethnographic approaches. Examples of this include 

classics such as Romano and Stone (1947) and more recently Woodcock (2017). Today, 

when class and working experience is even more atomised, Wellbrook asserts that ‘a 

largely dislocated sense of working-class identity bring[s] into question the 

representativeness of any particular worker voice’ (Wellbrook, 2014:365). This research 

takes an important new approach to Workers’ Inquiry with consciousness of both 

participation and its structural contextualisation.  

Workers’ Inquiry has recently been principally resurrected as a political route to ‘discover’ 

the ‘class composition’ of workers through their experience of work. These approaches, 

exemplified by Woodcock (2017), Cant (2020) and Ovetz (2021) broadly look to workers’ 

self-activity and reject more traditional Marxist structuralist analysis. This research also 

uses Workers’ Inquiry, however, takes a different approach by placing participation over 

ethnography and prioritising the development of a collective endeavour to create positive 

democratic change. Consequently, it avoids the trap of being purely about action (Burawoy, 

2019:49-50) by placing the extension of theory front and centre and approaching the 

research from a dialectical materialist standpoint. Methodologically, Workers’ Inquiry 

effectively became a form of praxis as the group progressed trying and rejecting various 

answers to their questions of how to effectively implement strategic overview from the 

shop floor. 

Combining Workers’ Inquiry, and its emphasis on human agency, with Critical Participatory 

Action Research offers a potential amplification of their democratic perspectives, towards 

‘a commitment to bring together broad social analysis, the self-reflective collective study of 

practice, and transformational action to improve things’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:12). This may 

be specifically the case when it comes to an appreciation of participants’ practice as 

situated in their particular historical, economic and social circumstance, in that 

‘participatory action researchers become alert to clues about how it may become possible 

to transform the practices they are producing and reproducing through their current ways 

of working’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:21).  
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This research utilises a Marxist dialectical materialist philosophical perspective to place 

action and theory at the heart of the research. Making both methodological and theoretical 

contributions the research combines Critical Participatory Action Research (CPAR) with the 

Extended Case Method in order to prioritise liberatory action, and change, in the 

organisation, whilst simultaneously attempting to contextualise the findings within existing 

theory and, most importantly, extend current theory further. The resultant extension of 

theory owes much to the collective experience of the Workers’ Inquiry Group.  

This research takes the new economic context for workplace democracy and looks to 

extend the theoretical analysis of Ramsay’s (1977) Cycles of Control, where a new 

perspective is offered; and succession within the firm, which extends the work of Gouldner 

(1955) and Burawoy (1982a). In addition, Rothschild (2016) and Rothschild and Whitt’s 

(1986) conditionalities of avoiding degeneration are examined, and control and power in 

the organisation through the lens of the Tannenbaum’s (1968) Control Graph and Lukes’s 

(2005) exposition on power. These were all selected as they were totemic of dominant 

themes within both the literature and reflective of discussions from the participants 

themselves. In this way a dialogic relationship emerged between the theory and the actions 

taking place.  

The antecedents to the research on the ground, and from the ground up, have been the 

inspirational work of industrial sociologists such as Gouldner (1955), Lupton (1963), Nichols 

and Beynon (1977), Pollert (1981) and Burawoy (1982a) all of whom spent time with 

workers understanding what it meant to do their jobs. These writers were broadly 

ethnographic in approach as opposed to the participatory approach taken here; however, 

their worker led orientation and commitment to listening to what people say has been a 

crucial foundation to this research too. 

The Research 

In order to examine the contemporary experience of work and the potential within a more 

democratic organisation within employee owned firms, the research questions have been 

formulated as: 

1. How do organisational structures of participative democracy within employee 

owned companies enable workers to control, or have an impact upon, 

strategy? 
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2. In what ways does the diminishing of collective worker organisation and the 

changing nature of work create an opportunity for new organisational forms? 

3. To what extent do people have more agency within employee owned firms? 

The Inquiry Group worked together to investigate the question of ‘How do organisational 

structures of participative democracy within employee owned companies enable workers 

to control, or have an impact upon, strategy?’ through a Critical Participatory Action 

Research (CPAR) methodology. The Inquiry was supported by the experiences and views of 

those in another firm, operating within the same sector, already running as an employee 

owned business.  

In an iterative approach, following the cycles of CPAR, the Workers’ Inquiry talked to 

colleagues across the business and constructed a report and plan, in order to shape 

participatory structures within BookCo. The work of this Group formed the basis for further 

philosophical reflection within this research, using the Extended Case Method to analyse 

the Inquiry Group findings and to extend existing theory.  

Recent theses have focused on one (dominant) player, the John Lewis Partnership, in 

Cathcart (2009) and a narrow managerialist approach in Wren (2016) in addition to a well-

being approach in Coutinho (2016) and individual feelings of control and security in Jervis 

(2016). None of these have fully examined the broader question of the architectures of 

democratic engagement and a broader critical approach has not been undertaken for some 

considerable time, something which this research looks to help address.  

The two businesses participating in this research represent a mix of experience, size and 

structure. The principal site for the research, BookCo, is transitioning to EO. BookCo is a 

large UK retailer founded over 100 years ago, currently family owned, with around 220 

employees and a turnover in excess of £60m. Assisting with the research is Company ‘B’, a 

small UK publisher founded in the 1970s with considerable experience of being employee 

owned after transitioning in 2015. Subsequent to becoming a co-operative in 1989 it has 11 

employee owner directors and a turnover of around £1m.  

The two businesses have differing models of workplace democracy, with BookCo planning a 

representative employee council and employees on the board, whereas Company B is 

organised around a non-hierarchical participative structure. These differing models, and 

different stages of employee ownership, offer a unique set of perspectives and interplay 

between worker-owners. 
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The rationale for the choice of Critical Participatory Action Research within this context is 

outlined in detail within the methodology Chapter. However, by way of an introduction, 

this research is undertaken with the specific view that more workplace democracy would 

be a positive thing and subsequently engaging clearly and unambiguously with those whom 

the research is with, in collaboration rather than, for example in a detached ethnographic 

study, is desirable. This also adheres to one of the tenets of Critical Management Studies 

that; ‘…the research process itself should be openly participative and involve the same 

qualities that are important for organizations themselves’ (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000:17).  

A note on terminology 

As Bernstein notes ‘industrial democracy, self-management, workers’ control, or 

participation… each has connotations, ambiguities, or other difficulties’ (1983:2-3) this 

thesis will situate the use of these terms with respect to their contemporary use or, where 

appropriate, with their specific historical ones. For example, industrial democracy in the 

1970s being where trade unions and conflict were integral to its understanding. 

Participation is used, except where otherwise indicated, to explicitly refer to the role 

workers can play in strategic, rather than job level decisions, again as Bernstein (1983) and 

Ramsay (1980) write ‘“participation” tends towards vagueness …the lesser forms of worker 

influence in management’ (Bernstein, 1983:3) and: 

 ‘…academic discussions on the topic are agreed that participation has something 
to do with the making of decisions. It is rare, however to find accounts which 
progress much beyond this relatively facile observation…’ (Ramsay, 1980:46). 

This thesis will not fall into this trap as it will largely hand the judgement of meaningful 

participation to workers themselves. As this thesis is concerned with democratic structures 

the legal forms of worker ownership, cooperatives and employee owned businesses are 

treated as one and the same, the principle sites for the research are, or going to be in the 

case of BookCo, Employee Ownership Trusts (EOT) where shares are held in trust for 

employee owners rather than them having an individual stake which they could buy and 

sell.  

Finally, the thesis will follow Bernstein’s definition of democratisation of the firm: 

workplace democratization, includes any system which attempts to increase 
employee influence in the management process, especially in decision-making. This 
influence can range from a manager’s solicitation of employee opinions to 
complete worker autonomy in running a wholly worker-owned firm (1983:3-4). 
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It does also recognise, and is a crucial part of the research, that not all these systems are 

equal.  

 

Thesis outline 

The thesis is organised into seven Chapters, this introductory Chapter has given a general 

overview and then will proceed to discuss the changing work environment in more detail, 

then describe how the plan for the research was constituted and detail the research 

questions. Chapter two is a review of the literature, as will be detailed there is a significant 

history of theory as relates to participation by workers in decision making. The Chapter 

starts with typologies of ownership them broadens the discussion out to examine 

perceived challenges, followed by the classic arguments against both employee ownership, 

and democratisation, in the degeneration thesis and the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ respectively.  

The literature review then proceeds to discuss how the broader macro-economic changes 

have been discussed in the literature with a shift to individualised industrial relations and 

the role of management. Finally, it examines Ramsay’s ‘cycles of control’ thesis and how 

the new social relations of production may break the pattern of previous cycles, alongside 

the shift in society from participatory democracy in the 1970s to deliberative democracy 

today, and the subsequent challenges this poses for democratic engagement.  

Chapter three details the philosophical orientation of the research and discusses the 

component parts of dialectical materialism. It recovers dialectics as non-deterministic and 

demonstrates how they can be used to expose broader social relations which throws new 

light on the workplace, in addition to being fundamentally democratic, action oriented and 

privilege human agency. As an underlying philosophical approach, a dialectical positionality 

leads into a detailed discussion of methodology within Chapter four. 

The methodological approach of the research places democratic participatory action 

alongside ‘dwelling in theory’ (Burawoy, 1998:5). Utilising Critical Participatory Action 

Research (CPAR) and combining this with the Extended Case Method, ensures the former is 

not purely action oriented and the latter, which often relies on ethnographic methods, is 

grounded in participatory action. The Extended Case Method is taken as a suitable vehicle 

for the dialectical positionality due to its dialogic and reflexive approach which looks to 

constitute ‘situated knowledge into social processes, and it locates those social processes 

in their wider context of determination’ (Burawoy, 1998:21) and to do this through the 

reconstruction of existing theory (Burawoy, 1991:6). 
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Chapter four also discusses how I propose this combination as a more effective way to 

construct a Workers’ Inquiry (where I do accept Woodcock’s distinction that ‘there is an 

important difference between studies in a workplace and workers’ inquiries, the first seeks 

only to research and the second is also a political project’ (2014:503-4)) than those which 

look for self-activity of workers. The methodological approach synthesises the praxis of; 

dialectical theory combined with democratic participatory engagement resulting in change 

and extension of theory. 

Chapter five outlines the actual process of research, the praxis, within the CPAR Inquiry 

Group within BookCo and demonstrates how the cycles progressed and the outcomes from 

these. As the research progressed the cycles of ‘teasing out the issues’, ‘building 

understanding’ and ‘acting on knowledge’ in cooperation with the additional employee 

owned business showed a development of thought as the Group grappled with issues of 

structure, decision making, power and control. This Chapter contains an overview of the 

CPAR cycles, which serves to expose the detail of the CPAR methodology which could not 

be defined prior to the iterative action itself.  The Chapter consequently includes some data 

and examples of the production of knowledge within the research setting - however, the 

sense making and extension of theory within the overall analysis sits within Chapter six. 

In Chapter six the full detail of the context for the participatory research and the context 

the participants found themselves in is detailed as is a discussion on participation in the 

process of analysis. The analysis then proceeds to challenge a number of pre-selected 

theories, including Ramsay’s concept of Cycles of Control (1977; 1985; 1993), Tannenbaum 

(1961; 1968; 1986) and Lukes (2005) on power, in addition to Rothschild and Whitt (1986) 

on degeneration, utilising the Extended Case Method.  

This Chapter also introduces additional theory to address unanticipated themes emergent 

from the research and the new relations of production. The praxis of the group exposed 

new fault lines in the organisation and contradictions within structures of control and 

formal hierarchy, which challenge the idea of conceptions of structures of control but also 

likely outcomes from successionary situations today. To address these themes of 

succession Burawoy (1972; 1996) and Gouldner’s (1955) theory is examined in this context. 

Additionally, the concept of the reverse dominance hierarchy (Clastres, 2013:207) is 

discussed to illuminate the Inquiry Group’s desire to build more cultural forms of power as 

opposed to formal structures. 
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The practicalities of worker participation, and the differing levels of this participation from 

individual task control through to strategic decision making, has produced what Ramsay 

describes as ‘vast’ amounts of literature (Ramsay, 1980:46). This literature also has varying 

motivations, and definitions, much of which is extremely broad ‘[w]ith some notable 

exceptions, academic discussions on the topic are agreed that participation has something 

to do with access to the making of decisions’ (Ramsay, 1980:46). Some of the literature is 

specifically related to employee owned, or co-operative enterprises, but much of it is not, 

yet still has relevance for a discussion on organisational control.  

Since the nineteenth century, discussions of worker participation in commercial 

organisations have waxed and waned. Often these debates were a consequence of rising 

and falling levels of organised labour power, and subsequently pressure from workers on 

management, who then chose to ‘regain control by sharing it’ (Ramsay, 1977). Workplace 

democracy is entirely embedded in its ‘historically specific political-economic settings’ 

(Greenberg, 1983:191). This setting has dramatically changed since the last wave of interest 

in industrial participation, the nature of work has transformed as the economy in the UK 

shifted from industrial to a more flexible economy (Lasi et al., 2014). Ideas of participation 

in the 1960s and 1970s were intrinsically linked to those of more grass roots participation 

in society at the time, and to the collective power of the Trade Unions (also, to a degree, 

due to the examples of perceived worker control in countries such as Yugoslavia (Suvin, 

2018). Out of scope in this review is the emergent literature on an entire economy of 

cooperatives, as a ‘socialist alternative to capitalism’ as exemplified by Azzellini (2018), 

Wolff (2012) and Jossa (2017) as their focus is on economic transition as opposed to, 

specifically, organisational challenges. 

Throughout the literature there is an interplay between the broader social relations of 

production and the specific effects produced at the company or job level. In this way both 

employee owned and non employee owned firms attempts at participation, or even 

democratisation, will be subject to broader socio-economic forces, and these in term can 

produce varying results. As Ramsey writes: 

This is not to say that a priori job enrichment must serve management, even if they 
fully comprehend its implications. Presumption to this effect is vulgar Marxism. The 
judgment must be an empirical one, allowing for the presence of contradictions, 
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and so of management’s inability to predetermine outcomes; but this applies 
equally to more ‘optimistic’ views, which ignore structural limits and constraints on 
the potential for change. It would take a romantic to imagine workers would be 
motivated and empowered by job enrichment to storm the citadels of investment 
planning, for example (1985:63). 

Without economic or worker organised pressure on management, the rhetoric of 

participation and democracy in industry today could be seen as having other impetus, 

resulting in very particular view on what these concepts mean in today’s companies. With 

financial crisis following financial crisis, and low economic growth rates, there has been an 

increasing lack of confidence in the ability of capitalism to deliver. Mullan comments ‘…the 

acclaimed revival of free market values popularly associated with the governments of 

Reagan and Thatcher [was not] able to attain a firm intellectual or cultural hold on society… 

even before the arrival of the West’s financial crash in 2008’ (Mullan, 2017: 204-205).  

This review will look to discuss some of the prevalent themes of employee strategic level 

participation and democratisation starting with those closest to the firm. Beginning with 

the typology of employee owned organisations, then moving on to examine the nature of 

participation within the organisation – for example, if it is ‘meaningful’ or merely a 

tokenistic approach. Arguments against democratisation of work have often utilised ideas 

of degeneration and the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ with ideas of an inevitable slide into 

bureaucracy, or succumbing to pressures (internal or external) which make them 

uncompetitive. 

Then the discussion will broaden out to consider the changes in industrial relations, and 

work, as a result of the socio-economic shifts already touched upon in the introduction. 

The ‘cycle of participation’ (Ramsey, 1977) will be used to discuss the current context and 

how it differs from prior cycles. Finally the normative concept of democracy itself, and its 

resulting interrelationship with the firm and people’s participation will be examined, by 

drawing on theorists such as Chantal Mouffe (2009, 2018).  

Employee Ownership Typologies 

The origins of the company are likely to influence its structure and culture and can be 

useful in analysing its likely attitude to structure and participation. The principal types of 

companies described in the literature are; endowed (or bequeathed), defensive and 

alternative (or mission based). The Employee Ownership Association identifies the first of 

these, which they term business succession or ownership succession, as the most common 

route for an employee owned firm to come into existence in the UK (EOA, 2021a) and is the 
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route by which BookCo, the firm central to this research, is also becoming employee 

owned.  

Family businesses becoming employee owned companies may include inherited rules on 

how the business is to be operated in the future ‘…the benevolent former owner, true to 

the paternalism that prompted the handover, typically imposes strict conditions for the 

control of the enterprise that involve a representative structure and limited opportunities 

for higher and lower-level worker participation’ (Carter, 2006:416). This can of course also 

influence the attitude of workers in the company who effectively become owners rather 

than making a positive decision to become one; ‘…participation has been imposed on 

them; typically the workforce will be divided between those who relish the opportunity and 

those who are uninterested’ (Carter, 2006:417). 

Defensive employee owned firms are where a firm is actively taken over by workers in 

order to save it from closing or becoming bankrupt, these often do not survive much 

beyond a few years after inception, workers ‘seize on the co-operative idea, not because 

they have always wanted to run their own business, but because it offers the best chance 

of salvaging some jobs…’ (Carter, 2006:416). Miller (1981) sees the pressures under which 

capitalism places worker owned firms as particularly acute in these cases, where access to 

capital is particularly difficult to obtain. Millar concludes this results in the necessary 

intervention of the state, in order to shelter or to support cooperatives from their intrinsic 

weaknesses, e.g., by providing an investment fund they can access. This view was echoed in 

the Bennite investments of the early 1970s and the Institute for Workers Control (IWC) of 

the same period. This has been revisited in the recent Labour Party discussion document 

which looks to support defensive coops (Labour Party, 2018). 

Alternative employee owned firms are set up ‘primarily for social or political (rather than 

economic) reasons (Carter, 2006:416). For Rothschild and Whitt (1986) these firms are 

those which represent the opportunity for truly different organisational forms, they ‘begin 

to convince participants, and clients and onlookers, that ‘workers do not need bosses to get 

work done’ (Rothschild and Whitt 1986:185), or that the experience could be reflected 

within the broader economy (Greenburg, 1983:196). For alternative, or mission based 

companies a democratic or participative structure is likely to reflect a passion for what they 

do and a desire to collectively agree on how it should be done (Ferguson, 1991). 

Rothschild-Whitt (1983) clarifies that within these firms ownership and control is not 

necessarily black and white, they note that; 
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[e]ach of the two dimensions is presented as though it is dichotomous in nature, 
when of course each is continuous. A firm may be owned from 0 per cent to 100 
per cent by its work force. Likewise it may be controlled entirely or not at all by its 
workers… (Rothschild-Whitt, 1983:390). 

The form of ‘social organization’ (Rothschild-Whitt, 1983:401) in the firm is likely to be 

different and more, or less, effective as a result of whether the business benefits from 

‘simultaneously high worker control and ownership’ which will attract a ‘different 

constituency’ of workers (Rothschild-Whitt, 1983:401) as opposed to those companies that 

find themselves in a worker-owned firm almost by default. Rothschild-Whitt wrote of those 

who set up worker owned firms driven by not ‘seeing the possibility of intrinsic satisfaction 

in the existing job opportunities in this society’ (1983:401) who then create their own.  

Carter (2006) also writes of job creation co-operatives which are an eclectic mix of 

companies established by unemployed workers or professional groups of ‘lawyers or 

architects’, however these are disparate, and cannot usefully be used to discuss co-ops or 

employee owned firms in general. 

Within an employee owned enterprise looking to ‘achieve consensus’ (Blunden, 2017:4-5). 

There are ‘four paradigms of collective decision making’ those of ‘majoritarianism’, where 

minority views are tolerated but do not get to hold sway, ‘consensus’ which looks for 

nothing less than unanimity (and where time is not an object), sortation (or cleromancy) for 

random rotation and control. In addition to these Blunden writes about counsel (as 

opposed to command) where; 

one of the participants – the CEO, the King or the Abbot, perhaps – takes the advice 
of the other participants, but bears sole moral responsibility for the decision. 
Counsel requires that the voice of every participant is attended to but specifically 
rejects notion of equality among participants…it is eminently capable of achieving 
rational decisions and should not be belittled for its lack of democratic sensibilities. 
And nor should it be discounted as a collective form of decision making: a king is 
only as wise as his counsel (2017:4-5). 

Maeckelbergh (2011) writes that ‘[w]hat the movements of 1968 learned painstakingly is 

that democracy is not about who rules, but about setting up clear structures for how to 

rule, and that it consequently must become a perpetual process of learning and 

construction’ (2011:332). Any organisation which attempts to solve the challenge of 

participatory democracy needs to have a level of ‘democratic consciousness’ (Rothschild-

Whitt, 1979:522) and an appreciation that ‘[i]ndividuals learn to participate by 

participating’ (Pateman, 2012:10). 
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Leach (2016) writes that the idea of consensus-based decision making is open to debate, 

that in its current form there have been some adaptations by organisations which can 

ensure effectiveness, possibly as more important than efficiency (Leach, 2016: 38-29). They 

write that:  

[consensus decision making] …is commonly presumed to be impractical and 
inefficient. This assumption is based on Weber’s claim …that bureaucracy is the 
most efficient form of organization and on anecdotes about the implosions of high-
profile consensus groups (Leach, 2016: 36). 

It may also be that it needs a healthy dose of imagination; ‘habitually to equate hierarchy 

with efficiency to such an extent that there is hardly any room to imagine an alternative 

form of democracy that could be based on a participative and non-hierarchical structure’ 

(Kokkinidis, 2012:238) and the ideological influence on our thinking which has created this 

(Blaug, 2009:96). Kokkinidis suggests a form of ‘rhizomatic action rather than centralised 

control’ (2012:239). Concepts of organisational forms without form are also problematic. 

Freeman, initially also writing in the 1970s, drew out some of the contradictions of 

democratic feminist organisations, in The Tyranny of Structurelessness striving for a 

‘structureless’ group: 

becomes a smokescreen for the strong or the lucky to establish unquestioned 
hegemony over others. This hegemony can easily be established because the idea 
of ‘structurelessness’ does not prevent the formation of informal structures, but 
only formal ones…Thus ‘structurelessness’ becomes a way of masking power…The 
rules of how decisions are made are known only to a few and awareness of power 
is curtailed by those who know the rules. 

For everyone to have the opportunity to be involved in a given group and to 
participate in its activities the structure must be explicit, not implicit. The rules of 
decision-making must be open and available to everyone, and this can only happen 
if they are formalised (Freeman, 1984:6). 

In order to address the balance between the ‘leaders and the led’, and also recognising the 

need for an organisation, Hardt and Negri (2017a:15) call for an inversion of the pyramid, 

whereby strategy would be set by the ‘multitude’ and leadership restricted to ‘tactics’, the 

technical aspects of making things happen. They also see that to do this then the 

capabilities of the ‘multitude’ need to be sufficiently developed in order for any restriction 

of leadership to be realistic (Hardt and Negri 2017). Like Rothschild-Whitt and Pateman 

they place primacy on participating to participate, Hardt commented ‘how can we identify 

people’s existing capacities for strategic political decision making or maybe better, how can 

those capacities be developed… this boils down to a very similar question about how 
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democracy can be possible, in other words how is collective self-governance possible’ 

(Hardt and Negri 2017). 

This also raises questions about the impact of authentic democratic engagement on 

individuals in trying to forge these new organisational forms away from the more atomised 

experience of the distributed organisation. Summers and Chillas (2019:12) recount how 

‘…becoming an employee-owner was a transformative event where ‘the concept of 

ourselves has changed’ from individual workers, to being ‘a shared realm’, they see 

separate democracy skills as necessary and as distinct from economic ones. 

These formulations could well be utopian. However alternative forms of organisation 

should be considered in more detail, as certainly the essence of what they articulate 

reflects the expectations of many within a democratic enterprise. More fundamentally, 

what can be said to be the case, is that within worker owned businesses workers are often 

‘disempowered by their lack of collective struggle’ (Kasmir, 2017:207), they are atomised 

by their feeling of individual ownership and the representative structures. Also, within the 

literature, there are repeated statements about the reasonableness of workers for 

example; ‘[i]n all my work, I have yet to find employees who make unrealistic demands 

about empowerment’ (Argyris, 1998:100). More ‘unrealistic’ demands should perhaps be 

considered, ‘…as Edward Thompson has so eloquently argued, in an ‘infinitely assimilative 

culture’; in consequence, he insists, ‘one must make one’s sensibilities all knobbly – all 

knees and elbows of susceptibility and refusal – if one is not to be pressed through the grid 

into the universal mish-mash of the received assumptions of the intellectual culture’ 

(Hyman, 1974:271-2). 

Problems of Participation 

Essential to the analysis of both participatory democracy and representative democracy 

within the organisation is an understanding of the necessity for the expression of 

agreement explicitly reached via a form of participation. Participation literature is replete 

with detailed barriers as to why delivering anything beyond pseudo-participation is fraught 

with insurmountable difficulties. These barriers include a dominant, principally managerial, 

assertion that workers are not capable of understanding the firm in sufficient detail, in a 

repeat of the themes of elitist theory. A John Lewis Partnership Manager quoted 

exemplifies this;   

…they [the Partners] are no more capable of grasping the problems of a big 
business and of managing it in the real sense of the word than most of us, no 
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matter how long and carefully we were trained, would be capable of holding our 
own in the professional boxing ring… (Ramsay, 1980:51).  

As Long (1982) asserts, where ownership is held by employees, but participation is not 

viewed as sufficient (as far as the workers are concerned), perhaps unsurprisingly, the 

‘impact of employee ownership is not positive’ (Long, 1982:197). Long also identifies that 

the circumstances of the mechanisms of participation can be perceived as more important 

than the mechanisms themselves, recalling the inverse from Tannenbaum (1961, 1986) 

whereby; ‘[u]ltimately…it is control by members that distinguishes the democratic 

organisation from the non-democratic one’ (Tannenbaum, 1986:279). In Long’s example 

company the: 

perceived value of two of the main participation mechanisms – the employee 
council and the quarterly shareholder meetings – declined sharply. Still, despite the 
employees’ disillusionment about the usefulness of these mechanisms, virtually no 
one was in favour of their abandonment, perhaps indicating a feeling that these 
mechanisms could be effective under the right set of circumstances (1982:212-3). 

Challenges also exist for workers who devote their time to gaining any management level 

understanding (e.g. by being full time board members) as they potentially cross the line 

and become management and not workers (Mintzberg, 1983:15) though as already 

discussed, in the contemporary workplace this may be an even less clear delineation. 

Additionally, ‘worker representation’ can have the effect of ‘weakening internal 

participation, by strengthening the hand of top management’ (Mintzberg, 1983:12). 

Managers are sceptical about giving up any real power and that workers are equally 

reluctant about taking on additional responsibility (Argyris, 1998:98,102) in summarising 

the managerialist perspective Argyris states that: ‘[i]t is unrealistic to expect management 

to allow thousands of employees to participate fully in self-governance’ (1998:100). With 

delayering and flexibility this decision may well not be as clear as it once was. 

The reasons why management may indeed wish to support worker participation are well 

documented and numerous. Instrumentalist ‘partnership capitalism’ is found to increase 

the productivity level by about four percentage points, in a US study, compared to firms 

that do not adopt such practice, (Knyght et al., 2010:1314) Knyght et al. state that 

employee stock ownership plans (ESOPs), ‘will put each worker in the position of improving 

‘his own efforts towards cost minimisation’, thus enhancing the value of the enterprise and 

in turn, eliminating strikes, slowdowns, antiquated work rules and unreasonable wage-

demands’ (Knyght et al., 2010:1312). Although firms introducing ‘participation’ and 

ownership schemes can see broadly positive results, it has also been found that 
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expectations of control and participation are higher in worker owned firms, especially 

those with ownership of fifty percent or greater (Knyght et al., 2010:1315).  

Carter (2006) uses Pateman’s (1978) definitions of the different types of participation, 

defining three architypes as pseudo, partial and full worker participation. ‘Pseudo’ 

participation comprises management schemes designed to gain acceptance for ‘decisions 

already made’ by management, are ruled out as not participative (Carter, 2006:416). 

‘Partial’ schemes involve a level of influence between parties yet the final decision rests 

with management. ‘Full’ participation gives every member ‘equal power to determine the 

outcome of decisions’ (Carter, 2006: 415), it should also be noted that these also reflect 

popular models such as Arnstein’s ladder (Arnstein, 1969:217) which are used to illustrate 

levels of participation from ‘manipulation’ at the pseudo participation end to actual ‘citizen 

control’. 
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‘A ladder of citizen participation’ (Arnstein, 1969:217). 

Like Ramsay (1980), Pateman also distinguishes between ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ management 

decisions in the split between shop-floor and strategic level decision making. Carter 

describes how: 

Partial participation could occur without any democratisation of the authority 
structures in an organisation, as could full participation at the lower levels of 
management; but, a system of industrial democracy would involve full higher-level 
participation by employees (2006:415).  

In terms of situating a discussion on participation, it is important to be clear on what is 

meant by this and the context in which it is to be examined.  
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Ramsay makes an important assertion about the non-deterministic nature of worker 

participation, dispelling the illusion that it was a natural evolution of capitalism, he 

identified trends towards both management and worker instigated participation schemes 

(Ramsay, 1980:48). Whereas Ramsay’s assessment was a trade-off between efficiency in 

the eyes of managers and integration in the eyes of trade unionists, the current climate, it 

could be argued, is essentially one of instrumental integration rather than democracy and 

not any meaningful redistribution of power. The conflict-oriented forms are almost entirely 

absent.  

In his 2017 book, former Waitrose (the food shops run by the employee owned John Lewis 

Partnership) Managing Director Mark Price, points to some of the differences which he 

perceived were present due to employee ownership at Waitrose. Similar to Hayday, 

Perryman and Robinson (Hayday et al., 2004:x), he outlines several key elements which 

drive individual ‘happiness’ subsequently driving business performance; reward and 

recognition, transparency, empowerment, ‘well-being’, pride and job satisfaction (Price, 

2017:38). Price gives examples of a shift in attitude, when these elements are in place, 

where workers took a collectively individual responsibility, as distinct from having any 

collectivised power.  

One of these examples is of staff policing others in order to deliver greater, shared profits, 

in a Somerfield store acquired by Waitrose. ‘Everyone got the subtext…harm the business 

and you are only harming your own prospects. When you treat people as stakeholders they 

take on a level of responsibility that you don’t see anywhere else’ (Price, 2017:130). He 

continues:   

…a cashier told the manager a colleague who had phoned in sick had really gone to 
see her sister. As the store was now her business she felt the action to be 
reprehensible. When the ‘poorly’ Partner returned to work, the manager spoke 
quietly to her, word got around, and absence in the branch fell from nine per cent 
pre our acquisition to under three per cent (Price, 2017:130).  

The discussion of engagement, and the rather formulaic methods to encourage, and 

measure it, in order to achieve competitive advantage within the additional responsibility 

outlined by Price, seems somewhat reductivist in this context; where work owned by the 

worker is just an effective way of delivering efficient profit making with added self-interest. 

It also offers a panopticon of employees policing each other in an atomisation reflective of 

the individualistic logic discussed by Cederström and Fleming (2012) and Deleuze (1992). In 

this context working within an EO firms in no way means that workers are automatically 

granted some elevated form of participation. 
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The organisational challenges do not end with those already recounted. The structure 

required to deliver full participatory democracy is often seen as time consuming and 

unwieldy, and to many as inherently unstable. Rothschild-Whitt describes that, between 

business meetings, political meetings, and ‘people’ meetings there can be very little time 

remaining to do the tasks of the organisation (Rothschild-Whitt, 1979:520). As a result, the 

‘logic’ is that any real form of democratisation is unsuitable for the majority of firms, 

Mintzberg, writing before the shift in the economic structure of many Western countries 

that; 

…the problem lies in the nature of the work and the design of the structure, not in 
the distribution of power… were it democratization of Adhocracy or Professional 
Bureaucracy people wanted, there would be little problem. But that is not the 
issue. The proponents of participatory democracy are not lobbying for changes in 
universities or research laboratories. It is the giant mass producers they are after, 
in other words the Machine Bureaucracies…these are precisely the organisations in 
which the need for tight administrative control and coordination is paramount 
(1983:16-17). 

Mintzberg’s solution to this is a more limited level of participation, of ‘consultation, 

authorisation and veto’ (Mintzberg, 1983:16). Diefenbach writes that such approaches 

dismiss moves to more egalitarian or democratic structures as ‘unrealistic, if not to say 

naïve … Opponents of such initiatives then often refer to ‘common knowledge’ and 

‘established wisdom’’ (Diefenbach, 2019:547) to dismiss such ideas out of hand. 

Cumulatively these assertions can seem almost monolithic and exemplify management 

theory as a political discourse in itself and its ‘rhetoric provides not just a legitimisation but 

the raison d'être for what it is that some people are able to do to some other people’ 

(Palmer and Clegg, 1996:3).  

If it is accepted the idea that without any participation in decision making then an 

employee owned organisation’s legitimacy with its staff can only be partial (Mouffe, 2009; 

Pateman, 1978, 2012; Kokkinidis, 2012) then ‘actually existing participation’ in its current 

form, has a tendency lead to either managerialist views of success – ‘of ‘involving’ 

employees in its definition of the enterprises goals (efficiency, profitability, etc.)’ (Ramsay, 

1980:48) or of resulting in triviality, instability and apathy, as involvement is either 

insignificant or does not live up to the promise of control.  

Bernstein (1983) in a broad survey of worker-controlled firms identified six key elements 

which, if ‘…[i]f any one…is not present then democratization decays’ (Bernstein, 1983:45). 

To summarise the six, (1) direct, or elected, involvement in decision making, (2) full 

financial disclosure to employees and frequent shared monetary benefits, (3) transparency 
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and sharing of management information and expertise, (4) individual rights along the same 

lines of ‘basic political liberties’ (5) disputes resolved by peers or independent of 

management and finally (6) a shared set of ‘attitudes and values’ (Bernstein, 1983:45). 

These six elements attempt to place workers within a clear position of control, as opposed 

to influence, avoiding any schemes or structures where employees are not involved in 

decisions e.g., such as suggestion boxes etc. where the decision making is opaque and 

removed (Bernstein, 1983:49). 

This section has shown how a significant proportion of the literature on industrial and 

workplace democracy is situated within a continuum of power between managers and 

workers, this may of course still be the case, however the assumptions underlying much of 

the ‘logic’ of this may have been undermined by the changes in socio-economic context. 

Cornforth (1995) and Rothschild and Whitt (1986) were not unusual in situating their 

discussions of sustainable, democratic, organisational forms solidly within the ‘logic’ of 

Michels’ Iron law of Oligarchy, who wrote that ‘who says organization says oligarchy’ 

(Rothschild and Whitt 1986:23-4, Michels, 1962) and the ‘inevitability’ of both bureaucracy 

and the role of technical specialists is seen as fundamentally opposed to participatory 

democracy in much of the literature. This will now be discussed in more detail. 

The Degeneration Thesis & the ‘Iron law of oligarchy’ 

The concept of the degeneration thesis is used to frame many of the discussions around 

both the employee owned firm and democratisation. Both the degeneration thesis and the 

‘Iron law of oligarchy’ , where the ‘logic’ of employee owned firms and the practical issues 

of management and control are perceived as leading to an inevitable breakdown of the 

business within a capitalist environment. This inevitable collapse is seen as driven by either 

internal pressures; leading to oligarchy and the diminishment of democratic ideals 

(Michels, 1962; Diefenbach, 2019); or external pressure from having to compete with non-

democratic firms within capitalism (Storey et al., 2014:626, Cornforth, 1995:1). 

The Degeneration Thesis originated with Sidney and Beatrice Webb in the late nineteenth 

century (Storey et al., 2014:626) who saw repeated failures of worker owned firms as an 

inevitable pattern, with inherent weaknesses within worker ownership, that they; ‘suffer 

from indiscipline, lack of knowledge of the market and an unwillingness to adopt technical 

innovations, because they were democratically controlled by workers… they would either 

fail or be forced to adopt more conventional forms of ownership and management, and 

hence degenerate’ (cited in Cornforth 1995:491) succumbing to the pressures of the 
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capitalist market outside the organisation. Michels’s ‘Iron law of oligarchy’ (1962 [1911]) 

finds the seeds of destruction within organisations. He finds the existence of a power elite 

within an organisation of any size, and asserts that truly democratic organisations cannot 

exist: 

Organisation is based on division of labour, and division of labour leads to 
specialisation… Specialisation makes specialists indispensable and, thus, leadership 
must be provided by specialists (‘expert leadership’)… Specialisation 
(differentiation of functions) leads to hierarchisation/stratification: to a minority of 
superiors (‘the leaders’) and a majority of subordinates (‘the masses’) … 
Professional specialists become professional leaders who decide without 
consultation and are uncontrolled (Diefenbach, 2019:549). 

These degeneration and oligarchical tendencies can be found throughout the literature 

(Carter, 2006:418) and are further echoed within arguments such as that the pressure on 

co-operatives and employee owned partnerships is the internal logic of ‘maximisation of 

income per worker’ (Millar, 1981:314) and subsequently they are subject to greater 

pressures to stay small and avoid risk, more so than ‘purely’ capitalist firms. This tendency 

can also be seen as creating a counter pressure on recruitment, as it necessitates a 

dissolution of any bonus, it also has the potential effect of reducing support for longer-term 

investment, ‘[t]heir interest is to maximise their total earnings from the co-operative’ 

(Millar, 1981:315). Schweickart (2002) takes a similar view that worker owned firms will 

operate under their own logic, and that logic will disadvantage them when competing with 

more traditionally owned firms: 

…democratic firms do not behave like capitalist firms in all respects. For one thing, 
since labor is not a cost of production in a democratic firm, democratic firms have 
no interest whatsoever in lowering labor costs – since those “costs” are precisely 
the incomes of workers. Technology will not be introduced, for example, so that a 
firm can reduce its workforce or replace skilled workers with unskilled workers 
(2002: 128). 

Schweickart’s interpretation is one where ‘natural solidarity’ (Schweickart, 2002: 129) 

keeps firms small and somehow insulated from the profit motive. His analysis is not 

however borne out by surveys such as Bernstein (1983) and it seems unlikely that working 

in a democratic firm enables the insulation which Schweickart suggests.  

The complete opposite argument to Schweickart’s has more recently taken the fore, as 

discussed earlier, with worker interests being considerably more longer-term than 

management (Galbraith, 2004:49-50). A great deal of this analysis, however, assumes 

workers (and management for that matter) are purely rational economic actors and that 

they do not place any value in other ‘non-monetary’ benefits of working in a worker owned 
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firm, ‘[a]mong such secondary goals might be more varied work, greater individual 

responsibility for the results of work, and a new balance between work and leisure’ (Miller, 

1981:321).  

Managers, and leaders, in this context potentially lose both the legitimacy of representing 

owners’ interests and contributing to the positive running of the business. Diefenbach 

(2019) highlights the previously unassailable position of management as one of the core 

elements of the internal oligarchisation thesis, what ‘Michels outlined with his ‘iron law of 

oligarchy’ was actually a classic ‘elite theory’ – or the ideological justification of the 

dominance of a power elite’ (Diefenbach, 2019:548). The division of labour within Michels, 

of specialists and experts, and of ‘leaders and led’ is based upon the idea of: 

‘expert leadership’ [which] makes the case for leaders’ learned experience and 
professionalism based on codified and transferable knowledge and simultaneously 
makes the case for their uniqueness and exceptionalism based upon some mythical 
special traits. The former requires submissiveness because of rationality, the latter 
because of ‘awe’ (Diefenbach, 2019:551). 

If leadership and expertise can be learnt, and participation in decision making and control is 

possible without hierarchal command, then the inevitability of hierarchy and bureaucracy 

also become questionable. This shift in thinking could be seen as essential to challenging 

the orthodoxy of degeneration within democratic firms. The decline of organised labour 

enables employees to be recast in a position where participation and control makes them 

better, individual, capitalists. 

Answering the question ‘why they are not these types of firms [large EO businesses] not 

replicated more frequently?’, Andy Street, a former Managing Director of John Lewis, 

commented that;  

’…the unique thing is the scale they [John Lewis] have got to… the answer is to do 
with the structure of JL, it’s this point that the executive lead are held accountable 
by the democracy it’s not a perfect democracy, most cooperative business are a 
perfect democracy and it seems to impede their ability to grow to scale’ (Street, 
2017). 

Storey and Salaman (2016) recently completed a longitudinal study of the John Lewis 

Partnership and are likely to have placed Andy Street comments within the context of the 

degeneration thesis for employee owned businesses, which they summarise as: 

mutuality is always a transient phase on a deterministic trajectory either away from 
mutuality as commercialism takes the upper hand, or towards commercial failure 
as democracy takes the upper hand. Such a view posits an opposition between 
employee owned firms and effective management, suggesting that any constraint 
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on managers’ ability or authority to manage reduces management efficiency, and 
thus the firm’s performance (2016:67). 

They question this perspective as a ‘managerialist fallacy’, which states that where ‘the 

power of employees is strong, management will be weak and performance poor; 

conversely, if performance is strong then management must be strong and the employee 

power diminished’ (Storey and Salaman, 2016:67). What emerges strongly from their book 

is that the infrastructure ‘seem[s] somewhat managerial and hierarchic: top down…’ 

(Storey and Salaman, 2016:100). The focus on the reward of the ‘annual bonus’ has 

diminished the role of the ‘democracy’ – one telling change being that representatives to 

Council are no longer ‘elected’, rather ‘nominated’: 

[b]ut while the Council may influence decisions it does not take decisions and this is 
very clearly stated and understood. Senior management argue that partners do not 
attach a premium to decision making. Instead they are anxious to secure the 
chance to input at the formulation of proposals stage and have a say in the ‘how’ 
rather than the ‘what’ (Storey and Salaman, 2016:156). 

The fundamentals of the conclusion in both this and the Storey et al., 2014 study is that the 

very longevity of the JLP and Mondragon (a large Catalan employee partnership) refutes 

the degeneration thesis. However as Cathcart (2013) and Willmott and Paranque (2014) 

have documented, the recent JLP ‘democracy project’ has further hollowed out the 

democratic structures at the firm. Cathcart describes how the ‘management in the 

Partnership shaped the results of the trial in a way that led to dramatic changes to the 

meaning of democracy and a degeneration of democratic practices’ (Cathcart, 2013:604). 

This is also reflected in many recent discussions of Basque region federation of 

cooperatives Mondragon (Heras-Saizarbitoria, 2014; Kasmir, 2017). It may be suggested 

that they have succumbed to what Ramsay (1977) described as the trap of triviality, of the 

‘tea, towels and toilets’ syndrome’ (Ramsay 1977:482).  

When the John Lewis Partnership was gifted to its employees in the 1920s the drivers were 

quite different to those we are seeing today. John Spedan Lewis, the founder of the 

partnership saw the move as a response to rising class antagonism, describing industrial 

democracy in the subtitle to his book Fairer Shares, as ‘perhaps the only alternative to 

Communism’ (Lewis, 1954). The Partnership is only now significantly restructuring due to 

broader shifts in technology: 

Sharon White [Chairman of the John Lewis Partnership] landed in the driving seat 
just weeks before the pandemic and swiftly had to make some tough decisions - 
closing stores, slashing jobs and cutting costs. She also had to tell partners that for 
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the first time in more than 50 years they wouldn't receive their much cherished 
annual bonus (Simpson, 2021). 

This highlights the difficulty in making comparisons between different employee owned 

firms and the importance of examining the reasons for succession in ownership, and the 

resultant structures. It is out of scope for this thesis to comment upon the culture at John 

Lewis and whether this acted on power relations in the firm. What does seem clear, given 

the recent restructuring, is that the impact of the pandemic was one which enabled the 

senior management to enact sweeping changes to the business, whether these should have 

been earlier and whether these were inhibited by employees or management, or some 

other factor, would be interesting to explore. It also underlines that no employee owned 

business is immune from its broader economic and technological circumstances.  

Rather than dispelling the idea of degeneration entirely Storey and Salaman attack its 

‘managerialist fallacy’, and its inevitability, however raise serious questions about the 

efficacy of democracy within the John Lewis Partnership. Even if they do admire the 

company as ‘different’ possibly for the same reason that Oakeshott says their workers 

value it in that ‘…no one else owns it’ (Oakeshott, 2000: 217).  

What many of these writers attempt to contest is the inevitability of degeneration. When 

Rothschild and Whitt (1986) primarily look at ‘mission based co-operatives’ in order to 

examine ‘to what extent cooperatives are able in practice to successfully evade the Iron 

Law’ (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:24) rather than disputing the ‘law’ itself. They identify a 

number of elements which could lead to an effective democratic structure, including; 

staying small (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:11), shared purpose (Rothschild and Whitt, 

1986:95) and ‘shared knowledge and skills’ avoiding specialisation and uneven distribution 

(Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:104).  

Writing in the 1980s they also identified broad social support for workplace democracy 

except from ‘managers and owners’ (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:186). Summing up their 

findings they write that ‘[w]e have pursued a dialectical analysis of organizational 

democracy, examining the contradictory forces within this form or acting upon it, and the 

potentials for reconciling such forces and synthesizing a viable form of democratic 

management’ (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:191).  

There certainly are contradictory forces at play within organisations however with the 

acceptance of the premise of the oligarchic argument of Michels whereby ‘any form of 

representative democracy or delegation is regarded as a sign of oligarchy’ (Cornforth, 
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1995:492) leads them to, effectively, the same deterministic denial of organisational 

possibilities beyond hierarchical management control. As Lukes writes on the dimensional 

views of power, there is a need to move beyond purely behavioural, and structural analysis 

– although there exists manifold pressures on organisations and individuals there is still a 

place for an understanding of power; ‘[t]he future, though not entirely open, is not entirely 

closed either (and indeed, the degree if its openness is itself structurally determined)’ 

(Lukes, 2005:57), people still have autonomy and ‘could have acted differently’ (Lukes, 

2005:57). 

Flexibility and Individualised Industrial Relations 

Kelly (1998), writes on the changing nature of industrial relations in a post-collective 

environment. They identify that in this new environment the interests of workers are not as 

clearly defined as they were in the era of trade union organisation, stating that ‘Whereas 

employers are necessarily and primarily concerned with profitability, because of market 

competition, there is no corresponding mechanism amongst workers that can assign 

equivalent priority to any one of their many interests…’ (Kelly, 1998:4). This could be seen 

as a ‘dealignment of class and purpose’ wherein ‘to be working class was more than a 

condition: it was connected to a goal, socialism’ (Heartfield, 2018).  

The resultant individualisation of industrial relations can elevate self-actualisation over any 

collective goals, where work is the principal vehicle for self-worth and individual 

aspirations. This change also recasts discussions of power and control within the modern 

workplace, where it is more discussed in terms of an individual’s access to flexibility and 

self-management in the ‘gig economy’ or about the retention of ‘intellectual workers’ 

within higher paid roles. Cederström and Fleming write that “[t]he punitive boss who 

orders us about no longer has much purchase in the postmodern workplace. Rather 

employees find management taking great pains to ask us ‘how we feel’” (Cederström and 

Fleming, 2012:40). This does, however, emphasise the power of the narrative of control in 

the domain of work. Working for yourself and entrepreneurship have been elevated to the 

very highest of levels of ambition and respect, mythologised as a form of ultimate 

individual control, combined with the perceived opportunity to reap huge financial rewards 

(and ultimately often escape from work itself) (Marwick, 2013).  

Stephen Bampfylde, founding chair, Saxton Bampfylde (a recruitment firm) commented:  

…for me employee ownership [is] a 21st Century form of capitalism, we employ a 
lot of bright talented younger folk who arrive with a massive cynicism about most 
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corporate life post 2008, post all our friends in the city taking all the money and 
running, and looking for meaning in their lives alongside work…’ (Bampfylde, 2016).  

This individualised nature of work also complicates traditional organisational power 

analysis such as Tannenbaum’s (1986) classic ‘control graph’. It still stands that 

‘[u]ltimately…it is control by members that distinguishes the democratic organisation from 

the non-democratic one’ (Tannenbaum, 1986:279) however, how do you define control if 

organisations are no longer seen as having worker/management binaries. Tannenbaum’s 

graphical conceptualisation attempted to ask the question whether control is a fixed sum. 

For Tannenbaum giving more control to someone, does not necessarily mean taking if from 

another. As he writes to:  

control means to ‘determine outcomes’, ‘act as a causal agent’, ‘have impact’. 
Control is a social process, an interaction; it is distinctly not a perception, cognition, 
or attitude; and it is a matter of degree (Tannenbaum, 1986:323). 

What this fluid understanding of control also potentially exposes is that, more than the 

structures of participation, the reality of what actually happens (as opposed to what people 

are told will happen) plus their perceptions of this, are crucial. Tannenbaum writes that 

‘…results show an association between the total amount of control perceived by members 

and the effectiveness of the organization…’ (Tannenbaum, 1986:306). The importance of 

workers perception of control is expressed in Tannenbaum’s earlier study too whereby 

despite lacking formal democratic processes ‘…nearly half the [workers] believe the 

organization is democratic, even though it is not’ (Tannenbaum, 1961:35).  

Much of Tannenbaum’s control graph work assumed a hierarchy and a relatively fixed one, 

as discussed this is now a more contested territory. Cederström and Fleming see the 

potential of control having shifted to labour through the organisational crisis within 

capitalism, and the shift from manufacturing to service industries. This ‘displacement of 

management function’ (Cederström and Fleming, 2012:13) to workers has not inevitably 

led to positive change. They look to Deleuze where ‘the factory in its virtual form, as a way 

of life, a gaseous ethos – that has infected our biosphere’ (Cederström and Fleming, 

2012:13-14, Deleuze, 1992:6). Work instead has become total:  

…it is never over…working has assumed a universal presence – ‘worker’s society’ in 
the worst sense of the term – where even the unemployed and children find 
themselves obsessed with it. This viral-like logic of the corporation has spread… 
(Cederström and Fleming, 2012:2). 

From this perspective rather than the democratisation of business, the opposite could be 

seen to be true, the ‘businification’ of democracy. Mark Fisher wrote that ‘[o]ver the past 
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thirty years, capitalist realism has successfully installed a ‘business ontology’ in which it is 

simply obvious that everything in society, including healthcare and education, should be 

run as a business’ (Fisher, 2009: 17). In this context it is perhaps unsurprising that ‘worker 

ownership’ would be anything other than ‘de-escalating’ in terms of conflict (Greenberg, 

1983:198) and can create a ‘small business mentality’ (Masquelier, 2017:56) without the 

broader collective political context that would question this logic. 

 

The delegitimisation of management and questions of ownership 

As part of the structural economic changes within capitalism, as it shifts to more flexible 

forms, there has also been a change in the narrative around both ownership and 

management. Galbraith (2004) writes of a collapse in confidence in corporations’ ability to 

deliver in the absence of ‘active owners’, he accuses a lack of supervision or regulation 

causing the corporation to lose its way in society. Galbraith writes that ‘the managerial 

thrust for power and self-enrichment [has led to] … Enron, WorldCom, Tyco and others […] 

the focus of widely publicized criticism, even outrage’ (2004:49-50). Galbraith does not 

immediately turn to workers in order to recapture a more long-term perspective, although 

he does call on more active owners. Economist John Kay writes in the Financial Times that 

what is needed is not representation for workers but a more fundamental rethinking of 

how organisations are constituted: 

 
…there is little reason to think that the avarice and vainglory of too many modern 
businesspeople will be tempered by an obligation to consult with representatives 
of workers. If we ask why tariffs were once simpler and zero-hours contracts rare, 
and why chief executives only recently began to pay each other millions of pounds 
a year, the answer is in earlier days reputable companies did not think it 
appropriate to do these things. So the best answer is not to attack a few topical 
symptoms of excess, but to restore a culture that recognises corporations are 
above all social organisations (Kay, 2017:12). 

The IPPR Economic Justice report quantifies this as, in that between ‘2000 and 2016, the 

percentage of the market value of UK shares held by individuals, insurance funds and 

pension funds fell from 55 to 20 percent’ (IPPR, 2018:37). Emergent discussions by 

government of the role of employees within traditional firms in having ‘worker 

representatives on boards’ in this context, can be seen as in the stead of absent owners. 

Workers interests are seen to be more in line with more traditional (long term) owners of 

capital, rather than anonymous and short-term finance capital, than ‘self-serving’ 

management, who are frequently cast as having succumbed to moral hazard, inhibiting 
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flexibility and placing their own interests above those of the organisation. The IPPR report 

asserts that within: 

firms, too much power is concentrated in the hands of management, and too little 
is held by workers. Hierarchical governance models hold back productivity 
improvement and the spread of workplace innovation, and hold down wages and 
working conditions (IPPR, 2018:71). 

The logic of employee engagement, ownership and a new look at organisational structure 

may become the new orthodoxy as the UK grapples with a productivity challenge, not 

caused by people not working hard enough, as it is sometimes reported, rather too little 

power held by those ‘Employee owners [who] … have greater discretion over how they 

carry out tasks, along with more freedom to innovate and the responsibility to fix problems 

without referring things up the line’ (Employee Ownership Association, 2018:15). What 

form this ownership will take however, and what organisational structures will support 

them, is not clear.  

The current cycle of participation and the social composition of work 

 

Pre-pandemic, employee representation and participation began to appear on the political 

agenda again in the UK. The Conservative Party has repeatedly stated its commitment to 

worker representation asserting that: 

listed companies will be required either to nominate a director from the workforce, 
create a formal employee advisory council or assign specific responsibility for 
employee representation to a designated non-executive director’ (The 
Conservative and Unionist Party, 2017:18).  

 

Similarly the Labour Party has also stated: 

[m]ore democratic ownership structures would help our economy deliver for the 
many and lead to a fairer distribution of wealth…doubling the size of the co-
operative sector and introducing a ‘right to own’ making employees the buyer of 
first refusal when the company they work for is up for sale (Labour Party, 2017:19). 

 

In 2012 the coalition Government commissioned the Nuttall Review of Employee 

Ownership, at its launch the deputy prime minister at the time asserted that: 

…employee ownership has long proved that the choice we face is not simply 
between dog-eat-dog, laissez-faire capitalism - or union-dominated, uncompetitive 
socialism. John Stuart Mill believed that employee owned firms, co-operatives and 
mutuals could help to end what he described as the ‘standing feud between labour 
and capital’ creating fiercely competitive firms, fighting for profits and customers in 
a competitive market but where employees have as big a stake in them as possible. 
(Cabinet Office, 2012)  
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At the time this was referred to as the ‘John Lewis Economy’ (Cabinet Office, 2012) 

prompting a comment in the Financial Times more recently that ‘No amount of employee 

democracy protects against market conditions’ (Eley and Hall, 2019) as John Lewis 

struggled along with the rest of the retail sector. Often these policy commitments are 

heralded as new initiatives, however they have a long history in the UK. Yet what is 

distinctive with its more recent incarnation is that it is definitively not driven by a response 

to worker power, as David Harvey (2010) points out the global financial crisis of 2009 was, 

unusually, not seen as ‘greedy unions of excessive power of labour this time’ rather too 

much power residing with finance capital. Rather the drivers appear to be that very 

separation of ownership and management in addition to concerns around where greater 

inequality in society may lead, this thesis will go on to explore these in more detail. 

 

The expansive literature reflects the ‘contradictions inherent in the concept’ whereby it 

‘offers control of the dictates of capital on the one hand, and submission to its logic on the 

other’ (Cressey and MacInnes, 1980:6). Although the underlying philosophical position of 

this paper is a critical one, the deterministic approach, taken by many Marxists is rejected. 

This deterministic position is exemplified by Braverman’s 1970s labour process analysis, 

which regarded any democratisation within the workplace as merely a ‘studied pretence’ 

(Braverman, 1974:39) or that ‘practitioners of ‘human relations’… are the maintenance 

crew for the human machinery’ (Braverman, 1974:87). This approach is regarded as overly 

simplistic in its analysis of all capitalist forms as Tayloristic and deterministic in terms of the 

(in)ability of people to change their own circumstances. Braverman was writing principally 

about non worker-controlled firms, but still saw calls for control within capitalism as 

‘delusory’ without the change in the means of production as a whole (Braverman, 

1974:445-446). 

Ramsay asserted that ‘…some Marxist writers in the 1970s wrote off participation by reflex 

rather than from investigation, as irrelevant or as honeyed flypaper dangled out to capture 

the unwitting worker with little reference to the facts’ (Ramsay, 1993:79). This thesis will 

also reject the position that the very essence of work under capitalism is entirely negative 

(Cederström and Fleming, 2012:3) or mostly pointless (Graeber, 2018). Rather it is taken 

that it could be possible to build an organisation which, if not in a ‘prefigurative form’ 

(Cressey and MacInnes, 1980:22), then one which is democratic, and that this undertaking 

is a fundamentally important experience which reasserts a positive role for human agency.  
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As I have touched upon Harvey Ramsay identified historical patterns of greater worker 

participation, where there was a correlation with greater organised worker power. 

However, the current context appears to represent a new paradigm. Until the structural 

decline in organised labour in the 1980s, Ramsay’s (1977) thesis offered a trenchant 

analysis of the ‘fads’ of employee ownership, control and participation, summarised in his 

article Cycles of Control: Worker Participation in Sociological and Historical Perspective. 

Ramsay highlighted the frequency that ‘participation’ initiatives for workers are heralded as 

new, and that ‘…these procedures appeared at times when employers were put under 

pressure, in particular by tight labour-market conditions’ (Ramsay 1977:483). Ramsay saw 

four historical waves of participation dating back to the 1860s, through to the 1970s;  

 

…it is management who wield the initiative on offering participation or not, and 
this has shaped the unitary emphasis of most projects. Nevertheless the fact that 
management are usually reacting to a challenge against their authority, which 
compels this adaption of ideas and politics, injects the debate with its apparent 
confusion (1977:498).  

 

In the new ascendant cycle the rhetoric is not about capitulation and inclusion, rather the 

new testimonies are of the importance of worker engagement in order to help employees 

find meaning in work. As a recent Harvard Business Review cover story proclaimed, for 

managers alone to ‘internalise purpose’ is not enough, employees ‘need to help drive this 

process, because then the purpose is more likely to permeate the culture, shaping 

behaviour even when managers aren’t right there to watch how people are handling 

things’ (Quinn and Thakor, 2018:85). This need for individuals to internalise purpose 

increasingly important as organisations move away from hierarchical organisation in search 

of flexibility (Baccaro and Howell: 2017:1-5; Streeck: 2012:27-47; Hamel, 2011). 

 

Although, at the time of writing, the current UK unemployment rate is at a historic low 

(Office for National Statistics, 2017a), what might in the past have been seen as a natural 

alignment between high employment and labour power is absent. In order to measure 

organised ‘labour power’ one possible method would be to examine days lost to industrial 

action and Trade Union membership figures. Trade Unions have been experiencing 

structural decline since the 1980s, when the Thatcher government successfully shifted the 

profile of the labour markets away from traditional manufacturing to finance and services. 

The Office of National Statistics comments that;  
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…the amount of industrial action has significantly reduced in the last 30 years. This 
is a stark contrast to the level of action seen when the miners went on strike in the 
1970s and 1980s. The 1910s and 1920s saw even greater levels of industrial action 
culminating in the general strike of 1926 (2015). 

 

Lack of worker pressure on management could also be reflected in the lack of significant 

wage inflation over a period of higher employment (Office for National Statistics, 2017b). 

This should not presuppose that wage growth requires industrial conflict, as it is also likely 

to be driven by other economic pressure such as scarcity and demand for labour, and the 

ability of firms to deliver growth. Current wage growth has not been as low in over 200 

years, or as Gardiner puts it ‘…since the Napoleonic wars’ (2017). Mullan (2017) asserts 

that ‘[m]ost wages are still connected to growth; they have simply been tracking the 

inadequacy of the productivity trend’ (Mullan, 2017:41). The Institute for Public Policy 

Research (IPPR) in their Final Report of the IPPR Commission on Economic Justice (2018) see 

an economy where earnings have ‘decoupled’ from GDP (IPPR, 2018:12), where, although 

the country is richer as a whole those in work are not. This decoupling has led to greater 

economic inequality, geographically and socially, and is reflected in a number of Western 

countries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image available at: https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/economic-

growth-no-longer-leading-to-rising-earnings-finds-ippr-commission-on-economic-justice  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration two: Economic Growth no longer leading to rising earnings (IPPR, 2017) 

https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/economic-growth-no-longer-leading-to-rising-earnings-finds-ippr-commission-on-economic-justice
https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/economic-growth-no-longer-leading-to-rising-earnings-finds-ippr-commission-on-economic-justice
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Further change can also be seen in the composition of the labour market, including such 

structural changes as the growth in part-time self-employment, which a recent ONS report 

describes as one of the ‘…defining characteristics of the UK’s recent economic recovery’ 

(Office for National Statistics, 2016). The Resolution Foundation, a nonpartisan research 

and policy organisation, published a report in 2012 on The Changing Shape of the UK Job 

Market and its implications for the Bottom Half of Earners (Holmes, 2012), they 

commented that; ‘…the change in the occupational structure towards non-routine work 

has… led to faster growth of wage in top-end jobs and has depressed wage growth at the 

bottom’ (Holmes, 2012:11).  

The Resolution Foundation also highlight a few other compositional factors which have had 

significant effects on the employment market, these being; a more significant drop in 

wages (and demand) for low skill routine jobs (Holmes, 2012:8), the expansion of higher 

education and the negative impact of a decline in trade union membership, which they 

highlight as having ‘[a more] negative effect…on the incidence of low-wage work […] 

greater than the negative effects of a growth in low-wage service jobs’ (Holmes, 2012:11).  

As a result of these changes, and concerns about what the outcomes of a greater 

stratification in society may be, there has been an emergent narrative which reflects an 

anxiousness to avoid societal instability. This is demonstrated in the popularity of such 

theses as Wilkinson and Pickett’s influential book The Spirit Level (2010), where 

improvements to social behaviour are engendered by people having an ‘ownership’ and a 

‘stake’ and are seen as essential elements in creating a more ‘egalitarian society’ (Wilkinson 

and Pickett, 2010:260).  

 

They discuss specifically where benefits as diverse as ‘health, education, crime and social 

participation’ were all improved due to a significant density of (in a region of Italy) co-

operative employed workers (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010:260). This participation 

ultimately extended beyond the boundaries of the corporation; ‘…people would learn the 

strengths and weaknesses of different structures and what forms of democracy best 

fitted…and how to represent the interests of consumers and local communities’ (Wilkinson 

and Pickett, 2010:261) this echoes the ‘spillover thesis’ which is discussed later in this 

Chapter.  
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As well as social stability, concerns about workers having a ‘fairer share’ is seen as 

imperative for economic growth according to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) which have ‘found 

that economies with more equal distribution of income and wealth tend to have stronger 

and more stable paths’ (IPPR, 2018:27). The impact of Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First 

Century (2017) which warned of both inequality and a return to patrimonial capitalism also 

serves to demonstrate how common these anxieties are within the West (The Economist, 

2014).  

 

As a result of this changing market composition, there is also a concern that ‘workers are 

becoming increasingly well-qualified … lead[ing] to their skills being underutilised’ (Holmes, 

2012:23). Benedict Dellot, Associate Director, Economy, Enterprise and Manufacturing at 

the Royal Society of Arts (RSA) writes that ‘[s]tagnating wages for those at the bottom end 

of the labour market matters less if workers have a stake in, and receive dividends from, 

the companies that are becoming ever more profitable’ (Dellot, 2016:28). Dellot writes that 

the proliferation of ‘lousy’ roles fail to compensate for the social benefits work should 

offer: 

Today’s service sector jobs, whether in tourism, retail or logistics, struggle to 
compensate for the loss of meaning or sense of community once offered by 
industry. There is little tangibility, few things to literally grasp. According to the 
latest results from the British Social Attitudes Survey, the proportion of routine and 
semi-routine workers who say they have no freedom to decide the organisation of 
their work increased from 42% in 2005 to 57% in 2015. And the proportion who 
always find their jobs stressful rose from 1% to 10% over the same period (Dellot, 
2016:25). 

Other writers have seen this trend for companies “[t]his subordination, however, can 

operate under new logics… Uberisation [whereby workers access short term or single 

pieces of work mediated by technology, and work for themselves, also known as the ‘gig 

economy’] can be understood as a possible future for companies in general, that become 

responsible for providing the infrastructure to allow their ‘partners’ to carry out their work’ 

(Abílio, 2017).  

Much of the touted benefits of these ‘Uberised’ roles reflects a language of ownership and 

control for the individual. For example, a Deliveroo (a food delivery service) worker quoted 

on the BBC: ‘I control when I work, earn enough to support myself and the only person 

telling me what to do is the app on my phone’ (BBC News, 2017). Abílio writes that both 

David Harvey and João Bernardo describe how ‘organisation through dispersal’ (Abílio, 

2017) does not mean any democratisation nor loss of control by capital. Masquelier (2017) 
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cites Bauman on the delayered flexibility of post-Fordism where ‘the ‘unprecedented 

freedom’ this regime of production ‘offers its members has arrived … together with 

unprecedented impotence’ (Masquelier 2017:61). Geissler also reflects the internal 

contradictions of this position when she writes that: 

The present performance subject is identical to the Hegelian slave apart from the 
circumstance that it does not work for the master, but exploits itself voluntarily. As 
an entrepreneur of itself, it is both master and slave simultaneously (2018:211).  

The intensification of work during the COVID-19 pandemic makes this research even more 

relevant, the Microsoft Work Trends Index reporting that technology has increased ‘the 

intensity of our workday, and what is expected of employees during this time’ (Microsoft, 

2021:8). 

Cant recounts of Deliveroo, it ‘might be an authoritarian system which ordered around 

workers like a miniature dictator, but the user interface was shiny’ (2020:85). Of course, 

these ‘shiny’ interfaces also offer an opportunity for cooperative coordination of control, 

technology is not inherently undemocratic. There is some evidence of worker run 

equivalents of platform capitalism, for example, Scholz & Schneider (2017) have written on 

platform cooperativism, companies such as Drivers.coop which describes itself as ‘a driver-

owned ridehailing cooperative in New York City’. However, currently, most of these 

experiments appear to reflect an individualistic orientation of the technology, yet they may 

offer opportunities in the future to support ownership and decision-making structures. 

Participation and Democratic Theory 

One of the most influential pieces of literature on democratisation and participation was 

Carole Pateman’s Participation and Democratic Theory written in 1978, published in the 

midst of the last cycle of participation, and as such references both Yugoslavian 

experiments and negotiated participation in more hierarchical organisations. Pateman’s 

original 1978 thesis was one of ‘spillover’ where participation within the workplace was 

seen as likely to lead to greater political participation in society more generally. The book 

was written during a high point of political activity in society more generally so it could be 

argued that it represents a very different period in how it relates beyond the boundaries of 

the firm.  

Pateman, revisited her theory in 2012 and located a shift in democratic engagement with a 

new dominance of deliberative democracy: 

In the 1960s defenders of a participatory conception of democracy, which had a 
politically active citizenry at its center, took up the cudgels against proponents of a 



49 
 

“realistic” democratic theory…Citizen apathy was seen as functional for the 
democratic system. By the 1980s the attention of most political theorists turned in 
other directions, interest in democratic theory waned and, in particular, 
participatory democratic theory became unfashionable (Pateman, 2012:7). 

Her 1978 book could still be seen as contemporary relevant when she writes that ‘…a 

prominent feature of recent theories of democracy is the emphasis placed on the dangers 

inherent in wide popular participation in politics’ (Pateman, 1978:1). Deliberative 

democracy could be seen as requiring a rather narrow consensus, as the triangulations of 

policy within ‘left’ and ‘right’ removed both conflict and resulted in a further lack of 

participation within society. The waning of ideological conflicts subsequent to the end of 

the Soviet Union and Francis Fukuyama’s ‘The End of History and the Last Man’ (1992) has 

created a very different context for any discussion of ‘spillover’. Pateman sees this as 

inherently negative for creating participation in other spheres, ‘…for individuals to 

participate in decision-making in their everyday lives as well as in the wider political 

system. It is about democratising democracy’ (Pateman, 2012:10).  

Masquelier (2017), Coutinho (2016) and Greenburg (1983) all find little evidence to support 

Pateman’s thesis in its original form, more recently Timming and Summers (2018) find to 

the contrary and do find a pro-democracy affect (2018:12-13), it is likely that both may well 

be the case and that broad generalisations cannot be made here, especially when 

measuring democratic engagement today. This may be as the ground continues to shift in 

specific social-economic terms, something all these writers (bar Greenberg) fail to 

acknowledge.  

The shift towards deliberative democracy and the negation of political debate is 

exemplified by sociologists such as Giddens who, as Mouffe writes, sees the:  

the development of a new individualism, [where] democracy must become 
‘dialogic’. What we need is a ‘life politics’ able to reach the various areas of 
personal life, creating a ‘democracy of the emotions’ (2009:14-15). 

This approach has no concept of power, nor a place for the primacy of debate, as exists 

within the pluralist democratic tradition. Deliberative democracy and peoples’ potential 

engagement though this method is seen by some to go some way to address the anxieties 

about a disconnected society but incorporating identity politics and hearing ‘individual 

views’ rather than those which are ideological or collectivist ones. However even this 

reality is simultaneously at risk where people do not follow the perceived ‘common sense’ 

view. Furedi (2018) elaborates on this with his observation that the: 
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Disappointment with the capacity of the people to vote the right way has led to the 
publication of a spate of anti-populist literature that questions the value of 
democracy itself…[t]hat so many commentators appeared to be so selective about 
their commitment to democracy indicates that one of the most fundamental values 
of an enlightened and open society is [in] danger of losing its moral authority 
(2018:vi).  

Mouffe, identifies an essential part of the democratic process in the pressure for 

agreement and ‘too much emphasis on consensus’ which can lead to a rejection of the 

whole process and create a dangerous context where ‘an explosion of antagonisms that 

can tear up the very basis of civility’ (Mouffe, 2009:104).  

This push for agreement and the normative ideology of democratic participation has 

extended to all parts of society, for example, even the World Bank has published a 

Participation Sourcebook (Pateman, 2012:7) seeing it as a standard for development. The 

negation of what Mouffe calls the ‘agonistic pluralism’, essential to active democracies, 

could be traced to recent democratic upheavals where the entire legitimacy of 

representation has been questioned by the public. As a result, many may not see it as 

representing their views, and consequently resulted in the continued delegitimisation of 

representative democracy. Mouffe sees this as part of a broader technocratic move within 

the West: 

Popular participation in the taking of decisions should rather be discouraged [under 
deliberative democracy] since it could only have dysfunctional consequences for 
the working of the system. Stability and order were more likely to result from 
compromise among interests than from mobilizing people towards an illusory 
consensus on the common good. As a consequence, democratic politics … began to 
be envisaged from a purely instrumentalist standpoint (Mouffe, 2009:82). 

There were other greater ideological ideals of an active participation in a democratic 

process as part of the debates in this area for most of the twentieth century, although 

there has often been a strong undercurrent of mistrust in the results of large-scale 

participation. As Pateman made clear in her original thesis ‘…the tendency for 

‘participation’ to become linked to the concept of totalitarianism rather than that of 

democracy’ (Pateman, 1978:1-2). Since the end of the Cold War, a more limited sense of 

democracy has emerged which some have characterised as post-democracy: technical 

enfranchisement but effectively disenfranchised (Crouch, 2004). In any discussion on the 

importance of democratising the organisation, challenges around consensus building and 

debate may well begin to reflect the experience within society more generally in the 

balance between majoritarianism and, say for example, technical expertise.  
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As a solution for this democratic deficit, Mouffe suggests the conscious creation of 

opportunities for agonism, different to antagonism which she sees as taking place between 

enemies with no shared ‘symbolic space’ (Mouffe, 2009:13), agonism takes the form of: 

a relation not between enemies but between ‘adversaries’, adversaries being 

defined in a paradoxical way as ‘friendly enemies’, that is, persons who are friends 

because they share a common symbolic space but also enemies because they want 

to organize this common symbolic space in a different way (Mouffe, 2009:13). 

In this way, a pluralism of opinions can be recognised, power relations acknowledged, and 

a constructive democratic commonality constructed.  

Summary 

Shaking off the idea that bureaucracy and hierarchy are both necessary and desirable ways 

to organise has been central to the neoliberal project of productive flexibility. With this 

paradigm shift underway the twin idea that democratic organisational forms inevitably 

collapse into degeneration or oligarchy also has the potential to be challenged in practice. 

The atomised nature of work, of the emergent forms of platform capitalism, of ‘lovely and 

lousy’ (Dellot, 2016) work, an increasingly educated workforce and only superficial job 

control (despite the rhetoric) combined with the continued lack of confidence in 

management and capitalism more generally creates the very definition of a new 

organisational reality. Beyond practical considerations and opportunities for testing new 

forms of workplace democracy there is broader democratic challenge around the idea that 

people have the agency to create something new. 

Mouffe’s critique of deliberative democracy (2009, 2018), and its dangers, has significant 

lessons for any implementation of effective participatory democracy within the 

organisation today. The ability for differing views to not only be heard, and discovered, but 

to form an essential part of the process, and the outcomes, of democracy are essential to 

build both collectivity and legitimacy. A consciousness of the necessity of conflicting ideas 

needs to be considered when looking at new organisational forms, which could deliver 

participatory democracy today. Reasons to not implement participatory democracy are 

manifest, however, as Ramsay (1977, 1983) has demonstrated, things change, contexts 

change, and social relations of production are specific to the moment. Understanding why 

degeneration takes place in worker owned firms can only assist in developing new ways to 

organise to avoid this fate. Pateman’s assertion that people learn to ‘participate by 

participating’ (2012:10) still stands, and with participation more generally in retreat, may 

well be the most significant hurdle within the organisation.  
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Democratised work has been typologized extensively yet leaves us with only a shadow of 

what went before, as the working environment changes. Envisaging that which people 

could create, can be built on the understanding of what has worked, and perhaps more 

importantly, has not worked before. The narrative of anti-capitalism within capitalism, 

alongside the emphasis of the individual over the collective has muddied the paradigmatic 

waters, as even significant worker owned enterprises such as John Lewis and Mondragon 

succumb to individual pressure in the absence of collective identity. Somewhere between 

the 1970s and the contemporary position, industrial democracy stopped being a worker’s 

dream and became a managerialist fantasy.  

Historically, calls for workplace democracy were in periods of high employment, with 

organised labour able to exert influence on managers and owners of capital (Ramsay, 

1977). This is not the case today, with both trade union membership and industrial action 

at its lowest in the last century (Office for National Statistics, 2015) with a stagnation of 

growth and wages. Benefits of employee ownership today are often presented as 

intrinsically having ‘longer term thinking’ (Hill, 2018) and creating a more socially 

responsible corporation (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010), and as an antithesis to the 

motivations which led to the last global economic crash (Galbraith, 2004, Kay, 2017). 

This review has shown how changes to contemporary capitalism have rendered much of 

what has been written on previous experiences of industrial democracy redundant. The 

specific combination of the decoupling of wages and GDP, an absence of significant 

collective worker organisations, combined with an emerging narrative for alternative forms 

of organisation, creates a new context for a discussion of workplace democracy. Much of 

the prior literature, specifically relating to employee owned organisations, assumes the old 

conflictual context of workers vs. management and fails to account for the new, more fluid 

paradigms.  

The emphasis on identity politics and the individual in society for example, over collectivist 

visions for work, has changed the narrative to one which emphasises individual, often 

emotional, experience (Cederström and Fleming, 2012). With worker owned firms on the 

increase and a political appetite for a more mixed economy, potentially this could offer a 

space for people to create a new perspective on democratising work, and if approached 

consciously, opportunities to examine the organisation afresh. 

This is not to underplay the challenge of delivering ‘full participation’ in a form which can 

work for more than the smallest of ideologically committed companies, whilst at the same 
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time avoiding a slide into degeneration and managerialism. There are very practical 

challenges of structure and control, in addition to more fundamental philosophical ones of 

agency and our ability to change work to be more democratic. By engaging within the 

workplace today and with businesses grappling with the day-to-day challenges of 

participation, and change, it may be possible to explore some of the new opportunities for 

democratisation. The weight of the previous ideological logic which came with the 

transition to bureaucracy has not kept up with the changes underway with the move away 

from it.  
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CHAPTER 3 – PHILOSOPHICAL ORIENTATION 

Introduction 

As elaborated upon within the literature review, changes within political economy do not 

lead to a straightforward, one dimensional, reality for work, rather it is evident that 

production ‘is simultaneously a technical and social process in which ‘technical’ matters are 

constrained and indeed defined by social relations of which they are part and parcel, and 

vice versa’ (Ramsay, 1985: 62). In this Chapter, what it means to take a dialectical 

philosophical position in organisational research today will be explored. It is argued that 

having this perspective enables research to explore the context more effectively, including 

the resultant contradictions, in the social relations of production created by the interaction 

with the broader socio-economic context. Throughout this thesis, the challenges of using 

both theory and practice in order to surface potentiality for change, democracy and human 

agency are discussed, a concern that is also shared by dialectical materialism - as Marx 

writes in the Theses on Feuerbach; ‘the reality or non-reality of thinking which isolates itself 

from practice is a purely scholastic question’ (1976 [1845]: 6).  

Famously Marx and Engels’ concept of the dialectic is, in a fixed sense, ill defined. E.P. 

Thompson wrote that this was for good reason: 

…it was not a method but a practice, and a practice learned by practising. So that, 
in this sense, dialectics can never be set down, nor learned by rote. They must be 
learned only by critical apprenticeship within the same practice (1995:153). 

Marx underlines this too in his comment that ‘…as if the task were the dialectic balancing of 

concepts, and not the grasping of real relations!’ (Marx, K. (1857) as cited Sayer, D. 

1989:vi), as real relations change then so does their dialectical relationship. That said, if this 

research is to refer to its own philosophical position, then that position also needs to be 

defined, at least to the extent that it makes sense within its own context, not as a rigid 

analytical framework but as a starting point for this new analysis. 

Marxism and Critical Management Studies 

Much of the recent, and conventional, approaches to examining employee owned 

organisations limit outcomes and scope excessively and consequently offer little in the way 

of new perspectives. It will be argued that a Marxist dialectical approach to the 

examination of employee ownership should be taken as a deliberate action to force a new 

perspective, which will incorporate human agency and a broader democratic perspective. 

In recent theses, Coutinho (2016) takes a social network approach and looks at individual 
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well-being, Wren (2016) takes an explicitly managerialist approach and Cathcart (2009) a 

discourse analysis and ethnographic one. All of these theses are concerned, ultimately, 

with performativity or the individual well-being of employees within their businesses. It is 

argued, following Benson (1977), Ramsay, (1977, 1993) and Storey (1983), that: 

The study of complex organizations has been guided by a succession of rational and 
functional theories and by positivist methodology. These efforts have proceeded 
on the basis of uncritical acceptance of the conceptions of organizational structure 
shared by participants (Benson, 1977:1). 

The study of organisations often also has the challenge of balancing practice and analysis, 

which can result in the production of ‘easy formulas and quick fixes’ (Mintzberg, 2004:1). 

Consequently, they can suffer from a lack of criticality, a-historicism (Rowlinson et al., 

2009:286) and a preponderance for managerialism with a resulting tendency for 

faddishness (Pascale, 1990:20).  

Critical Management Studies (CMS) has emerged as an alternative within the academy 

since Benson wrote in the 1970s it embodies a large number of perspectives both ‘of, and 

sometimes against, management’ (Alvesson, et al., 2009:1) and includes areas as diverse as 

Critical Theory, Feminism and poststructuralism. All of the theses mentioned above include 

some elements of these critiques, however it could be argued that they fail to break the 

boundaries of managerialism.  

Taking a dialectical approach attempts to address some of the limitations of these 

perspectives within CMS, which include there being an ‘institutionalised cannon of 

acceptably critical perspectives’ (Hartmann, 2014:611) and not being ‘critical enough’ 

(Rowlinson et al., 2009:286), whilst still meeting the requirement for a critical analysis to 

deliver  ‘in a way that in the longer term will facilitate action that will enable the 

construction of fairer and more democratic processes, be they at… the organizational or 

societal level’ (Hopwood, 2009:523). 

CMS is a broad church which shares a number of themes with a Marxist approach, such as a 

‘skepticism regarding the possibility of an objective and disinterested foundation for any 

knowledge’ (Duberley and Johnson, 2009:345) and an orientation against the ‘Positivist 

stance of mainstream management studies’ (Duberley and Johnson, 2009:345). For many 

branches of CMS there is an inherent conundrum of this anti-positivist stance as a result of 

questioning ‘the epistemological credibility of its own discourse’ (Duberley and Johnson, 

2009:346). This ‘inherent conundrum’, it could be argued, is as the result of CMS not having 

a specific defined philosophy, rather it has broad tenets of ‘the critical questioning of 
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ideologies, institutions, interests, and identities (the 4 I’s) that are assessed to be (i) 

dominant, (ii) harmful, and (iii) under-challenged’ (Alvesson et al., 2009:14).   

Taking a critical approach to examining employee owned organisations is also an attempt 

to avoid any accusations of romanticism, or as Hill (2018) calls it Britain’s ‘utopian fetish’ 

with the mutual model. This also encompasses the rejection of purely materialistic analysis 

represented by an Owenite approach, identifying access to wealth and/or societal position 

as intrinsic to improving society. 

The study of management by some Marxists has also been guilty of significant superficiality 

and determinism, especially a fixation with Fordism (as exemplified by Braverman, 1974, 

expanded upon in Smith, 2005) and an elevation of a simplistic search for contradiction 

within firms and capitalism more generally. This has resulted in theories proclaiming 

management to be a distinct class (Burnham, 1945, Duménil and Lévy, 2018), in 

technological determinism (looking to technology as the solution to the limit to growth 

within capitalism) (Mason, 2016; Srnicek and Williams, 2015) and a rejection of work 

entirely (a good example being Graeber, 2018 although it should be noted he took an 

anarchist perspective as opposed to a strictly Marxist one) or limiting it significantly (Gorz, 

2005).  

Marxist analysis, it is also acknowledged, can be deterministic and unhelpful if it is merely 

used to look for Hegelian ‘patterns’ in history, or for simplistic expressions of class 

antagonism without finessing this analysis or simply looking for data to support conclusion 

post hoc (Furedi, 1990). However, these criticisms, certainly those relating to simplification 

or post hoc justifications, can be levelled at most methods if poorly applied. Dialectical 

materialism when used effectively should throw new light onto a particular abstraction, 

and with the combination of both theory and practice enable a fresh understanding of 

social relations.   

Defining a Dialectical Materialist Approach 

A number of management writers have identified dialectics as an effective foil to the 

challenges faced when examining business within academia. Storey (1983) asserts that ‘…a 

dialectical approach… offers the best chance at this time of understanding the dynamic 

nature of the control of production’ (Storey, 1983:6). He defines the core of this analysis to 

be built around totality, social construction, contradiction and ‘struggles and resistance’ 

(Storey, 1983:7; Benson, 1977).  
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Rather than just assert that dialectical materialism is being used it shall now be discussed 

what this means from both a philosophical and practical perspective. As Ollman writes: 

The dialectic, as such, explains nothing, proves nothing, predicts nothing, and 
causes nothing to happen. Rather, dialectics is a way of thinking that brings into 
focus the full range of changes and interactions that occur in the world. As part of 
this, it includes how to organize a reality viewed in this manner for purposes of 
study and how to present the results of what one finds to others (2003:12). 

In order to do this, it is worth revisiting the three component parts of dialectical 

materialism those of German idealism (principally from Hegel), French materialist socialism 

and English economics - Marx saw this combination as a way to address both ‘pure 

empiricism’ and ‘pure idealism’ (Cohen 1996). Cohen describes how Marx’s use of the 

Hegelian dialectic was to invert it ‘the content is now materialist, since history is not, as in 

Hegel, the history of the world-spirit manifesting itself in human consciousness, but of 

human industry’ (1996:3-4).  

The change Marx effected in making materialism central to human progress and not ideas 

was not to remove consciousness from progress, but to situate the consciousness of 

mankind in its specific historical social relations; ‘…both the contemplating man, himself 

and the world contemplated were products of history’ (Ilyenkov, 1977:283). This 

development in understanding through the analysis of capitalism, its inherent 

contradictions and dynamic nature, were rooted in ‘the historically specific character of 

labor in capitalism’ (Postone, 2003:88) and in doing so ‘Marx both grounds the possibility of 

his critique in a self-reflexive, epistemologically consistent manner, and breaks with all 

notions of the intrinsic developmental logic of human history as a whole’ (Postone, 

2003:88). 

Rather than see human history as inevitably one of progress and a linear development of 

human thought Marx was able to identify that: 

The consciousness that emerges from the confrontation between human thought 

and social reality can potentially become an element in the transformation of that 

reality. Marxist theory is a means of endowing action with consciousness, which 

can then contribute to the development of a subjective factor capable of making 

history (Furedi, 1990:xxii).  

Marx’s most well-known phrases encapsulates ‘[p]hilosophers have only interpreted the 

world in various ways; the point, however, is to change it’ (Marx, 1976:8 [1845]), an 

appreciation of which is supported by the choice of research methodology. Having placed 

the subject as central in making history, it is illuminating to extend this in examining the 
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nature of a dialectical critique of social reality. John Rees (1998) writes that the dialectical 

critique: 

involves, first and foremost, three principles: totality, change, and contradiction. 
Taken separately these principles do not constitute a dialectical approach. Only 
when they are taken together do they become dialectical (Rees, 1998:5). 

Totality represents the interconnectedness of any object within society and in order to 

analyse this it ‘is necessary to examine all of its relations, connections and meditations to 

others’ (Furedi, 1990:xi). It is this understanding of totality which is able to then appreciate 

the dynamism within society as opposed to a ‘static definitional approach’ (Furedi, 1990:xi) 

evident within much of social science. I will return to the concept of changing social 

relations of production often throughout the thesis, so feel it is worth quoting Marx at 

some length on both the dynamism and totality of these relations in order to clarify what is 

meant by the use of this phrase: 

We have seen how the capitalist process of production is a historically specific form 
of the social production process in general. This last is both a production process of 
the material conditions for human life, and a process, proceeding in specific 
economic and historical relations of production, that produces and reproduces 
these relations of production themselves, and with them the bearers of this 
process, their material conditions of existence, and their mutual relationships, i.e. 
the specific economic form of their society. For the totality of these relationships 
which the bearers of this production have towards nature and one another, the 
relationships in which they produce, is precisely society, viewed according to its 
economic structure (Marx, 1991:957 [1894]). 

The fundamental interrelationship of society and production and reproduction of those 

relationships, in the specific production context, as well as within society more generally, 

are the very relationships this research is looking to examine.  

As Berman writes the ‘intense and relentless pressure to revolutionize production is bound 

to spill over and transform what Marx calls ‘conditions of production… and, with them, all 

social conditions and relationships’ (1999:106). This understanding makes starting an 

analysis with ‘the whole’ crucial. The changing nature of ownership, the shifts in capitalism 

to more flexible production and subsequently of working lives leads inevitably to changes 

in social relations of production, which creates contradictions and opportunities for 

change. 

In addition to totality, crucial to understanding the nature of capitalism and human 

development is ‘change’ and in ‘addition we have to provide some general indication of 

how such change originates’ (Rees, 1998:7). This change is not a simple cause and effect 
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relationship; rather, if ‘change is internally generated, it must be as a result of 

contradiction, of instability and development as inherent properties of the system itself’ 

(Rees, 1998:7). 

Zelený (1980) writes that Marx was keen to express ‘the capitalist mode of production as a 

self-developing, self-generating and self-destroying structure’ (Zelený, 1980:9). This 

inherent self-destructiveness was borne of many contradictions including the: 

separation […] between the means of production concentrated in the hands of the 
capitalists, on the one side, and the producers, possessing nothing but their labour-
power, on the other. The contradiction between socialised production and 
capitalistic appropriation manifested itself as the antagonism of proletariat and 
bourgeoisie (Engels, 1987:258-9 [1894]). 

This also creates alienation which can be seen as ‘fundamental to the Marxist dialectic 

because it involves an account of how a subject arises that is able to resolve consciously the 

contradiction thrown up by social development’ (Rees, 1998:10). Insisting upon a critique in 

which totality, change and contradiction are all examined therefore avoids a superficial 

analysis as: 

 it is an internally contradictory totality in a constant process of change. The 
principle of contradiction is a barrier to reductionism, where linear notions of 
causality are not, because two elements that are in contradiction cannot be 
dissolved into one another but only overcome by the creation of a synthesis that is 
not reducible to either of its constituent elements (Rees, 1998:7). 

Marx’s development of dialectics was a transformation of Hegel’s ideas, who identified 

inherent contradictions in all human development. For Hegel the contradiction could be 

resolved (the negation of the negation in his terminology) through a purely metaphysical 

understanding of these contradictions. For example, Hegel saw self-knowledge and 

consciousness as enabling this negation and creating progress in human history (Cohen, 

1996:2). Hegel writes that within history ‘…we find the great collisions between, on the one 

hand, the system of established and recognised duties laws and rights, and, on the other, 

the possibilities which stand opposed to the system’ (Hegel, 1988:32 [1840]).  

Marx disagreed that purely metaphysical ideas (or world-spirit) transformed human 

history, rather than they were ‘real material forces’ (Cohen, 1996:3). As a result of this 

change, in the shift from world-spirit to a materialist view, ‘the central growth is not, now 

in self-awareness, but in productive power, in sovereignty over nature rather than over the 

self; the unit of development is not, now, a culture, but an economic structure’ (Cohen, 
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1996:4). This shift also gave agency to people so that they can change their own 

circumstances, and history is no longer perceived as a series of random events. 

The idea of change combined with historical specificity also places any investigation and 

engagement with the world in a context of transition were it: 

…it helps us see the present as a moment through which our society is passing, 
because it forces us to examine where it has come from and where it is heading as 
part of learning what it is, and because it enables us to grasp that as agents as well 
as victims in this process, in which everyone and everything are connected, we 
have the power to affect it (Ollman, 2003:20). 

In this sense, knowledge of society is ‘is not given but is appropriated through practice’ 

(Furedi, 1990:xxiii) and contains the inherent ‘power to affect it’ of which Ollman writes.  

Contradictions within capitalism are as seen as inherently limiting, but also provide the very 

possibility for radical change (Benson, 1977:4). Despite the dynamism which capitalism 

requires it ‘cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production, 

and thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society’ 

(Marx and Engels, 1976:487). This requirement for reinvention and dynamism is also often 

recognised by non-Marxist thinkers, for example Schumpeter (Mullan, 2017:155). 

Contradictions within dialectical thought are not regarded as a ‘logical contradiction’ i.e., 

they do not undermine the thing being examined, rather they are understood to be an 

essential part of it: 

In Capital these antinomies were not done away with at all as something 

subjective, but prove to be understood, i.e. have been sublated in the body of a 

deeper and more concrete theoretical conception. In other words, they are 

preserved but have lost the character of logical contradictions, having been 

converted into abstract moments of the concrete conception of economic reality 

(Ilyenkov, 1977:330). 

Since the nineteenth century, when Marx and Engels were writing, capitalism has changed 

a great deal. Some, such as Marcuse, have argued that these changes have led social 

relations to become more dominant as a form of control. Writing in the 1960s, he asserted 

that capitalism’s ‘Mass production and mass distribution claim the entire individual, and 

industrial psychology has long ceased to be confined to the factory’ (Marcuse, 2012:12 

[1964]). Many others, such as Deleuze (1992), have written on the social factory since. 

Mattick writes, ‘[n]ot only has capitalism undergone extensive modifications through its 

own development, which have found their reflections in bourgeois economic theory; 

Marxism, too, has altered its character in the course of the shifting fortunes of capitalist 
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society’ (Mattick, 1983:5). Naturally elements of Marx’s analysis have been differently 

emphasised by different Marxists for their own times and circumstances. 

Žižek (2012) locates the challenge with the use of the dialectic in a more fundamental 

sense, asserting that in historical specificity, contradiction and totality can lead to 

‘fetishizing abstraction’ (Žižek, 2012:398). For Žižek the danger is that in the attempt to 

avoid the abstractions of capitalism a new set are created: 

when we observe a thing, we see too much in it, we fall under the spell of the 
wealth of empirical detail which prevents us from clearly perceiving the notional 
determination which forms the core of the thing. The problem is thus not how to 
grasp the wealth of determinations, but precisely how to abstract from them, how 
to restrict our gaze and learn to grasp only the notional determination (Žižek, 
2012:398). 

Capitalism, Engels argued back in 1892, had already moved to a point where salaried 

employees and managers actually carried out the ‘functions of the capitalist’ and that the 

owners were extraneous to the process. Irrespective of this, ‘the transformation…does not 

do away with the capitalistic nature of the productive forces’ (Engels, 1995:66 [1892]). This 

system logic, Žižek asserts, has enabled the abstraction of capital to a much greater degree 

that the ‘ideal capitalist today functions in a wholly different way: investing borrowed 

money, “really owning” nothing, maybe even indebted but nonetheless still controlling 

things’ (Žižek, 2012:252). 

Benson (1977) argues that the dominant models within current approaches to examining 

organisations ‘rely on abstraction’ (Benson, 1977:10) and that the outcome from this 

particular theoretical approach reinforces a ‘conventional administrative view and function 

as ideology justifying, rationalizing administrative actions as well as a normative model or 

goal of administrative actions’ (Benson, 1977:10).  

For a discussion on ownership and worker control, these layers of abstraction could create 

an obfuscating picture for both workers and management if they are truly able to grasp 

how to change things. For management, this can result in ideas become overly functional 

and managerialist - Storey (1983) points out that: 

Managerial stress and anxiety may paradoxically be increased by the ‘success’ of its 
own ideology. The inviolability of the managerial rights paradigm and the glossy 
corporate histories tend to be blind to the occurrence of past resistance…In 
consequence, each generation of managers is made to feel peculiarly responsible 
for the ‘deteriorating’ situation (1983:95). 
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A managerialist methodology can result in making it unclear why a simple cause-and-effect 

action does not work in management. Dialectics can help us uncover the various intrinsic 

contradictions which exist within any of these systems and expose the processes which lie 

underneath. As Zelený writes ‘Marx recognizes nothing a priori, no logic external to the 

object’ that it is not about ‘attempts to abstract from Capital a ‘dialectical’ methodology 

applicable to all objects…’ (Zelený, 1980:114), the essence of dialectics is to grasp that it is a 

set of: 

processes, in which the apparently stable things, no less than their mental images 
in our heads, the concepts, go through an uninterrupted change of coming into 
being and passing away, in which, for all apparent accidentality and despite all 
temporary retrogression, a progressive development asserts itself in the end — this 
great fundamental thought has, especially since the time of Hegel, so thoroughly 
permeated ordinary consciousness that in this generality it is now scarcely ever 
contradicted (Engels, 1990:384 [1886]). 

Benson (1977) in his paper Organisations: A Dialectical View places as core to any analysis 

the ‘process through which organizational arrangements are produced and maintained’ 

(Benson, 1977:1) in this, the analysis is also committed to progress and change. He writes 

that ‘social arrangements which seem fixed and permanent are temporary, arbitrary 

patterns and any observed social pattern are regarded as one among many possibilities’ 

(Benson, 1977:3). This embeddedness of both the concept of changing social relations and 

change more generally, within Marx’s dialectic, as discussed has, inherent to it, a 

potentiality of change in the future. This inherent opportunity for change can be seen as 

diametrically opposed to a contemporary disillusionment with enlightenment values and 

democracy. The hope would be that the position of human agency in this approach would 

necessitate outcomes which refuse to be reductivist, in that it has no less a desired 

objective than that of enabling people to enact changes to their own circumstances.  

Dialectics and Agency 

Many Marxists have written on worker control within capitalism. These writers tend to 

recognise that such examples of control exist within capitalism and can results in a level of 

control within the organisation. However, inevitably this cannot extend to the rest of 

society without a more extensive change. Given that central to the understanding of 

dialectics is that people have agency and can change history and their circumstances, many 

see this as a crucial understanding from any experience of control. Mattick quotes Rosa 

Luxemburg ‘…it is only through the experiences of self-determination, in whatever limited 

ways at first, that the working class will be enabled to develop towards its own 



63 
 

emancipation’ (Mattick, 1978:230). Cleaver (1992) writes how this experience is essential, 

and juxtapositioned with negative experience of resistance, ‘the power of creative 

affirmation, the power to constitute new practices’ (Cleaver, 1992:129). 

As already discussed, the collective concept of the worker and the collectivity of the 

working class is contested territory, with a more atomised and individual experience of 

work more common. Yet a broader and more general position could be taken that in a time 

of anxiety, and apparent lack of belief in human agency, that employee control of work 

could be formative. Gorz (1970:31) asserts that in ‘the very process of struggling, having 

learned to submit the process of production to their control, to their own needs and their 

own goals, unless they have experienced the capability of self-determination in self-

organization’, then there can be no conception of a new way to organise human labour. 

David Harvey (1996) sees, within the current stage of capitalism, an emphasis on flexibility 

and on employees being able to make ‘swift, decisive, and well-informed decision-making’ 

for themselves (Harvey, 1996:157). Organisations which are able to have access to 

‘information and the ability to make swift decisions in a highly uncertain, ephemeral, and 

competitive environment become crucial to profits, the well-organized corporation has 

marked competitive advantages over small business’ (Harvey, 1996:158). This change has 

been accompanied by the rhetoric of control for employees both at the more technical end 

of work, of an ‘uberised economy’ and for more ‘white collar’ workers. Some have seen this 

tendency as one with an inherent contradiction which opens a potential for meaningful 

control, an early example being Piore and Sabel (1984) who saw the end of the Fordist 

production model leading to a new division of labour and ‘flexible specialisation’ at the 

company level which requires more co-operation in delivering innovation.  

Social relations change - Engels saw management in large scale production as unavoidable 

although Marx was less certain (Marx, 1990:449n [1867]), their views representing both 

the experience of their time and the contradictions within work to control, coordinate and 

have personal power over what we do. They also saw the inherently productive power of 

social labour as requiring that workers had to be (physically) together (Marx, 1990:447 

[1867]), of course technology today means this is no longer the case for many workers. 

Žižek writes of the challenge to break free from the logic of capitalist production this ‘is 

why Hegel was right to insist that the owl of Minerva takes flight only at dusk; and also why 

the twentieth-century communist project was utopian precisely insofar as it was not radical 

enough – that is, insofar as the fundamental capitalist thrust of unleashed productivity 
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survived in it, deprived of its concrete contradictory conditions of existence’ (Žižek, 

2012:257). The relations of production remained, with state ownership attempting to 

remove the contradictions which existed within capitalism. 

Hope and change for the better 

Ernst Bloch wrote that Marxism had within it both ‘cold and a warm streams’, the former 

representing the analytical, dialectical nature of analysis, this works to as a ‘process of 

unmasking and disenchantment’ (Levitas, 1997:73). The ‘warm stream’ is as important and 

represents ‘the ‘liberating intention’ of Marxism, ‘towards whose goal all these 

disenchantments are undertaken’ (Levitas, 1997:73). In this conception Bloch attempted to 

capture a ‘praxis-oriented category characterized by “militant optimism”’ (Levitas, 

1997:71). Žižek and Thompson (2013) considering Bloch’s idea of Concrete Utopia, of 

creating a better future based on what people know of the present, of an ‘educated hope’, 

call on a greater engagement of philosophy with the changing work context. They write 

that: 

…the Blochian idea that it is in our dreams that the hope for a better world shines 
forth. The desire/hope for a better world for all arises from the dissatisfaction with 
existence as well the uncertainties in individual lives… It is quite possible that this 
may result in kitschy (sentimental) dreams that aspire to and are intended to 
pander to an entirely personal happiness and that can be readily realized through 
adjustment to the ‘given’ (Žižek and Thompson 2013:297). 

They assert that it is ‘clear that only the democratized empowerment of work processes 

can lead to improvements that we dream of, that are developed and shared in the 

workplace, and that serve as a basis for the promotion of active participation of those 

involved’ (Žižek and Thompson 2013:297). Even if our objectives can be toned down from 

the delivery of a ‘better world’, in the short term at least, the introduction of hope and 

agency is an important part of the praxis of dialectics and its necessary activity, this 

liberatory perspective in itself can be seen as ‘introduc[ing] cracks, contradictions, 

something indelible’ (2013:298).  

This hope for a something else, something better can be seen reflected in the experience of 

unsatisfactory work, in the idea of something different and better. Geissler (2018) writes 

about her experience working as a ‘seasonal associate’ in an Amazon fulfilment centre in 

Germany. She sees the role as providing ‘everything a person can find out about the 

working world in its most common form’ (2018:112-3) its hard work and unrelenting it is 
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‘about sheer endurance, about presence, about translating your time and energy into 

money’ (2018:101). The work is all consuming: 

But something inside you believes unshakably that a huge pile of money will one 

day come to you, far exceeding any demand for unconditional basic income and 

with no connection to any work you might have to perform. Something inside you 

dreams ready-made dreams; you’ll have to take a look at that soon and read about 

it in Bloch, for example. We can do that later (Geissler, 2018:46). 

Geissler’s dreams of ‘huge piles of money’ is a dream of escape from a horrible job, it is 

abstract and offers no real escape. As Levitas writes, the progression from our daydreams 

of this type of escape, is human activity, where ‘abstract utopia my express desire, only 

concrete utopia carries hope’ (1997:67). Bloch refers to this as docta spes or ‘educated 

hope’; for this to come about it requires: 

knowledge and removal of the finished utopistic element, … knowledge and 

removal of abstract utopia. But what then remains: the unfinished forward dream, 

the docta spes which can only be discredited by the bourgeoisie, - this seriously 

deserves the name utopia in carefully considered and carefully applied contrast to 

utopianism: in its brevity and new clarity, this expression then means the same as: 

a methodological organ for the New, an objective aggregate form of what is 

coming up [I: 157] (Bloch cited Levitas, 1997:71). 

I would argue that placing a belief in human agency as central to positive change is 

essential and this requires a level of hope. In the almost photographic negative 

representation of the present which Žižek and Thompson present they see ‘the very 

absence of any light in the hollowed-out spaces of modernity which provide hope in the 

form of the negation of negativity’ (2013:14) in our context it is the engagement with 

change which can become the negation of the negation, to rediscover agency.  

Marxist C.L.R. James also saw within dialectics the opportunity which the combination of 

theoretical analysis and engagement offers when combined. The situating of peoples 

experiences within a broader understanding of social relations, combined with ‘seeing the 

world in terms of contradictions that cannot, or should not, sustain themselves’ (Douglas, 

2008:421). The dialectical way of thinking for James was also an essentially democratic one 

which would help overcome a disconnection, and disillusionment with the idea of 

democracy (Douglas, 2008:438). James’s understanding of dialectics was then one of 

recapturing participatory democracy and for rejuvenating the ‘democratic imagination’ 

(Douglas, 2008:440). It is this ‘democratic imagination’ that this research is also looking to 

capture with its use of dialectics combined with participatory research methods.  
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Summary 

A study of employee owned businesses and workplace democracy can legitimately be 

about how the abstractions of ownership structures affect individual workers, whether 

work is more rewarding and what sense of personal ownership people have. Businesses 

such as these can be investigated using standard empirical data sets and qualitative 

interviews. What is argued here, however, is that these approaches are inherently 

reductivist in that they are unlikely to distil underlying contradictions within such 

organisations and are to uncover new relations of production. Dialectical materialism offers 

an alternative which forces a critique which includes its totality, its contradictions and, 

both, opportunities for change, and the placing of the current changes within capitalism at 

their specific moment in time. Underpinned by a conviction that people have the agency to 

change things for the better; ‘the genuine future involves risk, because we are not certain 

what lies out there beyond us’ (Zipes, 1997:11). Inherently participative, this philosophical 

orientation places peoples’ experiences, and engagement with their practice of work, at 

the centre of the research. This is done without ignoring the importance of the 

interpretation of the broader theoretical context within which it can be understood, and in 

this way, it is dialogical between action and reflection.  

In order to retain the potential for a development of ‘democratic imagination’ the following 

Chapter explores the methodology and methods chosen to compliment the philosophical 

underpinning of the research. This is necessarily participative, democratic and focused on 

change through both thought and action. 
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CHAPTER 4 - METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This research combines Critical Participatory Action Research (CPAR) with Burawoy’s (1998) 

Extended Case Method, under an umbrella description of a Workers’ Inquiry. The 

combination of these approaches is designed to be democratic in its use of participative 

research but also has an orientation which explicitly wishes to extend theory; in order to 

share the outcomes in the workplace, the academy, and with other democratic projects 

(Fals-Borda and Rahman, 2008:9). The ground-up change and the intended outcome of 

democratisation within the firm distinguish the study from being purely one of research in 

the workplace from one which seeks to transform it. The role of dialectics in this research 

will be discussed within this Chapter, in addition to the hopefully fruitful, dynamic between 

CPAR and the Extended Case Method. 

CPAR is, by definition, collaborative and it would be antithetical to lay down strict rules as 

to how the research will work prior to starting (Heron 2010:120-121). CPAR is also designed 

to be fluid and iterative, the aim of this Chapter, therefore, is to define some of the broad 

methodological themes and to anticipate some of the potential challenges in 

implementation, as a result some of the methodological detail can be found in the 

following Chapter which exposes the CPAR process as defined by the participants. This 

Chapter will also outline the role of the Workers’ Inquiry as an extension of CPAR in order 

to benefit from the philosophical underpinning of this study. The Chapter will additionally 

consider ethical challenges implicit in my own role within company BookCo and how CPAR 

might be used to help to mitigate some of these issues. It concludes by defining some of 

the cycles likely to be taken and how output will be judged. 

Dialectical challenges & Workers’ Inquiry 

The potential inherent in a dialectical approach has not necessarily been realised within its 

application, for example Cohen (1987) writes that Storey (1983) correctly identified the 

inability of many critical engagements with the workplace to develop a broader theoretical 

impact. Critiquing the use of the labour process theory Cohen finds it: 

…lacks the theoretical foundations necessary to unite ‘structure’ and ‘agency’ and 
thus by now amounts to not much more than, in Storey’s words, ‘the accumulation 
of empirical studies which reveal the immense variety of labour processes but 
seem incapable of generating any theoretical generalizations’ (1987:41) 
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The solution to this, Storey writes, is a dialectical approach to organisational analysis 

(1983:7). However, Cohen takes the view that although this is a ‘constructive development’ 

in reality its focus is still too narrow where the; ‘‘dialectic’ here is simply the interaction 

between ‘control’ and ‘resistance’ (1987:41). This narrow antagonistic view is reflected within 

much of the recent research utilising Workers’ Inquiry; this will be examined next.  

The decision to label the methodological combination utilised within this research study as 

a Workers’ Inquiry is for both epistemological and political reasons. Those utilising 

Workers’ Inquiry trace its origins back to Marx, who wrote in 1880: 

We hope to meet in this work [of inquiry] with the support of all workers in town 
and country who understand that they alone can describe with full knowledge the 
misfortunes from which they suffer, and that only they, and not saviours sent by 
Providence, can energetically apply the healing remedies from the social ills to 
which they are a prey (Marx, 1880). 

The form of Marx’s own inquiry, a questionnaire, being less important than the situating of 

research within the worker experience. However, it can hardly be said that Marx relied on 

this for his own analysis to capitalism. Workers’ Inquiry has taken a number of forms in its 

rediscovery as a method of engagement with the working class in the Twentieth and 

Twenty First Centuries. Principally this has been through the activity of groups such as 

Socialisme ou Barbarie in France, the Johnson-Forest Tendency in the US (Haider and 

Mohandesi, 2013) and ‘autonomist’ groups in Italy, in the 1960s and 70s where ‘Proletarian 

experience’ was put front and centre of their theoretical development of Marxism (Wright, 

2017:29-58; Hastings-King, 2015; Tronti, 2012). As Wellbrook writes: 

[Workers’ Inquiry] remains appealing because, in spite of the many efforts to 
democratise and make research more participatory on the part of radical 
researchers, an essential ‘structural separateness’ between academia and workers 
remains (Wellbrook, 2014:361). 

Placing the participant’s experience at the centre of the research, and looking to 

collaboratively explore solutions, was a way to bring a voice to working class experience. In 

some instances, this surfacing of ‘voice’, if it is that alone, could attract the criticism that it 

culminated in narration rather than transformation: ‘what does this really offer 

participants, even in the most activist oriented models of research inquiry, other than an 

alternative narration of the largely fixed circumstances that they continue to find 

themselves in?’ (Wellbrook, 2014:366).  

The concept of Workers’ Inquiry has been most recently resurrected as a political route to 

‘discover’ the ‘class composition’ of workers through their experience of work. Different 



69 
 

projects have necessarily had different foci – a recent application explored the idea that 

party politics were ahead of the ‘shop floor’ and looked to a recomposition around those 

politics (Cant, 2020:179), whereas other theorists have attempted to record experience in 

order to try to create a shared understanding of what the lived experience is of a worker 

today (Woodcock, 2017, Holland, 2020, Ovetz, 2021). The overriding theme however, is 

one of sharing worker experience to build solidarity and resistance: 

Why workers’ inquiry?...The aim is to share stories, strategies, and tactics, in order 
to start building networks based on our collective experiences of work and the 
struggles against them (Notes from Below, 2020:3-4). 

They do not tend to be explicitly collaborative, nor focused upon specific objectives of 

change, more that they are explicitly workerist in expecting there to be an emergence of 

autonomous action or ‘self-activity’: 

…the workers’ inquiry is a method for workers to understand their own power, self-
organize, and act autonomously against the rationalization of work with the aim of 
reducing exploitation or achieving their liberation from it (Ovetz, 2021:11). 

Mario Tronti (2019:70-1; 2012), as one of the key theorists of operaismo (workerism) has 

been influential on the development of the idea of worker inquiry. Operaismo is primarily 

built upon the concept that capitalism’s development is built on class struggle and not 

forces of production (Söderberg and Netzén, 2010:99). There are various streams of 

Marxism which have been influenced by this interpretation, including Autonomist Marxism 

which has a ‘rejection of structuralist explanations and in their polemic against the 

allegedly reified categories used by mainstream and Marxist sociology’ (Söderberg and 

Netzén, 2010:110). This research takes a more traditional Marxist position, as outlined in 

the philosophical orientation in Chapter Three. It sees value in the historicist tradition, with 

an empirical approach where the experiences and actions of those in the research are 

influenced and productively contextualised by the changes in capitalism more generally. 

This approach of many of the recent applications of Worker Inquiry can be seen to have 

been limited by this lack of contextualisation and subsequent structuralist critique. This can 

result in finding a workplace context which is often frustrating to those undertaking the 

research. It has not delivered the ‘self-activity’ that the researchers have been looking for, 

an example of this can be seen in the work of the German Kolinko group which : 

…faced a difficult quandary in conducting their inquiry: absent any observed forms 
of struggle should they organize such struggles and then use the inquiry to inform 
them? Frustrated at the lack of existing worker cooperation, Kolinko ultimately 
decided to end their workers’ inquiry and document it in Hotlines rather than 
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organize the struggle themselves. Reflecting on the difficulty of inquiring into 
something that doesn’t exist they asked, “What is the point in leaflets and other 
kinds of intervention at all if there is no workers’ self-activity to refer to?” (Ovetz, 
2021:17). 

Similarly, Woodcock (2017) in his call centre inquiry found that ‘attempts to build 

organisation would have been pointless if the other workers were not interested or 

prepared to be involved’ (2017:152). As written previously, research approaches which 

take either a labour process theory or, as seen here, a class composition approach tend 

towards a narrower investigation of conflict and not of the broader theoretical context. 

Workers are often more focussed on the extrinsic work experience, for example, pay, job 

security and the nature of work. As a result, these investigations and people’s ‘concern 

with immediate problems in earning a living has, indeed, been so consistent as to earn 

many a shake of the head over their lack of more ‘political’ consciousness’ (Cohen, 

1987:43).  

There of course are naturally arising conflicts within capitalism all the time, especially 

around the most exploitative and intensive work. The ‘gig economy’ has been at the 

forefront of some of these challenges where there has been a rising militancy and 

challenges to conditions; ones which capitalism has also sought to regulate. Whether these 

will continue once basic economistic demands are met is yet to be seen. As Wright (2017) 

writes: 

At its worst, operaismo [workerism] would substitute its own philosophy of history 
for that of Marx’s epigones, abandoning the confrontation with working-class 
experience in all its contradictory reality to extol instead a mythical Class in its 
Autonomy (2017:4). 

Arguably, this can lead to a fatalistic position which looks to encourage ‘self-activity’ whilst 

waiting for struggles to break out. Merely supporting and sharing industrial disputes has 

the danger of leaving the politics at the door. Workers inevitably come into conflict with 

capitalism and the ‘self-activity’ is seen as a response – avoidance, refusal, strikes etc. that 

tends to an economistic perspective; i.e., on improving the material conditions of work. 

This can, of course, be positive; however, it can find a natural limit on its political dimension 

without an additional catalyst as it fails to challenge the situation people find themselves in 

and it can limit what people believe they can change.  

The most recent history of Workers’ Inquiry has seen all conflict in the workplace to be 

endemic between ‘workers and bosses’ (Cant, 2020:13,41-43, Monaco, 2015:224); 

however, I will demonstrate that this is too narrow a perspective and, after Burawoy’s 
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extension of industrial sociology, that the Workers’ Inquiry should also expose that 

‘activities on the shop floor cannot be understood outside of the political and ideological 

realms of the organization of production’ (Burawoy, 1982a:4). 

Once the basic economic needs of workers have been met, then the impetus and context 

for understanding the workplace becomes more of a complex interplay, as one worker 

recounts from a UK Amazon warehouse: 

Higher pay really should be an obvious thing to organise for, although I don’t hear 
many workers actually complaining about that, we’re still all paid slightly above the 
living wage and many people’s expectations are low enough to consider that 
acceptable. The biggest thing people are unhappy with is the complete lack of 
control they have to decide anything in their workplace – the excessive 
surveillance, arbitrary rules, aggressive management methods, and so on. Aiming 
to get management off our backs and just make this a more pleasant place to work 
would probably be more galvanising (Holland, 2020:21-22). 

Today, when class and working experience are even more atomised, Wellbrook asserts that 

‘a largely dislocated sense of working class identity bring[s] into question the 

representativeness of any particular worker voice’ (Wellbrook, 2014:365), even though 

these many voices are more easily accessed than they were in the past. Hudson et al., 

(1996:9) identified that the end of trade unions and a reduced identification with class has 

resulted in a ‘disaggregated mass’, and furthermore that ‘changes in the way that work is 

organised … lead to changes in the way that work is experienced’ (Hudson et al., 1996:9-

10). 

Excellent individual worker narratives are more available than they were, see for example 

Geissler (2014). Wellbrook correctly concludes that what workers lack ‘is not necessarily an 

understanding of their own situation but a confidence and the support to challenge their 

circumstances’ (2014:370). In order to challenge these circumstances, the core of the 

Workers’ Inquiry can be applied from within the organisation utilising a participatory 

research methodology in order to affect change on their own terms. This is the point where 

the line between research and action becomes blurred. Cohen asks a question of the 

limitation implicit in many traditional critical research approaches: 

if workers concentrate their resistance on immediate issues of subsistence and 
labour intensification, what implications does this have for any long-term 
development of conflict at work towards a fully political struggle for workers’ 
ownership and power? (1987:45). 

The potentiality of the democratic praxis of the Workers’ Inquiry is here situated in a 

position where it could rediscover agency in Marxist research and actively assist in 
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challenging the ‘largely fixed circumstances’ (Wellbrook, 2014:366) which people find 

themselves in. It can also avoid the dichotomy which Burawoy exposes: 

I am not… going to restore the working class to its messianic role, but nor do I 
intend to abandon it to the vicissitudes of some putative logic of history. I am not 
going to replace one metaphysical imputation (the working class as saviour of 
humanity) with its opposite (the working class as incapable of shaping its own 
destiny) (1985:7). 

The application of Workers’ Inquiry within this study is explicitly one of praxis, of a 

deliberate intervention to change something which may not change otherwise. Without 

the Workers’ Inquiry at BookCo there may be a legal change in ownership in name only, 

with no significant intervention from the new worker owners. It is also an intervention 

intended to not only share experience but rather engender collective action and change – 

and for that change be one defined by the group and the wider workplace - ‘Political ideas, 

ideas of transformation, do not descend from above, but arise through struggle, through 

praxis’ (Cohen, 1987:50). 

Rather than place the Workers’ Inquiry primarily within the operaismo tradition, I would 

propose it as a fruitful method to extend industrial sociology, structuralist critiques and to 

engender legitimisation through collaboration. This would orient specifically away from 

ethnography, as per the critique by Söderberg and Netzén (2010), to adapt it to be a 

conscious democratisation of research in the workplace. This study utilises the concept of 

Workers’ Inquiry but not in the manner described by the workerists rather as route to 

placing democracy at the front and centre of the project, in common with Freire (1996) and 

the ideas of both Fals-Borda and Rahman (2008). 

Worker Inquiry and the Business School  

It can be argued that Worker Inquiry also presents a powerful challenge to Critical 

Management scholars. Tourish (2019:141) is concerned about the Business School’s drift 

into iterative and abstract theory, which he claims is of little use to businesses: 

One study has concluded that no more than 9 per cent of the theoretical 
presentations published in Academy of Management Review articles are ever 
tested. Actually testing theories has come to be seen as an eccentric hobby 
pursued by the maladjusted. 

Both Tourish and Parker (2018) are in agreement that Critical Management Studies (CMS) 

has become too used to ‘comfortable carpets’ (Parker, 2018:16) and well rewarded 

positions. For Tourish the failures of CMS to engage is the lack of engagement with society 

he sees in the Business School writ large as ‘…CMS has retreated into the comforts of faux 
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theorising … what is mostly absent is any compelling account of the world in which we live, 

and some serious suggestions of that we can do about it’ (2019:246). For Parker (2018:16) it 

is that ‘dissent has become so thoroughly institutionalized’ as to become unremarkable and 

unchallenging.   

The Business School, and business research, is also to be placed within its historical and 

social context. Schools’ role as income generators for an expanded and possibly 

overextended HE sector is somewhat inevitable. As a business unit ‘…funders are 

increasingly looking for a real return on their research dollars, euros and pounds’ writes 

Green (2019), formally Head of Publishing and Impact Measurement at OECD, cautioning 

academics to produce research with impact and get it in front of those who matter, his 

examples being people of ‘influence and power’, not a mass audience.  

Even the Editors of the Academy of Management Journal made a recent call for: 

scholars to take advantage of the breadth and variety of approaches to qualitative 
research. In 2011, Bansal and Corley lamented that qualitative research was 
norming around a single approach – often, case-based positivist research with 
systematically coded data – and called for methodological diversity (The Editors, 
2018:1189) 

They, and Tourish, point to the obsession within the Business School for positivist 

approaches to research. Peters and Thomas (2020) cite Thomas and Wilson (2011) where 

they ‘describe management educators as having ‘physics envy,’’ and ask why ‘business 

schools have embraced the scientific model of physicist and economists rather than the 

professional model of doctors and lawyers’ (Peters and Thomas, 2020). Peters and Thomas 

conclude their response to the criticisms levelled by Tournish by repeating the 

recommendations made by BizEd (from the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of 

Business) in a recent paper on the Essence of Scholarly Impact (2018) that Business School 

academics need to:  

• Engage more deeply with practitioners to attack meaningful problems faced ‘on 

the firing line.’ 

• Create broader definitions of impact beyond simple counts of A-journals and 

citations. 

• Place much greater weight on publications in practitioner journals. 

Invest in incentives to improve impact through the translation of research for 

practitioners and responsible research audiences (Peters and Thomas, 2020). 
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The abstraction of research more generally is not unique to the Business School (nor 

indeed a particularly modern challenge), however it is one where a debate would be useful. 

Burawoy levelled a similar challenge at sociologists, calling for a public sociology (Burawoy, 

2007:23-64): 

This categorization of sociological labor redefines the way we regard ourselves. I’m 
engaging in what Pierre Bourdieu … would call a classification struggle, displacing 
debates about quantitative and qualitative techniques, positivist and interpretive 
methodologies, micro- and macrosociology by centering two questions: for whom 
and for what do we pursue sociology? (Burawoy, 2007:34). 

Perhaps the same question should be asked of the Business School, especially given how 

central work is to our lives. For critical management researchers, myself included, the 

narrower question of one’s own intellectual relevance and praxis is an ongoing reflexive 

challenge. As Brook and Darlington write on CPAR, given the ‘orientation on participation, 

active agents and social change, it is surprising that action research has had modest take-up 

in industrial relations and sociology of work’ (Brook and Darlington, 2013:238).  

Contemplating my own position, working and engaging with others and transcending my 

own personal experience to one of collaboration, has been essential in challenging my own 

ideas and developing reflexivity, in addition to the objective of being able to clearly explain 

my thinking in non-academic language. Freire writing on the centrality of praxis to 

education expresses well the benefits of Participatory Action Research for the democratic 

researcher: 

Functionally, oppression is domesticating. To no longer be prey to its force, one 
must engage with it and turn upon it. This can be done only by means of the praxis: 
reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it (1996:3). 

Combining Workers’ Inquiry, and its emphasis on human agency, with Critical Participatory 

Action Research, potentially offers an amplification of the key perspective on both, towards 

‘a commitment to bring together broad social analysis, the self-reflective collective study of 

practice, and transformational action to improve things’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:12). This may 

be particularly the case when it comes to an appreciation of participants’ practice as 

situated in their particular historical, economic and social circumstance, in that 

‘participatory action researchers become alert to clues about how it may become possible 

to transform the practices they are producing and reproducing through their current ways 

of working’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:21).  

Both Workers’ Inquiry and CPAR share the imperative of Marx’s famous dictum that; 

‘…philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to 
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change it’ (Marx and Engels, 1968:667 [1845-6]). Lake and Wendland write that: ‘the goal 

to change the world, not simply to study it… participatory action research is characterized 

by many practitioners as a reaction to – and rejection of – traditional, hierarchical Western 

models of the academy’ (Lake and Wendland, 2018:18). 

The importance of a group orientation, rather than solely working with individuals has been 

underlined by Lewin (1997:99 [1944]), one of the earliest founders of participatory action 

research, and the Institute for Workers’ Control (1977). Gorz (1970) also emphasises group 

interaction when he writes of:  

Goldthorpe [a sociologist researching the Vauxhall car plant] made a major 
mistake: he interviewed each worker separately and found each worker to be 
individually resigned to, if not reconciled with, his condition. And then he concluded 
that all these thousands of individual resignations made for a collective apathy…as 
they [the workers] discussed things, they found they all felt alike (1970:21). 

Most importantly, in this context Critical Participatory Action Research ‘creates forums in 

which rationality and democracy, can be pursued together, without an artificial separation 

ultimately hostile to both’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:20). 

The crucial interaction between theory and action, it could be argued, is also central to the 

position of effective critique itself. As Butler argues critique ‘is always a critique of some 

instituted practice, discourse, episteme, institution, and it loses its character the moment in 

which it is abstracted from its operation and made to stand alone as a purely generalizable 

practice’ (Butler, 2002:212). It is this ‘generalizable practice’ which could be seen as 

neutralising the critiques of much of CMS within the Business School. Böhm et al., (2001) 

highlight the stultifying use of organisation as an edifice within business for ‘the 

corporation, the business enterprise’ (Böhm et al., 2001:6). Rather, they argue, ‘it is not just 

the noun, monument… but a verb, process, fluid and smooth plane’ (Böhm et al., 2001:6). It 

is the verb organisation which sits at the heart of this research. 

I believe that democratisation of work has a great potential. As Martin Hägglund writes: 

‘democratic ownership is decisive for the actual possibility of a society that would privilege 

meaningful work in free association with others’ (Hägglund, 2019:280), it is the potentiality 

of this experience which I wish to further. Where this experience may then enable ‘the 

cautious ‘realism’ of the workers turns into unrealism, and reformism into utopianism’ 

(Mattick, 1983:304). 
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Critical Participatory Action Research  

The objective of this research, in addition to addressing the questions posed, is to make a 

difference to the way in which people experience their working lives. This difference 

constitutes addressing both the absence of agency in the workplace where many feel a lack 

of control and greater stress (Dellot, 2016:25) despite greater ‘job level decision making’ 

(Masquelier 2017; Abílio, 2017), in addition to the stagnation of wages which has resulted 

in greater economic inequality (IPPR, 2018:71). 

This research is partial in that I believe that changes to the architectures of participation 

within organisations can enable a sustainable democratisation of work, based upon a 

conscious engagement of those involved. Consequently, a sympathetic research 

methodology needs to both be able to contribute to the structure and form of the research 

but also help enable change, in addition to cleaving to the subject matter under 

investigation. To collaborate with people on democracy should be a democratic exercise in 

and of itself if it is to be both ethical and true to its subject. 

There are several challenges the chosen methodology needs to, if not to fully mitigate, then 

recognise head on. As both a manager and researcher in my own organisation there is, for 

example, a risk that I, as researcher, could use participation as a way to merely legitimise 

changes which suit management, rather than effect truly democratic change. 

These hierarchal problems need to be recognised and the challenges which this may place 

on equitable participation understood. Participants need to be able to clearly determine 

what would be merely a superficial engagement with employee-owners on the basis of 

‘empowerment’ or engagement in the process, to avoid their co-opting into the rhetoric of 

control when none exists. 

To address these issues head-on CPAR enables the central role of the participant: 

critical participatory action research aims to help people to understand and to 
transform ‘the way we do things around here’. In particular, critical participatory 
action research aims to help participants to transform (1) their understandings of 
their practices; (2) the conduct of their practices, and (3) the conditions under 
which they practise, in order that these things will be more rational (and 
comprehensible, coherent and reasonable) (Kemmis et al., 2014:67). 

The use of Critical Participatory Action Research sits largely outside of the business 

discipline. Here, Action Research and Industrial Research (e.g., that of the Tavistock 

Institute (Kemmis et al., 2014:10)) is more prevalent, but tends to not be directed at 

liberatory practice. Much Critical Participatory Action Research literature has emerged 
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from development studies (Cernea, 1985, Chambers, 1997) and educational routes (Freire, 

1996; McNiff, 2017).  

 

The Extended Case Method 

This research also utilises Michael Burawoy’s Extended Case Method as a methodological 

approach which places theory at its heart. The dialectical orientation of the research 

defined its philosophical and theoretical perspective however it was also anticipated that 

this would require a conscious approach to the use of theory in both the research and the 

analysis. 

The Extended Case Method is utilised as an effective way to explore theory without it 

becoming an afterthought.  CPAR as a Workers’ Inquiry had already situated the research 

as a bottom-up collaborative, and liberatory project. Adding the Extended Case Method to 

this was intended to compliment these by providing a methodological framework which 

ensures the centrality of theory.  

Much has been written on the challenges of utilising CPAR methods within the academy 

(Moore, 2004; Cancian, 1993). One of the issues expressed within these is the disconnect 

between an activist methodology and more academic requirements, although CPAR also 

embodies more positive research approaches, such as ‘reflexivity and acknowledgement of 

subjectivity, as well as attentiveness to power differentials and contextual specificity’ 

(Klocker, 2012:154-155). For Kemmis et al., (2014) those working with CPAR are: 

…inclined to say … we are not so much interested in data (the scientists’ word) as in 
evidence (the historian’s word). We are interested in gathering evidence to show 
us how we are doing – and whether we are doing better than before – and we are 
interested in documenting the evidence so we can analyse and interpret it, reflect 
on it, share it with others involved or affected by what we do, and interrogate it in 
the public spheres we form (Kemmis et al., 2014:69). 

This approach explicitly recognises that ‘Data do not exist, except under the social 

conditions of their making’ (Brennan and Noffke, 1997:37). Given the strong philosophical 

orientation of this research, and its partial nature in support of democratisation, I wanted 

to ensure it was not ‘just’ action oriented by ‘dwelling in theory’ (Burawoy, 1998:5). 

Burawoy writes about participatory ethnography, not CPAR specifically, although highly 

interventionist, as he writes ‘writing about the world from the standpoint of participant 

observation’ (Burawoy, 1998:6). He has developed the idea of the extended case method 

which recognises ‘inescapable context effects’ of survey research and other methods, and 
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explicitly making ‘context and dialogue the basis of an alternative science [which] 

unavoidably brings into prominence power effects’ (Burawoy, 1998:7). With an explicit 

appreciation of context whether social, historical, or political the method: 

…calls for intervention of the observer in the life of the participant; it demands an 
analysis of interaction within social situations; it uncovers local processes in a 
relation of mutual determination with external forces; and it regards theory as 
emerging not only in dialogue between participant and observer, but also among 
observers now viewed as participants in a scientific community (Burawoy, 
1998:16). 

The objective here is to be able to produce situated social knowledge, collectively produced 

(Gorli et al., 2015:1350) so that the: 

…idea is to help practitioners realize that organizational reality is socially 
constructed and therefore mutable. Change thus becomes a possibility 
(2015:1366). 

In this, there is much shared with a dialectical understanding of organisations, where 

change, and people’s appreciation of their own positionality within broader social relations 

results in an understanding of their own ability to change things. 

The use of the Extended Case Method in this research is to add the additional 

methodological perspective of refuting and extending theory. The Extended Case Method 

itself shares much with CPAR in its participatory orientation, although most practitioners 

utilise an engaged ethnographic approach rather than CPAR, however where it differs is its 

explicit centring of theory and of the extending of the research itself: 

… in order to extract the general from the unique, to move from the “micro” to the 
“macro”, and to connect the present to the past in anticipation of the future, all by 
building on preexisting theory (Burawoy, 1998:5).  

The Extended Case Method uses the empirical concept of reflexive science for this 

approach which fully recognises the partial nature of knowledge and the research process 

and helps to expose the power effects at play in this context. As Wadham and Warren 

write: 

…key social, economic or organizational questions are explored through their 
incarnation on the ground in a particular setting, such as a factory, company, or 
community. Crucially, the link between the macro-level context and micro-level 
action is established via preexisting theory… (2014:6). 

The processes of the Extended Case Method are those of Intervention, Process, 

Structuration and Reconstruction. Recognising the disruptive action of the research and 

participation itself, the intervention is one which does not pretend to have a separation 
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between ‘scientists and the subjects’ (Burawoy, 1998:4) it also puts front and centre the 

role of dialogue with participants and the collective nature of knowledge production from 

this engagement. Essential here is ‘working more closely with those whose interests the 

study purported to serve’ (Burawoy, 1998:24). 

Process is the ‘aggregation of situational knowledge into social process’ (Burawoy, 1998:15) 

in this research this was carried out by the Inquiry Group collectively, looking both 

internally and in dialogue with the external employee owned business. This enabled the 

Group to focus in on the data which they needed to progress in answering the focus of 

their inquiry, the specific process was enabled by the cycles within CPAR. 

The third context of Structuration is to: 

 ‘…move beyond social practices to delineate the social forces that impress 
themselves on the…locale… Viewed as external to the observer these social forces 
can be studied with positive methods that become the handmaidens of reflexive 
science’ (Burawoy, 1998:15). 

Understanding the social forces acting upon BookCo and the impacts that technological 

effects were having upon retail more generally. This and the final context of Reconstruction 

were, as discussed in more detail within the analysis, progressed in a separate branch of 

work to the Inquiry Group, although they were very aware that I was undertaking this 

additional analysis and that it would be shared with them too. As Burawoy explains: 

We are interested not only in learning about a specific social situation, which is the 
concern of the participant, but also in learning from that social situation. In 
contrast to the participants, we want to be able to make causal claims that have 
validity beyond the situation we study. It is the task of methodology to explicate 
methods of turning observations into explanations, data into theory (1991:5). 

Within the Extended Case Method the context of Reconstruction is in order to: 

Instead of inferring generality direct from data, we can move from one generality 
to another, to more inclusive generality… We do not worry about the uniqueness 
of our case since we are not as interested in its ‘representativeness’ as its 
contribution to ‘reconstructing’ theory (Burawoy, 1998:15). 

Theory has been central to the entire research process as it ‘constitutes situated 

knowledge into social processes, and it locates those social processes in their wider context 

of determination’ (Burawoy, 1998:21) and ultimately ‘refuted, and extended’ (1998:15). In 

this way the Extended Case Method recognises not induction ‘from the ground up but 

through the failure and the reconstruction of existing theory’ (Burawoy, 1991:6) in that the: 



80 
 

goal of research is not directed at establishing a definitive ‘truth’ about an external 
world but at the continual improvement of existing theory. Theory and research 
are inextricable (Burawoy, 1998:28). 

In the application of this blended approach there is a unique contribution which may assist 

other researchers in considering options for methodological application within the 

workplace. Burawoy has recently situated social science on two axes, its: 

scientific dimension is composed of the interaction between theory and data, itself 
embedded in an academic field. Its reflexive dimension involves the interaction 
between participant and observer, itself embedded in a field of power. Suppressing 
the reflexive axis and pretending we are not part of the world we study, leads us 
back to some form of positivism, while suppressing the scientific axis leas to 
postmodern interpretations or the transformative projects of participatory action 
research (2019:49-50).  

Implicit within this description is that the use of the Extended Case Method is a more 

balanced approach than these two ‘extremes’. However, this is a rather stark presentation 

of the epistemological options researchers have, so rather than either/or, there is an ‘and’ 

which looks to be greater than the sum of its parts. This then perhaps meets the ‘objective 

set by Italian socialist Antonio Gramsci of transforming “common” sense into “good” sense 

or critical knowledge that would be the sum of experiential and theoretical knowledge’ 

(Fals-Borda and Rahman, 2008:9). A summary of both the entire methodological 

framework in addition to the relationship between planned and emergent theory are both 

illustrated below.  
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Illustration three: A Workers’ Inquiry methodological summary. 
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Illustration four: Planned and emergent theory. 

 

Reflexivity and Power 

I have constructed this collection of methods to form a methodology which attempts to 

both recognise the risk of my own potential power and influence as a practitioner-

researcher, but also to explicitly expose and take account of this. As Luttrell writes ‘I don’t 

believe that researchers can eliminate tensions, contradictions, or power imbalances, but I 

do believe we can (and should) name them’ (Luttrell, 2000:500). Even with this inherent 

appreciation of power within Critical Participatory Action Research this does not mean that 

it can be assumed as resolved. As Bansal et. al (2018) write, this approach recognises the 

potential effects of the ‘very presence of a researcher’ (Bansal et al., 2018:1191) and that 

these ‘connections between researcher and the researched can be considered a strength 

for insights’ (Bansal et. al, 2018:1191). Kemmis et. al (2014:5) write that: 

Some in the research literature think that being an insider involves a penalty – not 
being able to see things in a disinterested or ‘objective’ way. By contrast, we 
believe that insiders have special advantages when it comes to doing research in 
their own sites and to investigating practices that hold their work and lives 
together in those sites – the practices that are enmeshed with those sites. 
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Critical Participatory Action Research rejects the concept of purely ‘objective’ research, 

rather it takes ‘…a very active and proactive notion of critical self-reflection – individual and 

collective self-reflection that actively interrogates the conduct and consequences of 

participants’ practices’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:9). This individual and group reflexivity is 

central to understanding people’s context and seeking out the action needed to change 

these practices and outcomes.  

It is also worth noting the reflection within Cathcart’s (2009:84) own research into 

democracy at an employee owned firm (the John Lewis Partnership) with her ‘significant 

regret… that I did not fully embrace a Participative Action Research methodology’, she 

elaborates: 

…following Whyte (1991: 21), I believe that ‘it is possible to pursue both the truth 
and solutions to concrete problems simultaneously’. While I analysed and observed 
as an outsider, albeit one that tried to see the company from the perspective of 
those that inhabited it, I missed the opportunity to demonstrate my own 
commitment to the concept that my thesis actually explored, democratic 
participation. Ultimately, I rejected the term ‘voice’ with its poorly defined 
meaning, and its offer of contribution but not of shared power (2009:84). 

Cathcart’s own learning has been instrumental in highlighting the essential synthesis 

between researching and actively participating in a democratic project. 

Within the planned research it was also proposed to enable the Inquiry Group to be able to 

access knowledge from within an external employee owned organisation. This was 

designed to both assist the Group in accessing expertise and experience, which was by 

definition outside of BookCo, but also outside the influence of both researcher and the 

power structures within which they were operating. This hand-in-hand work with another 

organisation, or Employee owned firm, is somewhat unorthodox for CPAR, although could 

be seen as falling within what Heron describes as ‘open boundary’ research (Heron, 

1996:44). 

This method also helps to address some of the potential challenges around organisational 

access (Heron, 1996), and the trust and ethical considerations inherent in the researchers 

own hierarchical position within the business designated for change and action. Indeed, 

Company B were also more open to help due to the nature of the participatory research 

being undertaken, as opposed to a ‘top down’ inquiry. Action research, by definition, is 

emergent and iterative, and the research design would therefore be collaborative. Initial 

stages entailed detailed discussion and planning with both BookCo and business ‘B’ on this 

approach and working with them transparently on the method.  
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Central to both the recognition of power imbalances combined with the Group’s own 

judgement of the efficacy of the outcomes whereby a:  

…crucial feature of the work of critical participatory action research is that it must 
be considered legitimate by participants themselves – not on their behalf by their 
delegates or representatives, or on the advice or the judgements of experts, or the 
judgement or instruction of their supervisors or managers’ (Kemmis et al., 
2014:36). 

 

Criticality – what does ‘being critical’ mean in this context? 

The critical element of participatory action research is contested territory (Kemmis 2013; 

Kemmis et al., 2015) and there ‘is no uniform body of literature characterizing this 

worldview’ (Creswell and Creswell 2018:8-9). Writers such as McNiff (2017) and Heron 

(1996) see criticality as integral to action research and currently under threat from what 

they perceive as incorporation into the academy in a ‘domesticated form’ (McNiff, 2017:55, 

Lake and Wendland, 2018:24). Subsequently it has an instrumentalist orientation rather 

than emancipatory one. Additionally, as previously discussed in the last Chapter, Critical 

Management Theory, in this context as exemplified by Kemmis (2013) Kemmis et al. (2015) 

situates action theory within a broadly ‘progressive’ context and not a specifically Marxist, 

or dialectical one (Cunningham, 2017 has attempted to equate the Marxist concept of 

praxis with participatory action research). Kemmis et al. (2015) summarise the engagement 

orientation of participatory action research as: 

The emancipatory face of critical participatory action research is its aspiration to 
make a better history than the history we face if things go on as they are. It is the 
eternal other of human suffering – hope (Kemmis, et al. 2015:463). 

Given the philosophical orientation of this study it is closer to Freire’s (1996 [1970]) 

concept of critical action. The emphasis on context, history and dialectical analysis required 

by this philosophical orientation are central tenets to situating this study in the modern 

workplace with all the resultant pressures, they could also be seen as central to critical 

theory and to action research (Kemmis, 2013:123). Consequently, the challenge to deliver a 

critical approach is a transformative one: 

critical participatory action research takes a particular view of what it means to be 
critical, emphasising, in particular, a collective intention to make our practices, our 
understandings of our practices, and the conditions under which we practise more 
rational and reasonable, more productive and sustainable, and more just and 
inclusive (Kemmis et al., 2014:85).  
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The criticality which the dialectical perspective adds, in its philosophical and contextual 

analysis - is the addressing of the question of whether there is a broader potentiality for 

change. Appreciating the current historical and socio-economic context, with its emphasis 

on human agency. 

Ethical considerations 

The research is also undertaken with the specific view that more workplace democracy 

would be a positive thing, and subsequently engaging clearly and unambiguously with 

those whom the research is in collaboration with, rather than a detached ethnographic 

study. This also adheres to one of the tenets of Critical Management Studies, in that; ‘…the 

research process itself should be openly participative and involve the same qualities that 

are important for organizations themselves’ (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000:17).  

This adheres to the guidance from the Economic Social Research Council (ESRC) which 

makes the point that research should be: ‘…more co-productive forms of research (i.e., 

research undertaken with rather than on people in a collaborative, iterative process of 

shared learning) offer particular potential for impact academically and socially’ (ESRC, 

undated). 

It would, however be presumptuous to believe that CPAR is inherently ethical, and that 

emphasis on participant agency is used to ‘deny the possibility that their work could be 

exploitative’ (Lake and Wendland, 2018:28). Lake and Wendland, citing Khanlou and Peter 

(2005), assert that; ‘ethical research commonly has seven requirements, including social 

and/or scientific value, validity, fair subject selection, favourable risk-benefit ratio, 

independent review, informed consent, and respect for the participants’ (Lake and 

Wendland, 2018:33-4). 

Social validity in this context, because of the emergent nature of CPAR, can be that 

determined by the participants. There are several ethical challenges which have been 

identified, specifically for this research: 

- a potential power imbalance between participants. The mix of management and 

staff could mean that participants may feel pressured towards certain outcomes 

- unequal knowledge of existing systems - as facilitator I may expose certain biases 

- how external input from the other businesses is mediated to ensure results are 

presented in a certain way to the research group 
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- if the other companies are represented by management, they may also present a 

biased report 

- the external business is also a supplier of the transitioning company, so may feel 

obliged (or that it is beneficial) to take part 

- anonymity within the final report will be maintained, however working with peers 

means that within the business it will be known that certain individuals are working 

on this project  

- CPAR necessitates group production and reflection, however the ultimate output 

in this instance not group produced (i.e., this thesis) 

In the first instance, being able to explicitly recognise these ethical considerations and work 

with the Inquiry Group to expose any other additional ethical challenges is essential to a 

transparent and democratic process. The collective sharing of reflections, in addition to the 

involvement of the third-party employee owned business, in confirming a fair 

representation of their own businesses though transparency is also essential. All these 

areas of risk, potential contention and power should be continuously examined and form 

the basis for an active reflexive dialogue.  

Research planning 

Within BookCo, the family business transitioning to Employee Ownership, there was a call 

for volunteers from across the organisation who were asked if they are willing to 

participate in an Inquiry Group. These volunteers were in no way be compelled to take 

part, and due to the nature of the business, a national retailer with many sites, there was a 

very real challenge of who could be released from where and for how long, both due to 

location and work profile (i.e., difficulty for smaller shops to release staff and maintain shop 

floor cover). To help reduce these challenges a neutral, non-company, location was 

planned to be used for some of the meetings, technology for those who could not travel, 

and travel costs covered for those who could. These challenges are unlikely to be unique to 

the research and are also likely to reflect those of a multilocational organisation in any 

future democratic participation.  

Planning the research although important to enable participants to have an idea of, for 

example, likely time commitment, and practicalities of location, there was also an 

awareness that there should be a little caution on how much planning should be carried 

out on the participants behalf. As Heron writes use of ‘proper method … will produce 
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conformist, but certainly not co-operative inquiry’ (1996:67). This could be seen as a 

challenge in achieving the right balance between Apollonian-Dionysian approaches (Heron, 

1996:45) in the research, and that the objective was that it should as far as possible be 

determined by the context, and the participants. 

The concept of cycles within CPAR, although not set in stone, form an important scaffold 

for moving the process forward. It was also important to be able to give the external 

business, Company B, a picture of how the overall process might work. As Heron points out 

‘every inquiry will need to map out in advance is its overall time structure: how many 

hours, days, weeks or months it will last…simply so that people can get their diaries 

organized’ (1996:51).  

An example set of cycles are broken out below (from Heron 2010:120-121). Traditionally 

these cycles of reflection and action are central to Critical Participatory Action Research, 

however, though a particularly useful structure they should also not be seen as restrictive 

to the participants.  

Kemmis et al. (2014:9) question what they see as the more strictly cycle based Lewinian 

view as potentially privileging ‘the individual steps of planning, acting, observing, reflecting, 

re-planning (and so on) and their reiteration’ rather for: ‘critical participatory action 

research, the criterion of success is not whether participants have followed the steps 

faithfully, but whether they have a strong and authentic sense of development and 

evolution in their practices, their understandings of their practices, and the situations in 

which they practice’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:18-19). 

With this caveat of the danger of form over function, it was still proposed to broadly follow 

these cycles unless the Inquiry Group considered them as either restrictive or 

counterproductive.  

Stage 1 - reflection 

• The focus of the inquiry (the question of strategic co-production agreed or an 

alternative chosen) 

• A launching statement of the inquiry topic 

• A plan of action for the first action phase to explore some aspect of the inquiry 

topic 

• A method of recording experiences during the first action phase 
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Stage 2 - action 

• Exploring in experience and action some aspect of the inquiry topic 

• Applying an integrated range of inquiry skills 

• Keeping records of the experiential data generated 

 

Stage 3 – second reflection 

 

The inquirers share data from the action phase and: 

• Review and modify the inquiry topic in the light of making sense of data about the 

explored aspect of it 

• Choose a plan for the second action phase to explore the same of a different aspect 

of the inquiry topic 

• Review the method of recording data used in the first action phase and amend it 

for use in the second 

 

These cycles are repeated as necessary and are planned to end with a major reflection 

phase for pulling together threads, clarifying outcomes, and writing a co-operative report.  

Sharing a broad outline of likely structure was especially pertinent for the contributing 

business for practical planning reasons. The objective of working with another business was 

in order to help in enriching the research in several areas, it was designed in order to 

underline the some of the aims of looking for broader applicability however it also helped 

with building understanding that what is currently ‘done around here’ can change. 

Practically it was also important to plan as to whether there would be permeable 

organisational boundaries and who would be willing to meet whom so as to avoid any 

feelings of conflict or competition. In the end, a single point of contact in Company B, with 

one of the owner directors, was established as the most straightforward option and it was 

understood that they would represent all of their company’s views to the Inquiry Group.  

The importance of the interaction of participants, both the colleagues within BookCo and 

within the collaborator business meant that the Group was not to be overly reliant upon 

the researcher’s own interpretations. As Lewin writes as ‘a rule, group discussion brings out 

a richer, better balanced, and more detailed picture of the situation’ (Lewin, 1997:99 

[1944]). This dialogue extended the discussion in a productive way and it was helpful that 
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Company B had an orientation which specifically emphasised the sharing of its own 

(political) decisions around structure. 

From the start, the plan was for issues and challenges to be surfaced through discussion; 

Heron citing Reason summarises this well: 

[t]he attitude of the initiators should be: This is our idea about what we want to look at 

together. This is an outline of a co-operative inquiry. Let’s talk about all this and see if 

we have a basis for co-operation (Heron, 1996:39). 

Below is a table adapted from McNiff (2017:37-38) showing how the core values of 

participation were central within each step within the research. 

Research Action: 

What do you do? 

How does your research 

develop? 

Where do values feature in 

your research? 

   

Identify a research issue. 

 

There is a lack of strategic 

level involvement of 

employees. 

Participation and ownership 

are key values in the 

research. 

 

Identify research aims. Aim to find more ways for 

employees to be involved in 

organisational strategic 

level planning, through 

questioning the current 

situation and barriers. 

Increasing participation is 

the aim of the research and 

thinking about how external 

collaborators can contribute 

and how their practices 

differ. 

   

Draw up a research design 

and action plan. 

Given the methodology of 

CPAR then this is carried 

out collectively with the 

participant-researchers. 

Explanations of 

methodology and 

challenges clearly shared, 

objective of a collaborative 

agreed final report agreed 

(or not). 

Values of participation 

essential to the process of 

planning the research 

design. Flexibility and 

collective decision making 

privileged here. 
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Gather data. 

 

Gathering of initial data to 

show current strategic 

participation levels. 

 

Gather data in other EO 

firm around how 

participation is managed 

there. 

 

Feed this data back into the 

collective process and take 

action as agreed. Continue 

to gather data. 

 

Democratic data gathering 

to be in line with values and 

methods. Demonstrate how 

this collaborative approach 

adds value. 

Establish criteria and 

standards of judgement. 

 

How to measure levels of 

participation, how 

demonstrated, how much, 

what kind. 

 

Values transform into 

criteria and standards of 

judgement. Localised 

knowledge and acceptance 

as valid by the Inquiry 

Group the key indicator of 

standard. 

 

Analyse and interpret data. 

 

Analysis is undertaken 

according to the established 

criteria within the Group 

but also by the researcher 

using an Extended Case 

Method. 

 

The data are utilised by the 

Inquiry Group to establish 

their own categories and 

begin to build a set of 

answers to address the 

question agreed.  

Researcher analysis clearly 

defined and agreed with the 

Group and shared so as to 

not undermine the process 

or trust. 
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Come to some provisional 

conclusions. 

 

Begin to come to some 

provisional conclusions 

about the success of the 

research in terms of 

demonstrating the 

achievement or potential 

for greater participation. 

 

 

Showing how the potential 

value of participation, and 

its possibility to be realised 

in practice as a core feature 

of knowledge claim. 

Make a claim to 

knowledge. 

 

Claiming full engagement 

with the research question 

and have delivered on the 

objective of greater 

participation at a strategic 

level. 

 

Demonstrating the value of 

participation has been 

‘realised in practice’ and is 

central to knowledge 

claims. 

Submit the claim to 

critique. 

 

Critical feedback on the 

research staying consistent 

with the value of 

participation throughout 

the process. 

 

Democratic participation a 

key principle within the 

process of critical feedback. 

Explain the significance of 

the research. 

 

Explain why participation is 

important for 

organisational planning 

within BookCo and get 

broader legitimisation 

within the business. 

 

Value of participation acts 

as a conceptual framework 

for demonstrating the 

significance of the research 

and for the concept of 

participation. 

 

Disseminate the findings. 

 

Making the findings public. Participation extended to all 

stakeholder and worker 

owned organisations more 

generally.   
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Evaluate the findings 

 

Invite responses from a 

wider audience about the 

potential of the research to 

help others develop their 

own thinking.  

 

Value of participation and 

democratisation within EO 

firms debated. 

Link new knowledge with 

existing knowledge  

 

This formal process is at an 

end. 

Action continues to evolve 

in the transitioning 

company. 

Modify practices in light of 

the evaluation 

 

 

Demonstrable learning 

from both the application of 

methodological approach 

and also of the results 

actions taken. 

Further evolve participatory 

activities and work towards 

sharing participatory values. 

Table one: Core Values of Participation 

 

Judging outcomes 

Being able to collectively judge success within the research was also important to ensure 

that participants felt the process to be worthwhile. To be able to assess the ‘social validity 

from a community perspective’ (Khanlou and Peter cited in Lake and Wendland 2018:33) 

with ‘goals established jointly by the participants in the beginning of the project are met, at 

least to some degree, by the end of the project’ (Lake and Wendland 2018:34). 

Kemmis et al. (2014:36) suggest four validity claims for research from Critical Participatory 

Action Research groups where they may deem it to be (a) comprehensible to them (b) they 

believe to be true, (c) to be ‘sincerely stated’ authentic and not deceptive and (d) to be 

‘morally right and appropriate’ under the participants current circumstances. Lake and 

Wendland (2018:23), citing Brydon-Miller (2013), recommend that advocates carefully 

weigh their work against Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of citizen participation, which clearly 

shows a progression from (at the lowest level) manipulation all the way to citizen control 



93 
 

(and power), above delegated power and partnership. As part of the process a clear, yet 

also mutable, set of stated outputs was agreed by the Inquiry group.   

 

Summary 

In summary, the methodological approach is one which places democratic participation at 

its centre, which is reflective of the research itself, in looking to extend democratisation of 

the corporation. A combination of CPAR and the Extended Case Method looks to balance 

both action and theory in a praxis which can both enable change and create critical 

knowledge through the extension of theory. As a cross-organisational Workers’ Inquiry it 

takes a unique and new approach to ground-up research, with the researcher acting as 

collaborator. The outcomes will be judged by how legitimate the Inquiry Group find them 

and their view on the parallel analysis by the researcher which will also be shared with 

them for feedback, this will then be incorporated into this thesis in the concluding Chapter.   
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CHAPTER 5 – Praxis and Inquiry Group Findings 

Introduction 

There is an inherent challenge in writing retrospectively about process within Critical 

Participatory Action Research (CPAR), as there is a danger post hoc to make decisions, 

changes in direction and missteps appear as more linear and planned than the iterative 

steps, adjustments and discussions that they were. As Gorli et al. write, the ‘journey is not 

linear and may well include detours and steps backward in the path through …reflection is 

conceived as a transformative process and not as an end in itself’ (Gorli et al., 2015:1365).  

To avoid the artificial presentation of the CPAR methodology as something imposed upon 

the participants, this Chapter exposes in some detail the decisions that the participants 

made, and how the research developed to address their concerns and the critical 

examination of their own practice. Consequently, this Chapter adds methodological detail 

to the outline of methodology in the prior chapter, the next Chapter contains the data 

analysis and extension of theory. 

As the Inquiry Group started out on the research, there was an understanding of the idea 

of cycles, of diagnosing- planning-action-reflection; however, there was also an 

understanding that the Group did not want to let this define the entire process either, for; 

…critical participatory action research, the criterion of success is not whether 
participants have followed the steps faithfully, but whether they have a strong and 
authentic sense of development and evolution in their practices, their 
understandings of their practices, and the situations in which they practice 
(Kemmis et al., 2014:18-19). 

This description is not to privilege process over engagement and the self-authorship of the 

participants. The Inquiry Group, and the discussions within the Group, and arising from it, 

became the principal narrative of the transition to employee ownership within the 

business. They were the instigators of conversations, they were the people directly dealing 

with colleagues’ concerns and doubts. The questions they asked of directors, colleagues 

and the external employee owned business gained its own dynamic. There was a focus on 

keeping a momentum and being the driver of the conversation within the business to an 

extent that the Inquiry Group is likely to remain central to the final transition and 

structures, which fall outside of this piece of research. 

The research also exists in the context of my own role as a researcher ‘dwelling in theory’ 

(Burawoy, 1998:5). I have utilised Burawoy’s extended case method as a framework for a 
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dialectical analysis – which will follow this more process-led overview, placing CPAR as the 

central technique for investigation. These combined, given the centrality of ground-up 

research constituted a Workers’ Inquiry. In this context there was an examination of what 

Kemmis et al. (2014) describe as: 

…not so much … data (the scientists’ word) as in evidence (the historian’s word). 
We are interested in gathering evidence to show us how we are doing – and 
whether we are doing better than before – and we are interested in documenting 
the evidence so we can analyse and interpret it, reflect on it, share it with others 
involved or affected by what we do, and interrogate it in the public spheres we 
form (Kemmis et al., 2014:69). 

The research was carried out over a twenty-one-month period between January 2019 to 

September 2020. Evidence was gathered using a combination of research log, meeting 

notes, emails and other data/evidence. Participants in the group would engage across the 

business with colleagues and question them on their thoughts, they would read and 

circulate articles and write their own notes. The Inquiry Group, existed, and indeed exists 

to not primarily fulfil the research requirements of this thesis, rather to address the role of 

worker voice in what would otherwise be a top-down transition to employee ownership.  

The methodology used for the research necessitated the centrality of participants in 

determining its direction and focus. As discussed in Chapter Four, on methodology, there 

was a conscious reflexivity around my own positional power within the company and 

within the participatory research. Throughout activity was used to help surface what was 

important to the participants rather than let my own views lead the group. There are of 

course positive and negative elements to my role as researcher/insider in this context, as 

Kemmis et al. (2014:5) write: 

Some in the research literature think that being an insider involves a penalty – not 
being able to see things in a disinterested or ‘objective’ way. By contrast, we 
believe that insiders have special advantages when it comes to doing research in 
their own sites and to investigating practices that hold their work and lives 
together in those sites – the practices that are enmeshed with those sites. 

It was less my insider positionality which I was looking to mitigate, rather the positional 

power I had, both as a director and as a researcher, which I wanted to recognise within the 

process and within the techniques applied and chosen by the Inquiry Group. Continuous 

checking of my own notes of meetings with the Group also served to let them lead in the 

direction that they felt was most productive. This was a conscious effort to avoid what 

Wallerstein and Duran (2006) describe - ‘a challenge with PAR (and aim of praxis) is for 

mainstream researchers to move beyond ventriloquism—where mainstream researchers 
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speak on behalf of others’ (cited in Blodgett et al., 2011:529) rather to create opportunities 

for people to ‘speak on their own behalf’ (Blodgett et al., 2011:530).  

Participants often arrived at meetings with lever-arch files full of emails and notes they had 

printed so they could reference them, in addition to their own diaries and notes of 

conversations with colleagues. These reflected ‘…a very active and proactive notion of 

critical self-reflection’ (Kemmis et al., 2014:6) which enabled the Inquiry Group to begin to 

take very active ownership over business practices which had appeared immovable before. 

As Gorli et al. (2015) recount the; ‘idea is to help practitioners realize that organizational 

reality is socially constructed and therefore mutable. Change thus becomes a possibility’ 

(Gorli et al., 2015:1366). Notes and diaries are personal to the participants so not directly 

referenced within this thesis, however demonstrated how seriously they took the research.  

The Inquiry Group’s move to embrace change was underlined in their attitude towards 

structures, the shift in tone which embodied a distinct change in their own perceived 

positionality. One example of this was their clear-headed solution to avoiding being seen as 

‘worker representatives’ on the board, and thereby (possibly) emphasising difference or 

create antagonism where there was none, by renaming those positions as owner directors. 

Additionally, actions such as the Inquiry Group issuing formal thanks to executive directors 

who had answered questions, which demonstrated a very visible change in how they were 

perceiving their evolving and developing role in the company. 

Working with co-researcher/participants in the study was continually challenging, but in 

the most positive ways. Their commitment to the process created many questions and 

reflections, but these were always combined with a drive to reach solid actionable 

conclusions. Repeatedly they questioned their own thinking, my thinking, how things 

worked in the business at the time, and how they should work in the future. They 

frequently rejected their own ideas with good humour and looked for new and better 

solutions.  

Their own discussions with others across the business, in addition to their additional 

reading added significant evidence, commentary, and reflection to the process. This made 

me question my own assumptions and they often surpassed my own expectations 

significantly, and further heightened my own sense of responsibility to the group. For 

example, their willingness to come up with solutions, ask questions and then abandon 

something as not suitable and begin to work on an alternative. Their commitment and 
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additional reading and questioning increased my own commitment to the Group and its 

outcomes. 

In addition to the Inquiry group – with its obvious internal access to workers within the 

business, there was external support in the form of a director from a smaller Employee 

Owned (EO) business within the book trade, who kindly agreed to answer questions from 

the Group as they arose. This offered an invaluable external perspective that very much 

helped to shape the Inquiry Group Interim Report the Group produced. One comment from 

this other EO business was shared by the Inquiry Group verbatim in the company’s internal 

Bulletin to all staff as the Group felt it expressed particularly well their own view on what 

was important in the move to Employee Ownership.  

The Group mostly worked to a consensus position, and in many ways came to embody the 

decision making which they envisioned post-transition democracy in the firm to take, using 

the feedback from Company B they used three positions; ‘yes I agree’, ‘not a vote for but 

no problem with it’  and ‘no’ which also appears within the Interim Report. They are fiercely 

protective of the Inquiry Group Interim Report and when it was passed to the executive 

directors for comment in September 2020 some of the participants commented that even if 

the directors disliked it or wanted it changed it would not be. 

It was not only my positional power which I was keen to recognise in the research process, 

it was also crucial for the Group to not to have their voice or conclusions used by me in 

ways that they felt was antithetical to the democratic process, i.e. in how I was to record it 

in this thesis, or that my theoretical analysis was to be in any way exploitative of the role 

they played. Once the analysis had been written it was therefore shared with the 

participants for comment and their views also included within this thesis, as these feedback 

loops form an essential and central part to the entire CPAR methodology, and this work as 

a Workers’ Inquiry.  

The central question of this thesis could be seen playing out in the contradictions and 

interplay between the power of owners, of democratisation and culture within the 

organisation which were all present in the deliberations of the group, and the impact they 

had. The work carried out by the Group, perhaps because of its commercial setting, was 

often more focused on drawing conclusions, of making recommendations and moving the 

process forward than I anticipated it would be. This was naturally helpful to the formal 

process of the research however was an organic result of the ownership taken by the 

participants rather than any pressure from myself.  
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The process - pre-cycle one and groundwork.  

Initially the research was to have more than one external EO business to support the 

Inquiry Group, however despite positive responses from two additional companies in 

January 2019 they had withdrawn from the process by the February. Interestingly both 

businesses felt that their involvement would not be useful given their own limited internal 

democracy, where neither had formal representative structures nor board representation, 

despite being employee owned. The company which did agree, referred to from now on as 

Company B, had a significant consciousness of their own democratic processes, publicly 

referring to themselves as ‘…the world’s largest publishing collective’ as ‘a world-leading 

example of alternative business practice’ and ‘owned and managed by its workers, who are 

all on equal pay’ [Company B publicity document 2019].  

One of their directors was kind enough to meet three times during the research, once prior 

to the first cycle to understand the project, and subsequently during Cycle One and Cycle 

Two in order to answer numerous questions and clarifications from the Group. The Inquiry 

Group found this cooperative work helpful in defining alternative options from those 

arising internally, but also in the support and encouragement which it offered. 

The combination of perspective with workers collaborating across organisations adds a 

unique perspective to the research. This transparency, and external access was planned to 

help further address any issues around power imbalance between my role and the 

participants, but to also give the Inquiry Group a supportive external view, something 

which they then drew upon in the Inquiry Group Interim Report, including the request for 

external support for Owner Directors and Council members. 

Given my own position in BookCo, as an executive director, it would seem reasonable to 

assume almost automatic ‘access’ to carry out the research, however this was not the case. 

The business’ owner had announced in 2010 that the company would transition to EO 

when several ‘triggers’ had been met, the most significant of these being that of reaching 

profitability. Given that almost ten years had elapsed since this initial announcement there 

was growing concern that, despite nearing profitability, that even discussing transition to 

EO could form a distraction for ‘the business’. In an internal publication, funded by the 

owner, summed this up concern of ‘distraction’: 

Are we nearly there yet? Traditional plea of a child ten minutes into a three hour 
car journey. Nearly there? Nearer to profitability? Nearer to partnership?” (Internal 
BookCo document, 2015). 
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This overtly infantilising tone brushes away the concerns of staff on something which many 

of them were unlikely to feel they could influence significantly. It is also underlined, in the 

same publication, that the future under partnership may not actually look that much 

different to the past: 

‘getting there’ doesn’t mean ‘leaving here’; it’s taking what’s best about [BookCo] 
confidently into a changing world…it would be madness to throw away what has, 
for decades, been best about the firm – its professionalism, reputation, and the 
accumulated learning of its people (Internal BookCo document, 2015). 

During the research one of the group members relayed back the feelings of many 

employees on the position they found themselves in: 

most of these same people felt partnership was still a pipedream and some even 
went as far to say that they’re bored of hearing about it  

Participant email to the Inquiry Group 

Plans to consult across the company had failed to materialise, so the proposal to undertake 

organised research in a ‘closed’ Inquiry group, where management would not have access 

to discussions, was met with some concerns – especially on what the ‘action’ element of 

the participatory action research might consist of. However, permission was granted on the 

understanding that the initial action would be the production of an Inquiry report for the 

business, and the Group understood this to be colleagues in the first instance, to consider 

next steps.  

Little or nothing had been defined to staff as to what would change post a move to 

partnership, so understanding people’s perceptions of what will change and how things will 

work was an exceptional opportunity. Crucially - as per the research undertaken by Gorli et 

al. (2015) - the:  

participatory intervention would prepare the ground for the imminent change so 
that it was not merely implemented top-down but was also interpreted and 
adapted by the practitioners concerned… (2015:1353). 

As a firm which was to be ‘bequeathed’ by its owner to the employees, the active nature of 

the Inquiry necessarily constituted a new form of grass roots agency in the process. This, 

irrespective of specific outcomes, constituted an important step towards ownership in and 

of itself. 

In June 2019, a request for volunteers was placed in the company Bulletin which went to all 

staff, from this there were fourteen staff members who came forward to take part. Two 

withdrew prior to the process starting due to childcare commitments, one left the business 
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for a new role. The remaining eleven constituted the core Inquiry Group and all but one 

remained involved until the production of the Inquiry Group’s Interim Report. There was no 

necessity for the Inquiry Group to be ‘representative’ of staff, merely attract those who 

wanted to be involved in the research. However, the Inquiry Group did in fact represent a 

selection of roles, geographical locations, experience, and seniority. They included; a 

deputy shop manager, two shopfloor booksellers, a distribution centre manager, a content 

editor, a designer, three software engineers and two business-to-business booksellers and 

ranged from under a year’s service with the company, to over thirty.  

Given that a reason for potential participants withdrawing was the childcare commitments 

of attending meetings, participants were very aware as a group of the responsibility to 

represent those staff who could not be in the room. Similarly, all the staff involved were 

full-time so there was a constituency of those who could not be there due to the part-time 

nature of their roles. It was always recognised that anything the Group produced would 

have to be able to be engaged with by the rest of the business. 

From the outset the challenge of arranging meetings, and the most basic of communication 

highlighted some of the potential hurdles of co-operating across the company; for example, 

only some staff had internal email addresses and on a normal day at work were with 

customers and not at a computer. Additionally, Inquiry Group participants were based in a 

number of locations, including, Oxford, Edinburgh, Gloucester and disbursed across 

London. This made arranging face-to-face meetings a challenge and resulted in these 

meetings being in various locations over the course of the research. It is worth noting that 

the COVID-19 Pandemic has made video conferencing technology far more commonplace, 

and it could well be used to mitigate some of the meeting challenges in the future, and 

people be more comfortable with it, in addition to making sure that no one is excluded. 

 

Cycle One - Teasing out the issues. 

 

Cycle One  

 

(The first stage of this 

Cycle was run twice with 

two halves of the Inquiry 

Teasing out the issues Steps 

Agreeing context and purpose of 

the Inquiry Group, understanding 

our methodology. 
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Group due to locational 

and time challenges 

prior to the Group 

combining for the 

subsequent stages). 

Diagnosing  

- Where do we see the 

impediments to be to 

involving staff in strategic 

decision making? 

- How do we imagine 

Employee Ownership 

(EO)? 

- Examining ‘blockers and 

solutions’. 

- Card writing and sorting 

questions.  

Planning Action  

- Individual writing, then 

group sorting questions 

for the assisting EO 

company. 

Taking Action 

- Asking questions to 

worker-owner of another 

EO business. 

Evaluating Action 

- Reviewing answers and 

asking for clarifications & 

elaboration. 

- Review of answers with 

comparison to original 

‘diagnosing’. 
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- Card writing and sorting 

to highlight key issues for 

the Inquiry Group. 

 

 

Due to the initial logistical challenges the Inquiry Group was split into two for the first 

session, these were held on the 26 July 2019 at the Political Studies Association in London 

and 15 August in company offices in Oxford. At these meetings, an overview of the CPAR 

methodology was given so that participants could question this and how they would be in 

control of the process, and to review a suggestion as to the ‘question’ it was proposed that 

the Group address. As I wrote to them in an email outline of the project prior to meeting in 

July 2019: 

You would be participants in the research, not subjects of it, all recording/written 
notes from our deliberations would be collectively agreed as an accurate reflection 
of our views. We would work to recognise and mitigate any differences in 
power/knowledge etc. in the group… e.g. I can’t just say ‘this is the answer!’. The 
same democratic principle would apply to the companies we’re working with. 

It was emphasised that although the method suggested cycles of reflection and action that 

participants were the principal drivers of the process and it could be adapted according to 

their direction. The Inquiry Group did find the idea of reflection and action useful and 

oriented themselves around this. The Cycles elaborated on in this overview would most 

likely look more ‘manufactured’ to the Group, as the formal beginning of one and end of 

another would be less defined in reality, but still reflects the course of the research.  
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Illustration five: Summary of cycles undertaken during the research. 

The participants discussed Arnstein’s ladder (1969) in both first sessions as relating to the 

research work of the Inquiry Group, and it then also became useful for the Group in its own 

analysis. They would refer to it to gauge the efficacy of decision-making processes, both 

existing and proposed, and it was also included in the Inquiry Group Interim Report 

produced near the end of the formal research phase adapted to represent the proposed 

growing participation of booksellers in the business.  

 

Illustration six: Inquiry Group ‘owner participation ladder’ (after Arnstein, 1969). 

Notes were taken throughout every meeting, by myself and participants as they wished, 

and were circulated, edited by the Inquiry Group and agreed as a fair summary of the 

discussion and work undertaken. The first two sessions utilised participatory exercises to 

begin to shape the thinking of the Group and to help crystalise what they wanted to be 
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their next steps in investigating the question of how staff could be involved in strategic 

decision making under EO. 

In session one the first activity was ‘what do we think an employee owned business should 

look like?’ This was subsequent to an ice breaker and constituted a post-it note activity, 

which was then sorted into themes by the group (Chambers, 2002:99). These they defined 

as: information, structure and culture. This served to show the group that they already 

shared a great deal of the same vision for the business as employee owned. A summary, 

agreed with the group post session of the constituent parts of these themes, are shown 

below: 

Information 

Wider and more interlinked network for strategy, advice etc. + a 

framework to facilitate that. 

Company Strategy, Finance etc. to be completely transparent, accessible, 

and comprehensible. 

All employees understand the company strategy. 

Open books, access to information. 

Influence over business direction but perhaps not implementation. 

Democratic control of ethical direction. (Direct). 

Our Customers should know we are employee owned. Shout about it!! 

Engaged with our local communities in which our staff work + ethical, 

environmental etc. 

Review meetings to establish consensus on – what we want/objectives, 

how we get to it, who would do what, how it is going, change. 

Anonymous but moderated feedback and proposals. 

Actionables to be circulated to everyone for feedback. 

Structure(s) 

Elected/delegated Heads / People who can challenge leadership. 
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A board of reps that represent the various channels + demographics of our 

business. 

Board open to communication. 

Easy to communicate concerns and ideas. 

‘Assemblies’/Juries 

Refocus management structure. 

Employee Directors on the board. 

‘Recall’ powers. 

Clear understanding of what the point of the exec board is, and their 

relationship with Partners. 

Live management collecting, setting direction, strategy -> delegating 

responsibilities through existing structures? 

Culture (best word?) 

Ability to learn about all aspects of the business. 

Understand what my role is locally, and as part of the wider business, 

Employees feel trusted, valued, respected as part of the business 

community. 

Every employee should feel involved. 

Have access to a channel to voice concerns etc. 

Ensuring rights, knowledge, skills and experience. 

Transparency & knowledge of actions at all levels. 

Inclusion for everyone in important business decisions. 

Working practices and responsibilities to one another. 

The second technique was mapping of power structures (Chambers, 2002:116), which did 

not go as successfully and will be returned to shortly, and matrix drawing (Chambers, 

2002:136-7). All these activities were given with as little specific guidance as possible to 

allow the group to utilise them in the way they felt most useful and appropriate.  
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The second activity was designed for the Group to work on drawing a map of existing 

power structures, this transpired to be a very difficult task, given the complexity of 

structure, ‘divisions’ etc. As a result, the conversation itself became the focus over an 

actual drawing, which was started and abandoned three times. In fact, this was examined 

in far more detail in the second Cycle as the Inquiry Group grappled in much more detail 

with how decisions were made in the existing pre-EO structure, how management was 

organised and had been armed with a set of questions to ask from their interaction with 

the external EO business.  

Exercise three was to look at perceived blockers to participation across the business and 

possible solutions. It was very much recognised that the Group were at the beginning of 

defining thoughts at this stage, which would go on to become more detailed questions for 

the Employee Owned business. 

Blockers Possible Solutions 

 Formalised 

Training 

Technology Employee 

Ownership 

Champions 

Location  X X 

Attitude   X 

Time X   

Knowledge X X X 

Lack of Strategic 

(Participative) 

Structure  

 ? X 

 

The last activity was card writing, sorting, and consensus (Chambers, 2002:123), given the 

prior tasks and discussions, asking the question ‘what do we need to know to help us 

progress?’. The Group decided that they would individually write card questions at this 

point and then compare them, these questions when combined with the ones produced in 

session two would comprise a set of questions for the external EO company in order to try 

to shape people’s thoughts on way forward. This initial session produced thirty-three 

distinct questions. 

The second session (15 August) repeated for the other half of the Group the same tasks. 

The power mapping exercise which had not been possible in session one was repeated 
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despite the issues the first Group meeting had with it, both so it was a shared experience, 

but also that it helped inform the questions the Group wanted to ask. This half of the 

Group tackled it differently, not even attempting to ‘draw’ the structure of power and 

decision making, rather referring to Arnstein’s ladder as offering a useful way of measuring 

the current situation. They mapped the business onto the ladder with levels of 3 

(informing), 4 (consultation) and 5 (placation) depending upon area and function. It was 

also commented that shops (and Distribution Centre) often do try to ensure that all staff 

can operate in all roles even when this is unlikely to be the case at company level, i.e. 

across technical functions such as development/finance, and that there was a collective 

responsibility taken.  

The post-it note exercise on ‘what we think an employee owned business should look like?’ 

was repeated with this part of the Group and produced similar, although not entirely the 

same results, with themes of; structure, culture or emotional benefits and participation. 

Structure 

Well structured 

Elected board representatives 

Real living wage implemented / Ratio between top & bottom earners only 

1:3 

Opportunities to decide how the company is run (elected people as 

representatives?) 

An opportunity to have an input into decisions within the company 

Decisions not made by voting. Discernment instead. 

Knowledge / communication /interest 

Shop representatives 

Employee council 

More communication of what exactly roles in head office look like e.g. a 

day in the life of… 

Questioning 

Employees have the power to speak their minds + be heard 
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Shopfloor booksellers actively participate in board meetings 

Culture or emotional benefits  

United 

Long-term thinking 

Successful 

Happy 

Passion about the company we own 

Attractive to customers and publishers 

Empowerment (x2) 

Supportive (x2) 

Advertise and shout about Partnership to the World/customers 

Ethical 

Establish a greater diversity – race/ability/disability in the company 

Proud 

Open and freedom to speak 

More shop investment 

Participation 

Co-operative 

Engaged 

Knowledge sharing 

The perceived blockers to engagement and solutions were also similar but, again, not 

identical; 

Blockers Possible Solutions 

 Formalised 

Training 

Technology Representative 

support 

Geographical 

sections 
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Time & money  X   

Skill set/ 

Knowledge 

X  X  

Geographical 

location  

 X  X 

 

Combined with those in session one this gave the group the following: 

Blockers Possible Solutions 

 Formalised 

Training 

Technology Employee 

Ownership 

Champions 

Representative 

support 

Geographical 

sections 

Location  X X  X 

Attitude   X   

Time  X    

Skill 

set/Knowledge 

X X X X  

Lack of 

Strategic 

(Participative) 

Structure  

 ? X   

 

This session produced a further twenty-seven questions for the external EO company. 

These were consolidated and then de-duped by the entire Group over email into 56 distinct 

queries, agreed collectively and then communicated to the external business. This also 

prompted additional reflection within the Group as they debated whether to engage with 

the questions themselves, one Group member writing that: 

I’d be interested in discussing some of the questions themselves more. Is there any 
value in answering some of these questions ourselves individually and discussing 
those answers in the context of [BookCo] as an EO company at the next meeting? 
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Perhaps selecting a handful of questions each (trying not to only pick our own 
questions!), quickly noting why we feel that question is important, considering any 
possible answers we can think of, and then writing Pros and Cons for each? Or is 
that in danger of looking quite similar to the ‘What do we think an employee 
owned business should look like?’ task in the get together? 

They reflected upon the questions and brought their thoughts to the next session. 

 

Cycle Two – Building Understanding.  

Cycle Two  Building 

Understanding 

Steps 

Diagnosing  

- Identification of key areas of 

interest at this point, both from 

a review of answers received 

from the external business, 

group discussion and interaction 

with colleagues.  

Planning Action  

- The answers received prompted 

a step back for the group to 

examine the existing structure 

and decision making in more 

detail.  

- Group set writing the future to 

share individual visions of what 

the company could look like. 

- Reflection on how to address 

conflict over decision making. 

- Reflection on role of individuals 

and as a collective ownership.  

Taking Action 
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- Questions written for the Exec 

on how decisions are made 

today. 

- Sharing of supporting business 

statement to all the company. 

- Individual exercises on 

‘imagining the future’. 

- Agreeing a ‘job description’ for 

an employee-owner. 

 

The consolidated set of questions were sent to an owner director at Company B. Company 

B responded in writing to these questions, these were circulated to the Group who fed 

back queries and clarifications which were discussed at a meeting with them at the Royal 

Society of Arts on the 15 November. These were then edited onto the original response re-

circulated and confirmed by Company B on the 27 November, this was with an additional 

note from them that: 

I did think a bit more about the relationship between the Reps and specifically the 
Execs that are responsible for operational aspects in your potential set-up (as far as 
I understand it). I think this is a key area, in the sense that it will probably be a site 
of tension. So clarity around who is responsible for what there will be crucially 
important. Not sure if the notes cover that, or if you would want them to, but 
thought it worth mentioning anyhow  

Owner Director Company B 

With the answers to the questions asked by the Inquiry Group, and the first few sessions 

having been relatively structured with techniques designed to both pull the Group together 

and let them start to lead the process, ideally the next combined meeting would have them 

lead the process more organically. I was extremely nervous about this step as I was not 

sure how far I could step away, but I need not have been as they embraced this fully and 

led the meeting with me there more for questions and support than structure. One Group 

member asked to meet prior to the meeting as they could not make it, this took place on 

the 24th January 2020 – he had pages of notes which were discussed and then relayed to 

the Group, and has also reassured me that that the participants were engaged enough to 

lead the process themselves.  
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This session itself was productive after a bit of a slow start, a review of all the answers from 

Company B prompted a lot of detailed discussion and challenges about how similar process 

or structure may or may not work at BookCo. Most people contributed to the discussion 

and there were several challenges on me as a manager as to how decisions were currently 

made in the business.  

The bulk of the session comprised of reviewing the replies from Company B and card-

writing, to record important points and agree further questions. A set of actions were 

decided upon and that the group should try to complete these and then meet again in 

Feb/early March. It was also noted at that point how difficult it was to meet over a 

significant geographical area (London being the most straightforward for this group) and 

juggling shop-floor and other time commitments, both things likely to be a challenge for 

systems in place post transition too. There was quite an extensive discussion on company 

culture(s) where different shops and divisions were recognised as having different cultural 

aspects. Having an idea of tradition could be used to mitigate some of these challenges (but 

not others). It was recognised that the combination of ‘tradition + democracy (might) = 

inertia’ whereas the ideal would be to leverage both these to deliver the opposite.  

The group felt that it would be valuable to have access to tools to facilitate values which 

supported Employee Ownership and a common language for these. The group felt there 

was a need to be clear on ‘why the business was becoming an EO’ rather than just that it is 

being ‘gifted’ to staff. There was a discussion on the need for clear delineation of what 

different things could be decided on collectively (or indeed even shared) there could be 

some reserved matters e.g. private health issues etc. to respect colleagues privacy. 

Examples of well delivered projects were discussed within the Group e.g., a particular new 

system which met a company, and customer need, had feedback acted upon and were well 

trailed and announced. It was less clear how these projects were initiated and chosen as 

strategic projects. It was decided that if it was not clear where strategic decisions are made 

in the business, then it will be hard to find a space for employee owners to be included in 

these. For example, if the Board is a reporting and not a ‘decision making function’ then 

having employee representatives present would not, in fact, deliver the desired 

engagement. 

People were keen to start to gauge the feeling of other members of staff and felt that 

running a survey or interviews would not be appropriate at this stage as (i) people do not 

know much about it, or feel that it has been so long coming that it ‘just won’t happen’ (ii) 
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that it is difficult to take time out behind a till to answer questions like this. However, there 

was a general consensus that people would benefit from hearing some of the comments 

from ‘Company B’ and hearing about the work of this Inquiry Group and that this could be 

used to raise questions about how to change decision making now and generate a sense of 

ownership prior to transition. There was an agreement that many elements of employee 

participation could be in place prior to the shares moving to a trust. 

Also, it was discussed that ownership should not be automatic upon being an employee, 

rather there should be training delivered, and time served (a year was loosely discussed). 

The idea of having an ‘owner-mentor’ (not a line manager) to help with this was thought to 

be a good idea.  

Outcomes from the group at this point included (i) a desire to make it clearer to colleagues 

in the business what this group was discussing with a piece to be published in the company 

Bulletin and prompt for other employees to ask questions and get involved (ii) a draft 

‘owner’ job description to be written and circulated for comment (iii) each person to write 

a page on how a decision might be made post-EO (iv) notes written up and circulated with 

the card writing from the question review and (v) individual directors to be asked to 

feedback to the Inquiry Group on how exactly decisions are currently made and agreement 

reached. There was an extensive discussion on ‘power’, which will be looked at in more 

detail in the analysis section of this thesis, that focussed more on structures than many of 

the proceeding discussions.  

I was particularly interested in the discussion on next actions as they were united in not 

wanting to use a questionnaire as (a) people not really aware enough to comment in the 

right context and (b) difficult to get everyone behind the counter to answer questions (c) 

time. They were also keen to get the group together more quickly next time to move it 

forward, times and roles and commitments continue to be a challenge. The group much 

preferred to go and have individual conversations with other colleagues on the issues. I felt 

this showed the strength of this approach combining both the shop-floor access that the 

participants had with their domain knowledge that, for example, a questionnaire, would 

not deliver the data they needed. 

Asking formal questions as a Group to the directors and requesting written answers, in 

addition to the Group statement in the Bulletin was a far more visible set of actions than 

some of the previous discussions with colleagues or with Company B. Each director did 
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submit a written response and to a degree this reflected the group’s concerns that strategy 

was not the specific remit of the board, one commenting: 

On a personal level I think it’s better not to have specific vehicle charged with being 
the place ‘we do’ strategy. In [BookCo] strategy is often initiated by individuals and 
then discussed and adopted collectively. This depends on a huge number of factors 
- does it cover all or part of the business, time, cost, expertise, skill, individual 
authority, opportunity, threat, shareholder support etc. As such the inception and 
delivery of some strategies are very collegiate and others almost entirely individual. 
However there is a shared collective responsibility amongst the Exec team (and 
wider management) to ensure the success of whatever strategy is adopted. It is 
equally critical that there is alignment and support for the strategy from and 
amongst the non-exec. The Board meeting is the primary vehicle for stress testing 
that alignment.  

It was also communicated to me that there were some concerns being put to me about 

where ‘this might be going’, the question asked was a very open one 'how and where do 

you believe strategic decisions are made within the business?' yet it appeared to put some 

of the directors on the defensive. I reflected in my own research diary at the time that I felt 

this concern was most likely around expectation building and a mismatch with their own, 

uncommunicated (undiscussed even) vision of Partnership. I have also noted down ‘there is 

an article which says that CPAR is dangerous - think that's right. It also takes on a life of its 

own!’, participatory research: 

…is revolutionary sociology. It is not business as usual. As such it is dangerous. 

(Stoecker and Bonacich, 1992:8). 

 

Cycle Three – Acting on knowledge  

Cycle Three Acting on knowledge Steps 

Diagnosing 

- Looking to address key areas of 

ambiguity and tension. 

- Settling on a key focus of 

‘ownership’ of collective agreed 

vision and deliberate surfacing of 

responsibility. 
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- Recognising tensions as fruitful 

areas of deliberation. 

Planning Action 

- Agreement on core principles to 

share with the business for further 

discussion and collective 

agreement. 

- Proposals for decision making, 

next steps and objectives. 

Taking Action 

- Writing and agreeing the Inquiry 

Group Interim Report as a Group. 

- Sharing the Inquiry Group Interim 

Report with the explicit position 

that feedback may not be 

incorporated when given by the 

Exec. 

- Request to sit in on the board and 

observe to further disambiguate 

power relations/decision making 

in the business.  

 

The group meeting on the 27th February was informed by the engagement with the 

external EO business, the responses from the executive to the group question and 

engagement with colleagues over the transition. In addition, the group reviewed the draft 

‘owners’ job description and their own individually written vision of the future way the 

business would work. The group agreed several key areas which should be addressed in 

what was to be an initial, Inquiry Group Interim Report for the business to engage with, this 

drafting of thoughts to date should help to identify gaps/areas of disagreement publishing 

an initial report might also assist with the idea of observers that the group have requested 

to join the board, effectively demystifying the Inquiry to the executive directors. 
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The group also discussed an article about the collapse of a Mondragon subsidiary (a large 

cooperative in Spain), and an article on how organisations make decisions submitted by 

one of the participants. All the group were keen to not try to hinder the ‘fluidity’ of 

decisions through control structures which would slow down the business. As one group 

member wrote: 

Following the bulletin piece I had the chance to chat about partnership with a few 
people across the company, and all have shared a key concern; that being a major 
concern of any changes affecting the speed in which decisions are made. They want 
to be sure that they still have control of the “local” decisions they make now, and 
that even with the bigger company decisions we need to be sure to be responsive 
to the outside world. Essentially, they don’t want decisions to go through layers 
and layers of bureaucracy and for the company to become sluggish. 

Group areas of discussion included the agreement that: 

i. Do not want there to be a gap in knowledge for staff if attending the board (or 

other formal meeting) so need to be able to have training and support to do so. 

ii. Autonomy should be clear strategic responsibility at every level. 

iii. For meetings and interaction over management responsibilities for booksellers 

then there should be support to organise documents and manage emails as 

this is difficult to manage on the shop floor. 

iv. Clear and not technical language should be used with the avoidance of all 

acronyms and abbreviations.  

v. Where there is a ‘vocabulary of employee ownership’ this should be a 

conscious decision and clearly defined and communicated to everyone in the 

business. This also included things like strategy/strategic objectives etc. 

vi. There should be a clear understanding of the benefits of communicating 

company strategy. 

vii. Partnership is currently a pretty vague idea and the length of time to come to 

fruition in the business could be damaging the ‘spirit of the partnership’. 

viii. Currently most people could be disengaged when transition. 

ix. Clearly communicate financial (or not) impact upon staff, what would happen 

if… (e.g. make a loss) under EO.  

x. Loss of ‘paternalistic security’ could cause issues. 
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xi. Be better to shout about what we have achieved as a business in order to 

demonstrate we can do this, e.g. VIP [an internal customer order system]. 

xii. Celebrate the closing of the gap [to profitability] over the last few years as this 

is not as evident to staff as could be. 

xiii. Training and induction to support ownership and decision making. E.g. 

everyone should be able to understand a P&L at least to as basic level. 

xiv. Would ownership form part of the performance review? If so who judges your 

performance as an owner – ideally other active owners rather than 

‘management’.  

xv. If an active owner should not be made ‘worse off’ by attending meetings/time 

taken etc. but also not expected to receive different pay/financial reward.  

xvi. Ownership ladder to communicate how people can engage. 

xvii. There should be a defined time-limit on how long you can sit on the board as a 

representative. 

xviii. The owners job description should be for all (i.e. everyone in the business 

irrespective of level, exec directors included). 

xix. Initial Council – possibly not fully elected but put in place to set up first 

meetings and elections and to help define representative structures/timeline. 

xx. The current decision making and formal structure to also be clearly 

communicated, e.g. how trading/exec. meetings/board fit with new bodies. 

xxi. Need above all to develop a culture of engagement.  

Additionally, the Inquiry Group asked me to formally thank the executive directors for their 

submissions, this felt like a real shift of power and how they thought of themselves. They 

also requested two observers to the board, which will also go into the Inquiry Group 

Interim Report ‘next steps’. I needed to think how to manage the politics of this as I was 

unsure what response it would provoke in the full board, in the end we agreed that it 

should form one of the proposed next steps in the report. We also discussed if having a 

session at Conference would be useful, it was agreed that this should not be the formal 

launch as conference is mostly attended by branch managers so could be seen as too 

manager oriented. 
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Intervention of the COVID-19 pandemic 

Along with other ‘non-essential’ retail BookCo had to close all its shops to the public on 23 

March 2020 due to Government measures to combat the spread of COVID-19, as a result 

many staff involved in this CPAR process were put on furlough, and this continued 

throughout 2020. The conditionality of the crisis, still ongoing, has exposed the fragility of 

the perceived ‘paternalistic’ support of family ownership, to the executive although not 

necessarily to staff more generally. There were also immediate steps taken to close five 

shops permanently, leaving BookCo with twenty-three shops across the country, this led 

one anonymous staff member, in one of the closing branches, writing in a trade journal: 

Now we have been let go, and it is too late to give us the role we deserved in 
steering the business into the black. It strikes me that for an employee-led 
partnership model to be a success, the employees who will take over should be the 
ones to reach the profitability conditions to make that happen.  

BookCo Bookseller 

This sentiment reflected those of the CPAR group, however with most employees 

furloughed the management of the business inevitably contracted to the executive, with 

the remaining staff being limited to those working on the website and temporary contract 

staff in the distribution centre, the latter falling outside of any future employee ownership 

structure.  

For the group this new context meant the postponement of any launch of the Inquiry 

Group Interim Report to the full business, throughout April and May as time allowed the 

report was reviewed and edited by them and then in September circulated to the executive 

team for comment. Given the continuing environment, as I write this, shops are closed 

again (November 2020), so this has not yet moved further forward. One of the group 

members has summed up the challenges implicit within the current situation and the 

perceived conflict between fast decision making and democratic decisions, which has been 

a recurring theme throughout the research: 

… a perfect example of a situation that the company needs to remain agile in its 
decision-making processes; it points to me, even more clearly than before, that it 
should be outlined during the transition to EO what sort of decisions go through 
which decision-making process – reacting to a crisis like this cannot be held back by 
a potentially sluggish, democratic process.  

Naturally, no-one could really predict something like this happening; it would have 
been hard to state in advance “in case there’s a global pandemic here’s who will 
make decisions”, but there can at least be a structure in place to facilitate rapid 
response when needed. This probably asks more questions than answers them, 
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such as who would that decision team be? Who would make the decision that a 
rapid response was needed, and therefore that the democratic decision-making 
process put in place by EO could be circumnavigated? Or perhaps, what qualifying 
factors trigger such circumnavigation without it needing to be a personal 
judgement call at all?  

BookCo Senior Manager 

The group have agreed the Inquiry Group Interim Report is ‘the start of a conversation, not 

the end’ and it now needs broader engagement with the rest of the organisation to bring it 

to fruition through participation of everyone working within BookCo.  

Summary 

The Inquiry Group found the ‘action – reflection’ cycle structure of Critical Participatory 

Research to be a useful scaffold to their deliberations and activity. This helped the Group 

progress through the stages of questioning the external employee owned business and 

discussions with colleagues. As a result, they began to focus in on the actions that they felt 

were important to them and would be central to democratising decision making in the 

business post transition to employee ownership. 

Given their early concerns about how the ownership was changing, and whether a lack of 

agency inherent in the bequeathing of the business would be detrimental to engagement, 

this was not evident within the group at all. Where there were concerns expressed by other 

booksellers, they were on the timings for transition, or indeed if it would happen at all 

given the length of time it had taken so far. 

The Group was pleased with their Interim Report which they felt represented their 

thoughts and proposed next steps well, sadly, this was not launched at the planned 

company conference due to the impact of COVID-19. However, this is still planned for a 

future event. The Group were keen to share their report with others in the company as 

part of what they also felt was an important conscious step towards ownership by 

booksellers.  

The production of the Interim Report by the Group was a first step, an important one, but 

only one. The challenges of enacting the ownership culture and democratic engagement 

envisioned by the Group is not to be underestimated. However, the continued existence of 

the Group itself should assist in the transition to some of the formal structures of employee 

governance, e.g. the Council, but also in their own democratic consciousness and their 

reluctance to introduce bureaucratic solutions to questions of power and control.  
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The next Chapters will proceed to analyse the research by extending relevant theory. 

Chapter Six, as well as placing the direct lived working experience of booksellers in context, 

will also discuss the danger of any significant disjuncture between participatory research 

and individual analysis.  
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CHAPTER 6 – ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This Chapter will analyse the data from the research and undertake sense-making through 

the contextualisation of the research setting. It will begin by discussing democratic research 

and the challenges of participation within analysis. It will then give an overview of the 

process of the analysis utilising the Extended Case Method, reflecting on the dialectical 

philosophical orientation of the research as a whole. Both the Introduction, and Literature 

Review, gave an overview of some of the changes underway in the broader political 

economy, within this Chapter the specific economic environment within which BookCo 

operates will be examined, exposing how broader technological pressures are exposed 

through changes within the organisation. 

The theories which have been chosen to be extended within the analysis are those of 

Ramsay’s cycles of control, where a new perspective is offered, and succession within the 

firm, which extends the work of Gouldner (1955) and Burawoy (1972). These are in addition 

to Rothschild (2016) and Rothschild and Whitt (1986) on the conditionalities of avoiding the 

degeneration thesis, along with control and power in the organisation through the lens of 

the Tannenbaum’s Control Graph (1986) and Lukes’s (2005) exposition on power. These 

were all selected as they were totemic of dominant themes within both the literature 

combined with the themes emergent from active discussions with the workers themselves; 

those of succession and a culture of ownership. In this way a dialogic relationship emerged 

between the theory and the actions taking place within the participatory research.  

A Note on Participation in Analysis 

Throughout this research there has been an emphasis on democratic engagement with the 

participants being the key drivers of the research. As Nind (2011), citing Walmsley and 

Johnson, writes ‘one of the most important questions in evaluating whether research has 

been inclusive and empowering is, ‘who analyses the data and how?’’ (2011:354). 

Throughout the research there has been continuous participant validation or member 

checking (Nind, 2011:355) and at each point of the cycles, as elaborated on in Chapter Five, 

participants were engaged in extensive ‘collaborative ‘sense-making’ (Nicholls, 2009:124). 

This ‘collective-reflexivity’ entails: 

simultaneously being receptive to new cultural domains of understanding and 
attempting to maintain space for this throughout the entire research process by 
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ceding researcher control beyond the initial phase of negotiation, and extending 
participation into data collection, analysis and distribution (Nicholls, 2009:124) 

The iterative reflexivity that was required by the group formed an essential part of the 

production of knowledge and transformative action within the Inquiry Group (Cordeiro et 

al., 2017:401). 

There is a criticism of some, more managerialist, perspectives of Participatory Action 

Research (PAR), which are deemed not to ‘necessarily make them [the participants] 

conscious of the social constraints they are subjected to’ (Cordeiro et al., 2017:403), 

however this carries with it an implicit assumption that ‘consciousness’ is introduced to the 

group by an external party, rather than it emerging organically. The approach that is taken 

throughout this research, which is very much informed by its liberatory potential, was one 

whereby the Inquiry Group was led by the participants with an explicit understanding that 

their conclusions, actions, and development of knowledge were to be legitimate if they 

deemed them to be so, and not introduced from the outside. 

One of the criticisms of PAR is that there is ‘the assumption that critical reflection will 

automatically lead to learning and action and ultimately to social transformation’ (Chiu, 

2006:184) and that ‘Seldom are social theories drawn upon explicitly to support analysis’ 

(Chiu, 2006:184). The use of the Extended Case Method is to explicitly designed to address 

this criticism, as well as drawing on the ‘dialectic tradition of Marx and Hegel to analyze the 

historical and structural forces that shape society as a whole’ (Wadham and Warren, 

2014:8). 

This analysis Chapter rests heavily upon the analysis already undertaken by the 

participants, the evidence gathered throughout, internal documents and the Inquiry Group 

Interim Report written with their recommendations, reflection and actions. The further 

discussion undertaken here reflects what Walmsley and Johnson refer to as ‘an element of 

theorizing that involves connecting data to the wider world of ideas’ (2003 cited Nind, 

2011:358). The Inquiry Group understood that my positionality as a researcher, as well as a 

colleague and manager, would result in my analysis too, and that this would potentially be 

from a different perspective. This analysis has also been shared with the Inquiry Group for 

their views too, although, again they appreciated that the Inquiry Group Interim Report and 

the continued work of the Group would fork away from this and continue to be developed 

as the company transitioned to employee ownership. In this context the knowledge 

continued to develop and emerge within the business rather than being ‘extracted’ (Nind, 

2011:359) for the research alone.  
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The Process of Analysis 

For the analysis in this Chapter I will develop the stages defined by Burawoy (1985, 1991, 

1998) within the Extended Case Method, whereby researchers: 

are interested not only in learning about a specific social situation, which is the 
concern of the participant, but also in learning from that social situation. In 
contrast to the participants, we want to be able to make causal claims that have 
validity beyond the situation we study. It is the task of methodology to explicate 
methods of turning observations into explanations, data into theory (1991:5). 

As discussed within Chapter Four, the Extended Case Method has four elements of 

reflexive science, namely Intervention, Process, Structuration and Reconstruction (Burawoy, 

1998:14-15). Conscious intervention within the business in the form of dialogic research 

‘enjoys what positive science separates: participant and observer, knowledge and social 

situation, situation and its field of location, folk theory and academic theory’ (1998: 14). 

The process chosen for the ‘aggregation of situational knowledge into social process’ 

(1998:15) was the collaboration utilising Participatory Action Research creating a 

democratised and locally valuable view of the single case. 

The further steps of Structuration and Reconstruction are to broaden the context to ‘move 

beyond social practices to delineate the social forces’ (1998:15) and then to return to its 

impact on the individual or specific situation. Essential within all these steps is ‘dwelling in’ 

theory (1998:5) whereby: 

Theories do not spring tabula rasa from the data but are carried forward through 
intellectual debate and division. They then reenter the wider world of participants, 
there to be adopted, refuted, and extended in intended and unintended ways 
(1998:15). 

Within the Extended Case Method the development of theory ‘is realized not through 

induction of new theory from the ground up but through the failure and the reconstruction 

of existing theory’ (Burawoy, 1991:6). Utilising this approach this analysis approaches the 

key theories explored within the literature review to code the evidence gathered with the: 

theoretical categories adopted … seek[ing] to locate the social processes observed 
within a wider determining context. In so doing, the study both tests and extends 
the theory (Wadham and Warren, 2014:10). 

This coding of theory within the evidence is specifically designed to look for refutation, 

however this is not in order to dismiss the theory in question, rather to ‘“refute the 

refutation” by making our theory stronger’ (Burawoy, 1991a:10). 
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The Specific Context  

This research was carried out in a regional bookselling chain comprising of thirty shops, 

originally founded in the nineteenth century. The company is currently a family business 

now transitioning to become a wholly employee owned enterprise, with shares held in 

trust on behalf of workers. For this analysis the company has been anonymised as BookCo 

and identifying features amended to reflect this. Any quotes from media sources about the 

business have been paraphrased to maintain this anonymity and are referenced 

accordingly. 

The research at BookCo has been undertaken at a time where the retail industry is in flux, 

where jobs are under pressure due to falling consumer spending, rising proportional fixed 

costs and widescale transformation as a result of technological change and online 

competition. In this environment there has been a necessity to move away from traditional 

hierarchies to more empowerment/responsible autonomy within job design. This context 

has required companies to look to intrinsic engagement is due to fewer managers, higher 

customer service expectations (a move to ‘experiential’ service (Wallace-Stephens and 

Lockey, 2019:12) driven by low financial reward, declining sales in High Streets and the 

ascendancy of online retail (BRC 2016:5). Although the analysis will be abstracted to be 

specific to the bookselling context where it is situated, and does not profess to draw 

conclusions more broadly, it does necessarily reflect the pressures within the industry as a 

whole. The precariousness of retail work, growth in flexibility and delayering, for example, 

are common features in all advanced economies (Karambakhsh. 2020:119) and are themes 

that will be drawn upon to analyse and contextualise workers’ social relations in 

production. 

The UK retail industry is being transformed by the impact of changing technology on the 

sector. The British Retail Consortium (BRC) has predicted the loss of as many as 900,000 

jobs in retail by 2025 (BRC 2016:5), and have further reported 2019 is the worst year on 

record with overall sales falling (Butler, 2020), it is likely that the impact of COVID-19 in 

2020 will have only worsened this position. A shift to online shopping since 1998 has seen 

declining consumer spending on the high street (BRC 2016:5) this, combined with 

government action to increase the minimum, or national living wage, has resulted in a high 

proportion of fixed costs, with a resulting impact upon profitability ‘Average profit margins 

(EBITDA / sales) have fallen from 8.7% in 2013 to 6.6% today [2018]’ (BRC 2018:2). This 
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declining profitability has created a ‘‘structural shift’ in the composition of their businesses’ 

(Wallace-Stephens and Lockey, 2019:3) resulting in a change in profile of jobs away from 

front line customer service towards warehouse, delivery and logistics roles (Wallace-

Stephens and Lockey 2019:4). For retailers, job flexibility has also become central to a 

restructuring of the industry because of technology shifts with a vision of ‘Simplification of 

business processes without loss of quality or customer service’ (BRC, 2016: 13).  

Although the sector has seen some of the faster increases in wages than the national 

average (BRC, 2018:2) in recent years they remained well below all industry averages with 

average pay in retail in 2018 only £8.80 per hour, which is only 69% of all industry average 

of £12.73 per hour (BRC, 2018:2). With high turnover of staff, a fifth of workers ‘enter or 

exit the sector each quarter’ (Gardiner and Tomlinson 2019:7), ‘…the overall picture of the 

industry epitomises contemporary precarious work, particularly that of retail workers in 

advanced economies, with characteristics such as low wages, underemployment, and 

‘flexibility’’ (Karambakhsh, 2020:119).  

The industry’s need for flexibility, in addition to low pay, is also combined with a desire 

from retail companies to raise levels of customer service in competition to pure play 

ecommerce as; ‘one retailer suggested, “customer expectations will be so much higher, so 

our staff will have to be much more credible, otherwise people will just shop online”’ 

(Wallace-Stephens and Lockey, 2019:12). This poses a challenge to companies about how 

to achieve this. It is not unusual in retail, or other service industries, to ‘use customers to 

control workers’ (Burawoy. 1996:298) as Wallace-Stephen and Lockey recount: 

…retailers expressed scepticism about ‘whip cracking managers’ suggesting that 
‘data will be more of a carrot than a stick, more about incentives for high 
performance’. Retailers suggested workers would embrace what might amount to 
a ‘quantified self’ movement, with data improving job design and empowering 
individuals (2019:16). 

The other reason for this scepticism may well be the lack of managers within retail to crack 

any whips (BRC, 2016a:8), with cost cutting leading to the removal of a significant 

proportion of previously existing hierarchy within organisations. This restructuring has 

resulted in many retail workers finding it hard to progress with diminished opportunities to 

do so available (Tait, 2017:26). Many reports (BRC, 2016, Tait, 2017, Wallace-Stephens and 

Lockey 2019) suggest that the structural shifts in the industry will result in fewer but better 

jobs with the potential for improved productivity to be shared with staff with retailers 

‘rethinking how they deploy and engage workers, actively trying to restructure 
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employment… seeking to engage their employees in driving forward the business’ (BRC, 

2018:2). 

Burawoy writes that Edwards (1979) shows ‘how new institutional arrangements for the 

control of labor are created in response to the pressures generated by new technologies 

and changes in the labor process’ (Burawoy and Olin Wright, 2002: 477). Retail is in the 

midst of such a change and the ideological changes underway as a result of this transition 

should assist in exposing the effective changes in relations in production. 

Bookselling as a subsector within retail faced the impact of technology comparatively early, 

with Amazon.com launching with books as their core product offering in 1995. In 1995 

there were 1,894 bookshops in the UK (Flood, 2020) now there are fewer than half that 

number, however the Booksellers Association (BA) have reported a recent change to this 

trend with a modest rise: 

to 890 shops – up from 883 in 2018 and 868 in 2017, when indie bookshops 
increased by just one. Just seven extra shops may seem like a small victory, but this 
year-on-year increase comes after more than 20 years of decline and marks the 
third consecutive year of growth (Flood, 2020). 

In this sense then bookselling could be seen as representing the more ‘transitioned’ part of 

retail. Bookshops broadly exist within a delayered and consolidated industry that already 

has access to a staff profile with a ‘definite disjunction between the knowledge and skill 

envisioned for the ideal bookstore staff, and the low, retail-level wages generally paid’ 

(Miller, 2006: 207). In this sense, booksellers represented the more educated and 

autonomous staff which retail wishes to replicate.  

Over the period of the study BookCo had 457 staff, of which 251 were female (55%) and 

206 were male (45%). This reflects the gender split within retail more generally with 46% of 

roles being held by men (Gardiner and Tomlinson, 2019:7). Of the employees 243 (53%) 

were full time and 214 (47%) were part time – including 93, nearly half of all part-timers, on 

zero hours contracts (only 24 of which are male). Some of the shops which BookCo 

operates are seasonal and dependent upon causal labour for booksellers at this point, and 

they form the bulk of the zero-hour staff as opposed to having staff working on zero hour 

contracts every week. The company’s median gender pay gap was 1.9% in April 2020 

(Company Statement) the mean gender pay gap of 13.06% was higher, and reflects that the 

highest earners are predominantly male, which is reflected in three of the five executive 

directors being male. 
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Average years of service was 8.64 years and ranges from 50 years to new starters. 156 staff 

(34%) have worked for BookCo for ten years or more, 64% of them full time workers. This 

group, including management, has an average wage of £11.62 per hour (£10.67 for those 

with fewer years’ experience), the average age being 39. 203, 44% of booksellers at BookCo 

are earning £8.72 per hour (the current UK minimum, or national living, wage rate) 245, 

54% earn less than the ‘real living wage’ of £9.30 with the entire business having an 

average hourly wage of £11.07. In this regard the company is consistent with BRC figures 

on average earnings in retail (BRC, 2018). It is also recognised that low pay to one member 

of staff may well not be to another, as Ussher points out there are different attitudes to 

pay based upon the different segments of low paid employees (Ussher, 2016:10) e.g., 

transitionary student employees are unlikely to regard themselves as low paid. 

As with the macro changes seen in the shift in roles in retail, BookCo now has a significant 

contingent of temporary distribution centre staff who are employed as agency workers, 

which can comprise of up to 100 staff in any day, and a smaller group of more technical 

ecommerce personnel. The latter are employed directly and earn a significant premium on 

bookshop staff. This bifurcation could result in a number of workers in the company having 

little or no role in any future participatory democracy. This raises a question about the 

importance of the removal of division of labour within worker owned firms, with 

increasingly technical staff, something that will be returned to be examined later. BookCo’s 

staff turnover is relatively high with 36.27% (Internal email July 2020) although this places 

the company at around eight percent below the retail sector, with low wages prevalent, 

and few opportunities for promotion, often the best course of action to improve pay is to 

leave (Ussher, 2016:11).  

With the extended tenure of some staff, with over a third having more than ten years’ 

service, this also potentially splits the business into those looking for a more extended 

career and those looking for temporary work, which could have implications for structures 

of representation and ownership if such a large proportion of employee owners are 

transitory. With 47% of staff in part-time roles this also raises challenges for 

communication and representation, in addition to the geographical split of staff across 

many shops across the country, all of which are elements that have contributed to low 

unionisation in retail (Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, 2020). 

Booksellers, along with other retail workers ‘face an increasingly challenging trading 

environment, with many being reported as falling within the so-called JAMS (‘Just About 
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Managing’)’ (Cebr, 2017). There has been a significant trend to consolidation of the larger 

and mid-sized chains in recent years with investment company Elliott Advisors acquiring 

Waterstones, the UK largest specialist book retailer in 2018 (Campbell, 2018) then 

subsequently buying Foyles also in 2018 (Page and Jones, 2018), Barnes and Noble in the 

US in 2019 (Chandler, 2019) and online retailer Wordery in 2020 (Comerford, 2020). For 

BookCo this has added to a sense of battling to retain their independence and feeling that 

they are competing against Amazon and the more faceless chains. When Waterstones staff, 

with a similar staff pay profile to BookCo, carried out a very public campaign to raise wages, 

this was not publicly echoed within the smaller BookCo. In a booklet produced by 

Waterstones staff profiling forty booksellers’ lives, one worker writes how: 

Recommending books, discovering new ones, reading to help your knowledge and 
give better service (and help wonderful authors), these are really great parts of the 
job. Unfortunately it can be difficult to see it positively as that when we don’t earn 
enough. It makes giving great customer service a real challenge when you feel 
undervalued and overworked. There’s potential for great careers out of 
bookselling, but it isn’t worth it if you cannot afford to eat or pay rent 
(Waterstones Staff, 2019:9).  

Contributing to the antagonistic staff relations at Waterstones was the announcement of a 

profit – something BookCo has not delivered in recent years - in addition to the 

renumeration of its CEO which was perceived to be out of kilter with the low paid saff. As a 

Waterstones bookseller writes, ‘to say that we are rewarded with a stimulating job, when 

in 2016 the directors were rewarded with a stimulating £2 million bonus, is a slap in the 

face to anyone who has dedicated years to the company on the shop floor’ (Waterstones 

Staff, 2019:14). Similar conflict was evident at the, now closed, Borders book chain who 

were in receipt of: 

  

…poor pay and lack of benefits that characterize bookstore work in general. But 
their resentment was fuelled by the evolving corporate culture at Borders, which 
put a premium on satisfying investors by producing high profits, and by the 
company’s ambitious plans directed at capturing market share (Miller, 2006:205).  

 

Bookselling, although it is directly comparable with other retail on broader context of pay, 

profit and precarity of many of its jobs, does tend to have a very distinct view of itself. This 

view is broadly reflected by individual booksellers, whether they be employees of a chain 

or working in independents, as Stevenson writes ‘Bookselling has always attracted 

eccentric and interesting employers and employees’ (2021:212). 
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The Booksellers Association in its Bookselling for Britain report (2016) records the book 

trade as not only making an important financial contribution to the economy but also that: 

Bookselling helps underpin excellence in education and research, promotes literacy 
and reading for pleasure, develops present and future authors and writers, while 
preserving those of the past, and helps drive innovation and excellence in new 
forms of reading (Booksellers Association, 2016:2). 

There is always a danger of a romanticism of those who work in the ‘book world’, however 

it is also true that for many people there are distinct roles to be played for booksellers in 

the culture of a society and this also attracts particular people to these types of role. 

Booksellers were described as Christophe Charle as ‘des hommes doubles experts who 

participate in both highbrow and popular culture, who build bridges between producers 

and consumers of cultural goods while acting as critics and filters’ (Cocaign, 2012:221).  

Many publishers play a far more glamorous role in the history of the trade and are often 

presented as pioneering or entrepreneurial individuals driving their companies, and the 

cultural wealth of the country, forward; for example, Allan Lane of Penguin or Victor 

Gollancz (Cocaign, 2012:220). Booksellers were more often cast in the role of ‘mere 

shopkeepers, with their handling of books lending an added dignity to their ‘honest trade’ 

(Cocaign, 2012:221), and as such Cocaign writes that the ‘decisive role of booksellers as 

political and cultural mediators remains largely unexplored’ (2012:221). It would be easy to 

generalise about those attracted to bookselling, indeed, to also rely on a stereotype of 

what bookselling means today, with significant direct sales via the internet, supermarkets 

and other more general routes to customer (Flood, 2021). 

However, those who identify as ‘independent booksellers’, and many of those working for 

BookCo would typify this, demonstrate a level of being what Miller (2006) defines as 

‘reluctant capitalists’ who have more concerns than ‘a single-minded focus on profit’ 

(Miller 2006:165). BookCo does not currently make a profit, indeed the pre-requisite for it 

becoming employee owned is for it to do so, and for this to be sustainable. This presents a 

challenge to some in the business and may present a further one within a culture of 

ownership where questions of strategy and profit intersect.  

All the statistics reported within this Chapter so far go some way to describe the low paid 

positions and the precariousness of retail, but do not do the people who work in the 

business justice, who are often erudite, educated and believe passionately in the craft of 

what they do. When describing the possible typologies of employee owned businesses 

within the literature review there existed both ‘mission based’ businesses, often driven 



130 
 

more by passion than profit and those ‘bequeathed’ by founders or family owners. 

Recognising that BookCo has elements of both is important in understanding the 

engagement of staff with the idea of employee ownership.  

This hybrid position may well also pose additional challenges to the company in addition to 

those more commonly experienced by employee owned businesses that come into being as 

a result of being a bequeathed family firm. For example, engagement with the idea of the 

change to employee ownership seemed to be less of an issue than some have reported 

with bequeathed firms, however this brought with it potentially higher expectations on 

engagement, and a level of cynicism too, as will be discussed.  

In the long quote that follows a BookCo bookseller sums up their feelings about being a 

bookseller which paints a picture of both the business, and of some of the staff that work 

there. This was written unpromoted whilst on furlough from the business with the shops 

closed due to the pandemic: 

What's amazing about BookCo is the trust it puts in the hands of its staff.  

Some of my colleagues are students and recent university graduates. Some are 
immigrants and expats. Some are life-long residents. For some this was their first 
job. Some have been selling books since long before I was born. There is a diverse 
constellation of different ways we are connected to the city and university, and the 
bookshop recognizes what a strength this is.  

I first started working here shortly before I turned twenty, after volunteering with 
the Literary Festival. And from the week I started at BookCo I was made to feel my 
input counted. Everyone who works here can and does contribute to the look and 
culture of the shop through displays, events and promotional ideas. All booksellers 
are pushed to contribute to the structure of the shop. BookCo recognizes the value 
in different perspectives, and we have slowly built a vast and spacious shop we can 
use to promote authors whose voices we value, through free and paid events. 
We've hosted open mic nights, a reading group for teens, and charity quizzes. 

And because genuineness is prioritized, there's a culture of integrity. We're not just 
going to smilingly point you to the same three Sunday Times bestsellers no matter 
your query.  

My colleagues are experts in their departments, and we all work together as a shop 
to provide recommendations that are both knowledgeable and from the heart.   

I love my role, particularly, because I'm involved in the problem-solving aspect of 
the shop. I'm on furlough currently, a kind of luxurious but disconcerting limbo I'm 
sure a lot of us are familiar with. But this what I think of when asked to describe my 
role, besides the general stocking, shelving, tidying and re-tidying that we all 
participate in to keep the shop alive. 

My days consisted of helping people figure out the books they want, reserve the 
books they want, order the books they want, and ship the books they want to 
loved ones. I invoiced books to college fellows and issued gift cards to prize-
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winning students. I wrapped gifts. I arranged for books to be mailed all over the 
world. I processed endless online orders and reservations.  

I helped people track down books when they can't quite remember the title or 
author, or both. I gave out free promotional tote bags with the purchase of buzzy 
books. I answered the same two quiz questions for countless tourist groups. I gave 
directions to nearby attractions. I gave directions to the loos. I gushed about our 
upcoming events, some of which I ended up hosting. I took many, many calls each 
day and I transferred even more. I came to know so many regulars.  

They told me stories and jokes, and gave me book recommendations.   

And I miss it dearly. 

During my short time in […], my life has gone through some difficult and painful 
upheavals. 

I was disowned by my family, due to our differing views on sexuality and religion, 
and I lived with an abusive landlord for a time. And I cannot overstate how helpful 
it was to go to work every day at a place where I knew I'd be valued for who I am, 
not just the tasks I fulfil. 

I've worked on the faceless, spin-cycle side of retail before. I understand what it's 
like to robotically upsell to a weary audience who simply wants to get on with their 
day. That's why I'm grateful to work here.  

We have the autonomy to be sincere. To evolve. To specialize. To truly connect.   

(Shopfloor Bookseller, 2020) 

The analysis of the research will now proceed to examine the data by revisiting selected 

theories; Ramsay’s Cycles of Control (1977), the concept of ‘succession’ from both Burawoy 

(1972) and Gouldner (1955), power and control utilising Tannenbaum (1974, 1986) and 

Lukes (2005) in addition to Rothschild and Whitt (1986) and Rothschild (2016) on avoiding 

degeneration in worker owned firms. These theories will be shown to fall short in being 

sufficiently able to fully explain the data as found in this research, however each theory will 

also be reconstructed and improved through this process (Burawoy, 1998:15).  

A New Perspective on the Cycles of Control 

Situating this research in relation to Ramsay’s (1977) Cycles of Control theory, as previously 

examined within the literature review, is to both further develop the idea that participation 

is negotiated, partial and historically specific and to reassess the theory’s contemporary 

applicability. Ackers et al. (1992) previously critiqued the use of the concept of cycles of 

control, during a period which they describe as a ‘radical disjuncture’ (1992:281) from the 

old industrial relations and a new era when ‘management converts to a new individualist 

HRM agenda’ (1992:281) in the late 1980s, early 1990s. The new context they saw as one 

where the actions and motivations of individual firms and management could not be 
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explained by more macro, systemic, changes within capitalism. This analysis takes the 

position that both are necessary, as would indeed did Ramsay (1993:78).  

The booksellers in this research find themselves in a very specific context due to the decline 

of the high street and pressures upon profitability, combined with their experience of 

beginning to transition to employee ownership. Additionally, with the decline of organised 

labour (and perhaps even before that) the more traditional industrial relations stance of 

taking of workers’ collective objectives as being the ‘primacy of democracy itself’ and 

managers’ the ‘goal of efficiency’ (Ramsay, 1977:498), is questionable – the very 

ascendancy of participation today being reframed more by technological shift than 

counter-pressures inside the firm.  

That is not to say that the objective of the ‘representatives of capital’ (albeit that managers 

would be unlikely to see themselves in such stark terms today) is not efficiency. In the 

rationale for transition for BookCo to employee ownership was explicitly that: 

I believe that every single one of our people is important, and can, if respected and 
encouraged, contribute ideas to make [BookCo] more efficient and innovative 

(Owner and member of the founding family). 

Losing over £9m in the year prior to the announcement of a transition to EO, BookCo was 

in dire need of profitability and being more ‘efficient and innovative’. As Cohen (1987) 

writes ‘…managerial activity in the pursuit of ‘profitability’ may entail ‘control’, the 

organisation of the labour process has very little to do with ‘control’ in the sense of a 

power struggle, and everything to do with ‘efficiency’ (1987:43). 

Ramsay reflected upon the cycles of control thesis amidst the beginnings of the shift 

towards more use of technology in the 1980s, questioned whether the sharing of power 

was an indicator of the process of change rather than new ‘fixed’ social relations: 

Instead of assuming that a major technological transition ushers in a new era, for 
some sort of enhanced autonomy for the worker, would it not be reasonable to 
posit autonomy and the problematic nature of labour control for management as a 
particular phenomenon of the transitional period in any industry itself? In the early 
stages of routinisation and monitoring of tasks is still in development, and 
information technology tends to appear in a somewhat higgledy-piddledy fashion. 
This ‘organic’ situation may appear for some time, particularly as the new 
technology continues to be elaborated and refined; but one would not expect this 
to be necessarily a permanent state of affairs (1985:73). 

Edwards (1979) wrote how ‘new institutional arrangements for the control of labor are 

created in response to the pressures generated by new technologies and changes in the 
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labor process’ (cited Burawoy and Olin Wright 2002:477). Whether it can be determined if 

these changes are permanent, or just part of the necessities of technological change is 

another matter, however as long as workers interests appear aligned with those of 

efficiency there would appear to be no good reason to change them. Burawoy has written 

that: 

Institutions reveal much about themselves when under stress or in crisis, when 
they face the unexpected as well as the routine. Instead of prohibition against 
reactivity, which can never be realized, reflexive science prescribes and takes 
advantage of intervention (1998:14). 

Here the longer-term industry transformation is combined with another variable in the 

form of the COVID-19 pandemic where the business’ technological transformation was 

accelerated even further, for BookCo this resulted in further redundancies of traditional 

senior roles and five shop closures.  

The transformation happening within retail may have resulted in two very different 

experiences of control. Those in even quite poorly paid and precarious roles being 

incorporated into the organisation so extensively that there has been an internalisation of 

the idea that ‘there is no alternative’. Here there is a bifurcation between those individual 

workers with greater autonomy (but no power) and those who exist within a complete 

panoptical monitoring system which has ‘replaced’ human management with technological 

control. For example, at the ‘softer’ end of this total control, Amazon has looked to ‘gamify’ 

fulfilment centre work with ‘FC Games’ where employees are ‘vying for digital rewards that 

allow them to buy virtual narwhals, dinosaurs and other electronic pets’ (Martineau and 

Stefano, 2021) whilst meeting pick and pack requirements dictated by the mobile 

technology they carry. 

Even companies using these control techniques have begun to question their relations with 

the humans at the other end of the interface. Jeff Bezos, outgoing CEO of Amazon, wrote in 

his last annual shareholder letter that ‘it’s clear to me that we need a better vision for how 

we create value for employees – a vision for their success’ (Bezos, 2021). The solutions he 

offers are still fairly functional in their approach: 

We’re developing new automated staffing schedules that use sophisticated 

algorithms to rotate employees among jobs that use different muscle-tendon 

groups to decrease repetitive motion and help protect employees from MSD risks  

(Bezos, 2021). 
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As Peers (2021) notes Bezos points to ‘value creation’ for each stakeholder and for 

employees this can be measured by looking at ‘compensation’; ‘Compensation is pay for 

work done, so it’s a transfer of value, not “value creation”’ (Peers, 2021).  

As these different approaches and experiences show, it would be deterministic and 

unhelpful to try to extend the idea of cycles with a single-minded determination to look for 

worker pressure on capitalism resulting in the current interest in socialising the firm. In 

BookCo’s case, rather than constituting an oppositional force to be placated by further 

incorporation of workers in the firm, the employees were seen to represent the long-term 

interests of the owning family possibly more than management. This is an idea discussed 

before from writers such as Galbraith (2004) who questioned the more natural alignment 

of owners and management as opposed to owners and workers.  

In Ramsay’s Cycles of Control thesis, the history of participation and its distinctive ‘waves of 

participation’ (1977:496) evident within it, exhibited three distinctive qualities; to have 

arisen from a ‘managerial response to threats to management authority’, that they 

‘emphasize almost without exception a consensual unitary philosophy, and bear related 

hallmarks of management ideology’ (1977:496) and that the outcomes of these schemes 

has been; incorporation to management authority, a decline into ‘triviality’, instability or 

incorporation (1977:481-2). In his 1977 article, written at a point where he considered 

participation and industrial democracy ‘rediscovered – again’ (1977:493) he did not address 

specifically the employee owned or cooperative business, however he did make clear later 

that he considered that ‘the cooperative is unlikely itself to transform the nature of internal 

authority relations’ (Ramsay and Haworth, 1984:299-300).  

Although management gets to define the flavour of participation in Ramsay’s analysis, what 

is crucial is that it is in direct response to pressure from workers, resulting in management 

‘regaining control by sharing it’ (Ramsay, 1977:494 citing Flanders). Fundamentally, 

although participative schemes had been extended with the rhetoric of greater profitability 

‘the nature of control… stresses ideological gains rather than directly profitable or 

productive ones’ (Ramsay, 1985:61).  

If it were determined that there was currently a fifth cycle of participation, with a growing 

consensus for more worker participation from both government (Cabinet Office, 2012) and 

industry (Hamel, 2011), including an increasing number of retail firms (e.g., Richer Sounds, 

Lush), it would be more problematic to trace this as a direct consequence of worker 

pressure. As discussed previously, organised labour is at an all-time low in membership 
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(Office for National Statistics, 2015) - despite high employment. Antagonistic industrial 

relations have not disappeared entirely, but they would hardly correspond to one of the 

previous cycles of control identified by Ramsay. The real power therefore in Ramsay’s 

analysis was an insistence on looking at broader contextual factors in order to understand 

local struggles for participatory democracy: 

…that progress was neither radical nor irreversible; that the pattern of history 
showed periods of management concession to labour pressure (though as far as 
possible on terms preferred by capital) followed by a retreat from these when the 
challenge receded; and that the resulting schemes had a high failure rate, 
floundering on the contradiction between the search for consensus and the reality 
of conflict (Ramsay, 1993:77). 

For this reconstruction of theory to move beyond superficial criticisms it is necessary to 

recapture the theoretical perspective that Ramsay brought to the analysis of participation 

where it rejected attempts to ‘deduce or define how it worked without proper reference to 

empirical reality’ (Ramsay, 1993:79). This research was undertaken at an intersection of 

number of crises that of the broader economy, of the retail industry and of the pandemic 

itself.  

 

Job control, strategic control, and structure 

The Inquiry Group found that colleagues were keen to retain the job control and devolved 

decision-making that was the result of the closure of BookCo’s head office in 2010, which 

was already using the language of employee ownership as the motivating factor for the 

‘power shift to the stores’. Both the first and second sessions of the Inquiry Group made 

this point quite clearly: 

When discussion what an employee owned organisation could look like, it was 
agreed that it could actually look exactly as it does now. That the business as it 
stands is, certainly in terms of day-to-day management and decision making quite 
well devolved to those at the front line. On a number of occasions, it was pointed 
out that the reduction on size of ‘Head office’/Central Support in 2010 necessitated 
this shift. 

Although the business predicted a return to profitability in 2011/12 it has subsequently 

failed to do so, with resultant environmental pressure leading to the closure of a number of 

bookshops - the further five closures in 2020 reducing the chain to 23 permanent sites 

(down from 37 in 2010). The gap between promises of a quick transition to employee 

ownership and what has been delivered has not been lost on many staff. This is especially 
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true for those whose roles have been made redundant, one commented to the trade press 

that there is a plan to: 

transition to a John Lewis-inspired employee partnership model after reaching 
consistent profitability. In the meantime, frontline booksellers, goods-in staff, 
accountants, and others have had little say or insight into the direction the 
company is taking. I have often felt that the bosses in […] didn’t realise how much 
knowledge, insight, and experience they had on their hands in the staff at my 
distant branch. Now we have been let go, and it is too late to give us the role we 
deserved in steering the business into the black. It strikes me that for an employee-
led partnership model to be a success, the employees who will take over should be 
the ones to reach the profitability conditions to make that happen. 

Bookseller in a closing branch  

Ramsay questioned whether a meaningful distinction could be made between job level 

control (also called responsible autonomy) and strategic control:  

…it is open to question whether control at difference levels, it if were possible to 
talk in such terms, would be commensurate at all; if the separation can be made, 
the comparability is also lost, and it becomes meaningless to try to ‘sum’ the two 
(1985:61-2). 

It is certainly true that the Inquiry Group struggled to pinpoint control, to measure it (one 

commented that it was not a ‘bucket of control’) yet they did want to protect what they 

had, often on an individual or small team level as opposed to any introduction of a 

collective structure – even if this was employee not management driven. It was also the 

case that, as has already been referenced, there was a recognition when control was 

absent and when employees had no control over a decision.  

In the sense that control is an ideological construct then it is difficult to define whether 

people felt they had more control than they did than - for example ten years prior when 

head office was closed, but they did vocalise the removal of management as leading to 

more autonomy, which they valued. Although it is true that control cannot easily be 

quantified or mapped – as the task the group failed to do in one of the early sessions – it is 

also true that the requirements on the business to become ‘more efficient and innovative’ 

in order to compete were central to the shift to the sharing of control. In this regard it 

would be true to say that:  

to separate job control from social relations of surplus creation is precisely to 
fragment the ‘circuit of capital’, and to detach work itself (a technical process) as 
one arena of struggle from organisational (social) control (Ramsay, 1985:62). 

This also reflects, at a purely instrumentalist ideological level, the greater efficiency and 

ownership which Price (2017) argued that the structure of the John Lewis Partnership 
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enjoyed, reflecting the idea of ‘self control’ taking the place of control by others 

(Tannenbaum, 1986:284), in addition to mutual and peer control (1986:285). 

The Research Group certainly placed a great deal of weight on the existing ability for speed 

and responsibility that they had in their roles, and indeed they saw employee ownership as 

a potential extension of this, as opposed to a dramatic shift from how the business ran 

now. However, as the quote from the bookseller whose shop was closed, not everyone felt 

this way, and at times of even more pressure and contraction then there was little in the 

way of autonomy or agency for the individuals involved. As one of the Inquiry Group 

commented after the pandemic had started: 

The current situation gives a perfect example of a situation that the company 
needs to remain agile in its decision-making processes; it points to me, even more 
clearly than before, that it should be outlined during the transition to EO what sort 
of decisions go through which decision-making process – reacting to a crisis like this 
cannot be held back by a potentially sluggish, democratic process. Naturally, no-
one could really predict something like this happening; it would have been hard to 
state in advance “in case there’s a global pandemic here’s who will make 
decisions”, but there can at least be a structure in place to facilitate rapid response 
when needed.  

 Bookseller April 2020 

This starts to draw out some of the numerous contradictions which the Inquiry Group 

attempted to address, if not resolve. The Group were keen to retain, to not reintroduce 

levels of control and decision making which had been removed. They suspected any 

reintroduction of hierarchy would make the business less agile and interfere with their own 

job level autonomy. However, they were also clear that there did need to be more than just 

a ‘culture of ownership’, although they saw this as important, as there would need to be 

clear and transparent ways for people to be involved in decision making: 

…if the Board is a reporting, not a decision making function, then having employee 
representatives does not deliver this. 

 Inquiry Group Session Three 

This was also reflected in the response to the question asked of Company B by the 

booksellers: 

Is it practically feasible to achieve consensus, if sought, without wasting a lot of 
time and resources? 

No. 
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The overriding logic of the financial position of the business was also inherent in the 

devolution of power also informed the conclusions the Group made about how the 

business should operate under EO. There was a broad consensus around the ‘need’ for a 

level of professional managerial co-ordination. This was even more true when discussing 

specifically technical roles, in a sizable business  e.g., the expertise required for software 

engineering, finance and distribution and from people in those roles the bookselling on the 

shopfloor. Consequently, it was accepted that there was no likelihood that people could be 

skilled enough to change easily between them. This was one of the stipulations Rothschild 

and Whitt (2009) made for a cooperative workplace to survive and this thesis shall return 

to their contingencies later in more detail. Rather the Inquiry Group highlighted that: 

…shops (and DC) often do try to ensure that all staff can operate in all roles even 
when this is unlikely to be the case at company level (i.e. across technical functions 
such as development/finance) and that there was a collective responsibility taken 

Inquiry Group Session One 

This area was highlighted as a potential area for further discussion in the support from 

Company ‘B’ which also had many specialised roles within its smaller business: 

The tension created between ‘technical’ and ‘owner’ roles can be fruitful. 

Also think about how the elected representatives may relate to technical functions 
where different views arise. 

 Company B Director 

This gradually led the Inquiry Group to place an emphasis on developing ownership as a 

shared understanding for all staff irrespective of role. Additionally, that becoming an owner 

should not be an automatic function of being employed, rather ‘there should be training 

delivered, and time served (a year was loosely discussed)’ (Session Three). As the Group 

progressed there was more emphasis placed upon starting to move towards a democracy 

as soon as practicable, and not waiting for the formal, legal, transition to EO. Central to this 

thought was the desire to make sure that it should be clear to all ‘on ‘why becoming an EO’ 

rather than just that it’s being ‘gifted’ to staff’ (Session Three). 
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Decomposition of hierarchy and fantasies of management control 

The current mood music of capitalism is neatly summarised by the editor of Wired 

magazine: 

Hierarchical management configurations were already being replaced by structures 
that devolved responsibility to teams that were judged not on how long they sat at 
their monitors each day, but how they could work together to produce results. The 
rise of trust within business could be the most lasting and impactful trend to 
emerge from the Covid-19 era (Williams, 2020:14). 

Aglietta (2015) has written of both the driver for the decomposition of hierarchy within the 

firm, but also of the broader societal impact of this, where ‘Fordism more or less provided 

the conditions in which individuals could vie to assert their individual aspirations in the 

legitimate belief that they were contributing to social progress’ (2015:422). Already 

referenced is the difficulty in gaining promotions within a delayered retail, with traditional 

career paths closed off and wage increases hard to come by as a result. For many 

employees, increases in the living wage driven by the government have become the key 

driver for pay rises and those with small pay differentials for supervisory work finding that 

the difference is even smaller than it was prior to the increase as companies decline to 

maintain the difference.  

BookCo had been no different in offering this potential progression: 

…all apprentices ‘had director’s pens in their pockets’; they had every chance to 
end up on the Board. His father had drawn his managerial colleagues from the 
‘floor’, and this tradition continued. In 1969, when […] took over as chairman, there 
were no less than five former apprentices serving as directors.  

BookCo Company History 

In the new economic reality, it is not only workers who find this path removed from them, 

the delayering and erosion of hierarchy is also: 

penetrating every socio-professional stratum. No longer do qualifications, seniority 
or hierarchical responsibility guarantee recognized positions in organizations 
(Aglietta, 2015:424). 

Aglietta sees this as leading to the abandonment of the idea of incorporation, ‘a 

remodelling of the division of labour in the light of technical progress and global 

competition… chronic symptoms of exclusion… in which the integration of the labour force 

is no longer on the agenda’ (Aglietta, 2015:425). The counter pressure to this is the fear of 

instability and of social destabilisation, however it is possible that this fear is a component 

of the forces driving the new flavour of participation.  



140 
 

The Inquiry Group in BookCo, as already discussed, were keen to retain the control shift 

which had taken place due to the decomposition of hierarchy, which also raises a number 

of other contextual questions. There was a recognition and desire to avoid a new, starker, 

distinction between manager and managed within any new structures of control. For 

example, descriptors such as ‘worker representatives’ or ‘partner director’ as a title for the 

board were strongly disliked as in both underplaying the role as merely ‘representative’ 

and also for, what was perceived as its inherently divisive nature; those who are not 

management. Consequently, the group opted for the title of ‘owner directors’ combined 

with an owners job description to apply to everyone, managers and booksellers alike, who 

worked in the organisation.  

Conversely existing directors and the non-executive representatives of the family owner 

appeared to take a range of positions on what might happen post transition. In the last few 

years, the close monitoring of the executive directors and frequency of board meetings had 

become a source of contention. As a result, the directors mostly reported that strategic 

decisions happened outside of the board and there was a recurring theme that once the 

business had become employee owned that these potentially difficult meetings would 

become a thing of the past. It certainly was not clear whether management, in particular 

directors, felt they would get a free hand post transition, but it also was clear that they felt 

that the employee owned business could be managed. One senior manager commented: 

On a personal level I think it’s better not to have specific vehicle charged with being 
the place ‘we do’ strategy.  

In BookCo strategy is often initiated by individuals and then discussed and adopted 
collectively. This depends on a huge number of factors - does it cover all or part of 
the business, time, cost, expertise, skill, individual authority, opportunity, threat, 
shareholder support etc. As such the inception and delivery of some strategies are 
very collegiate and others almost entirely individual. However there is a shared 
collective responsibility amongst the Exec team (and wider management) to ensure 
the success of whatever strategy is adopted. It is equally critical that there is 
alignment and support for the strategy from and amongst the non-exec. The Board 
meeting is the primary vehicle for stress testing that alignment. 

Discussion with senior manager February 2020 

The board could be seeing as having merely symbolic power however that symbolism did 

not appear to be diminished in the transition to employee ownership. How this would be 

resolved is yet to be seen. The use by the group of ‘owners’ rather than workers or 

partners demonstrated a strong understanding of the inherent power in this descriptor, 

despite it not ‘realisable’ in terms of selling shares or the true ownership of capital in the 
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traditional sense. This echoed the power of a shared ownership ‘vision’ from the Inquiry 

Group, for both management and for workers, in order to share and create strategic 

objectives outside of technical specialisms, and as a way to resolve conflict.  

We find ourselves not in a position whereby Ramsay’s (1977) cycles of control are to be 

dismissed, rather that the perspective that participation is negotiated, partial and 

historically specific exposes a new fifth cycle born of a combination of the very decline of 

organised labour, in combination with changes to the organisation accelerated by industry 

shifts in production and technology. Whereas in the past the underlying pressure was to 

‘regaining control by sharing it’ (Ramsay, 1977:494 citing Flanders), the new cycle is more 

focused on regaining profitability by sharing the responsibility. This new participation does 

appear to be a more permanent feature of the implementation of new technology and of 

‘industry 4.0’ (Lasi, et al., 2014:239), however the outcomes from these changes are still 

undetermined. The inherent contradictions within these changes of control in this cycle 

offer opportunity for change as well as serving the needs of production.   

Themes of Succession & the social reproduction of relations 

We might call this a deep notion of social reproduction as it depends upon the 
internalization of the principles of the social structure (Burawoy, 2012:190) 

Within the initial literature review there were typological references to various employee 

owned company types, this included that of the bequeathed company. Growing in 

popularity (EOA, 2018) due to tax benefits, if not ideological ones, with individual capitalist 

owners, employee owned businesses are often ‘sold’ to employees as the best way to 

ensure the continued survival of the owner’s legacy. This route is seen as far less risk than 

the transition of ownership to another, more traditionally structured, company. The 

literature on these bequeathed companies often characterised them as having less 

democratic engagement (Carter, 2006:416), often due to the lack of worker agency in their 

establishment and falling foul of Ramsay’s outcomes of triviality and apathy as a result. 

One of the explicit roles of the Critical Participatory Action Research was to engender some 

of the active discussions and input into how the company should be run by the new 

employee owners. This had the potential to open new and conflictual spaces to question 

how things were done, and how they should be done. The very act of succession has not 

been significantly investigated in the current literature and this does appear to be a fruitful 

area of further investigation. 
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Gouldner (1955) and Burawoy (1972) wrote about different types of organisational 

succession, managerial and colonial to post-colonial, respectively. Our task was to consider 

a different sort of succession, that of a change of ownership from family to workers. In this 

change there was a defined structure, a stipulation that employee ownership be, broadly, 

reflected in a mirroring of the representative democracy in place at the John Lewis 

Partnership. Given this was defined in advance of the formation of the Booksellers’ Inquiry 

Group it remained throughout as something for the Group to test their suppositions 

against. Would, for example, having employee representatives on the board help address 

our agreed challenge of involving the new owners in strategic decision making? These 

structural restraints were not defined in detail, consequently they afforded the Group an 

opportunity to keep revisiting them as the inquiry progressed. 

As far as they were defined these, proposed, representative structures appeared to 

embody qualities which the family owners wished to bequeath to the new owners, those of 

stability, success (having been stipulated prior to the John Lewis Partnership’s challenges in 

more recent years) and, ultimately, whether consciously or not, managerial control. Given 

that the John Lewis Partnership had their structure established in the early Twentieth 

Century the challenge of superimposing this on a retailer in the Twenty First could well be 

seen as both eccentric and raise questions as to its efficacy in a business struggling to adapt 

to changing circumstances.  

Given the period of time which had elapsed between the announcement of the desire to 

transition, and the time of the inquiry, the proposed structure had not changed but the 

business had. When it was first announced in 2010 there was a sizable head office, a 

traditional hierarchy and significant retail estate, in the intervening years all of these had 

diminished. The changes in retail, necessitated by broader industry shifts, resulted in the 

significant pairing down of the hierarchy and almost abandonment of ‘head office’ outside 

of finance support. New roles and teams had grown, ecommerce being the principle of 

these, with internal software development, but also a sizable contingent of temporary staff 

in the distribution centre and customer service. Somewhat paradoxically the board had 

remained at the same size, out of kilter with the changes in the rest of the business. 

As already discussed, this external industry pressure had resulted in changes which brought 

with them a combination of effects. These included what was perceived as greater job 

control and autonomy for front line booksellers and a greater speed of decision making as a 

result. There was concern from the Inquiry Group that changes around structure and 
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representation could put at risk what were seen as positive changes around this greater 

autonomy. During the COVID-19 Pandemic it was asked by the Group how an Employee 

Council could have responded quickly enough, in this context the management team was 

granted significant leeway to centralise and make quick decisions on behalf of the 

employees.  

For the business, the explicitly agreed strategic objective was one of survival and reaching 

profitability, a goal that would also trigger the move to employee partnership. Given the 

context of significant retail closures on the high street and the increasing precariarity of 

roles in bookselling the environment also contributed to underline this stated objective. 

This context led to shops, although holding the power to manage their budgets locally, not 

increasing hourly pay rates for booksellers, the logic of their own context empowering and 

disempowering simultaneously.  

In Gouldner’s (1955) examination of a natural succession he described the appointment of 

Peele as a new manager at an American gypsum plant and the change this succession 

engendered. The subsequent move from ‘an indulgency pattern’ of control to a 

punishment bureaucracy (Gouldner, 1955:72-73) is exposed as the key driver of greater 

bureaucratisation to achieve ‘rational control’ and efficiency which Gouldner sees as 

tending ‘to reinforce the contention that there is a close connection between succession 

and a surge of bureaucratic development, particularly in the direction of formal rules’ 

(1955:94). Gouldner also associated greater succession, or turnover of senior management 

with greater bureaucracy (1955:96).  

Burawoy highlights that Gouldner largely ignored external pressures on the plant he was 

studying; and that the company had just made a major investment in new machinery. In 

order to help illuminate the additional contextual rationale behind the move to a 

punishment bureaucracy, Burawoy criticises Gouldner for ‘divorcing … ‘social processes’ 

and bureaucratic types from their conditions of existence’ (Burawoy, 1982:836). Burawoy 

does not however question the principal conclusion that greater bureaucracy, and control 

structures, were as a result of the succession. The technological shift in retail to 

ecommerce is also necessitating a change in control structures and a change in 

‘technological and efficiency imperatives for the business’ (Burawoy 1982:835) although 

they may not naturally be bureaucratic ones. 

Burawoy builds upon Gouldner’s work in his development of the idea of a forced succession 

in the copper mines of Zambia, and the enforced Zambianization as a post-colonial move. 
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He traces external factors as the primary drivers of this succession where managerial 

succession was used in ‘normalizing what was in effect a transfer of control’ (Burawoy, 

2009:60). The obstacles to succession which Burawoy explores include the level of 

legitimacy which the succession is granted, based up expectations of different 

constituencies within the organisation, ‘that a particular set of interests will be protected 

or a set of demands fulfilled’ (1972:50) the demands of those supporting the succession 

and lastly ‘and crucially, what access does the successor have to organizational controls to 

cope with resistance and conflicting demands?’ (1972:50).  

Family businesses succession, primarily to younger generations, can be seen as a site of 

tension (Wang et al., 2004) and has been examined in a number of studies, however there 

is little available research on the succession from family owned businesses to employee 

ownership. Within BookCo there are elements of both natural succession; the family having 

stepped away from day-to-day management positions in the company, but also a forced 

succession; as although employee ownership may gain significant legitimacy it is not fully in 

the control of either managers or workers and is primarily driven externally to them. 

Although the current CEO of BookCo has been in situ for several years, prior to their 

appointment the business, driven by the family owner, the management team had changed 

frequently - with a resultant change in focus and direction each time. This did include 

varying levels of internal control and delegation, however  in recent years internal changes 

have been principally driven by external pressures. The current incumbent of the CEO role 

has ‘come up through the ranks’ and the more recent stability in tenure necessarily 

suggests a level of support from the family.  

Harris et al. (2004) looked at employee involvement in family owned firms, they highlight a 

number of common factors, these include that ‘Non-family managers are kept on a tight 

reign’ (2004:49), perhaps unsurprisingly, high levels of paternalism and an emphasis on a 

‘particular culture that is strong on trust, loyalty…’ (2004:49). When family firms grow in 

size devolved managerial systems are used to deliver ‘a more sophisticated paternalism’ 

(2004:51) they cite Wray that this sophistication is ‘remains loyal to the familial culture of 

traditional paternalism, becoming “sophisticated” only in attempts to maintain that culture 

in the face of the contingencies of modern industrial society’ (2004:51). Harris et al. survey 

of UK data highlights that family owned firms can view employee involvement (EI) as less 

necessary than traditionally owned firms as they consider ‘workers are looked-after and do 

not need EI – and even less so trade union representation’ (2004:54) and that additionally 
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employee involvement can be ‘seen as a greater threat to the culture of the family-owned 

business if it engenders rent-seeking and challenges to the way the business is run by 

family members’ (2004:54). 

The traditional paternalistic ‘rewards’ of increased renumeration and security of tenure 

(Harris et al., 2004) are more tenuous at BookCo, as already highlighted, national living 

wage increases being the principal driver of pay, the removal of hierarchy offering fewer 

opportunities for promotion and advancement and pressure on retail more generally 

leading to the closure of shops and loss of tenure of long serving booksellers. However, the 

Inquiry Group were nevertheless concerned that a loss of ‘paternalistic security’ could 

cause issues’ (Inquiry Group Session Four) for employees during and after transition. 

Culturally, family owned firm paternalism and employee ownership do share some 

characteristics, for example the focus on more long-term objectives, if the company’s 

financial position allows it. 

The particular context of this paternalistic culture, with management implicitly tasked with 

maintaining this at the same time as taking the business to profitability and transitioning to 

employee ownership raises some challenges for succession. As Gouldner highlighted there 

can be a tendency for growth in bureaucratic control for successors. The Inquiry Group 

debated the possible use of committees or other additional representative structures but 

rejected them in favour of effective use of the imposed structures of the employee council 

and board membership in addition to a concerted effort to transition to a culture of 

ownership, less was discussed on what the culture was to move from, the Inquiry Group 

had also recognised that: 

… the combination of ‘tradition + democracy (might) = inertia’ whereas the ideal 
would be to leverage both these to deliver the opposite. 

Inquiry Group Interim Report 

Getting the balance here right could be crucial to the development of the culture the 

Inquiry Group wanted to see. Gouldner discusses what he calls the ‘Rebecca Myth’ (named 

after the novel of the same name by Daphne Du Maurier) where the new successor 

attempted to co-opt the past for their own uses and represent themselves as legitimate 

heir in this regard and not have it as ‘idealised’ past’ (1955:79). For BookCo this could be an 

important factor in asserting ownership interests over/with management. The owner-

director from Company B also identified the importance of these shared cultural myths: 
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…do need to be able to fall back on the ‘non-commercial’ drivers where there is 
conflict, to be able to have the stories, the brand and the vision as a place to go 
when there is conflict a ‘reliable logic’ not necessarily the most (immediately) 
profitable one. 

Owner Director Company B 

In Gouldner’s case study ‘Rules were the successor’s defence of his status interests’ 

(Burawoy, 1982:834) in the case of BookCo the ‘rules’ are imposed by the previous owner, 

nominally in the interests of workers but create a site of potential tension, but also 

potentially, a structure for management to ensure that not a great deal would change. 

Burawoy poses the question ‘what access does the successor have to organizational 

controls to cope with resistance and conflicting demands?’ (1972:50). In BookCo’s case 

employees will be inheriting a far more complex route to remove senior managers 

compared to the family owners, this in addition to the continuing external pressures 

mediating the use of additional control structures, with their impact on decision making 

speed and cost, this could create challenges of legitimacy for both owners and 

management.  

Gouldner’s solution to bureaucratic controls is not to do away with them but rather a 

‘representative bureaucracy’ which, although not democratic, ‘entails a proto-democratic 

process of legitimisation’ (1955:221) whereby the ‘expert’ which Weber predicted would 

emerge as the authority within bureaucracy ‘is validated only when used to further the 

workers’ ends’ (1955:221). This could be seen as reflecting the positionality of the manager 

operating within a firm with a decomposing hierarchy as they are required to hold an 

expert position, as opposed to a specifically managerial one.  

As the transition to employee ownership proceeds, a conscious analysis of the social 

processes of control would be a valuable additional research area, unavailable here due to 

the position of the company at the time of this research. At this point it could be that the 

organisation gets trapped in a form of pseudo succession where the paternalistic culture is 

maintained by management and substituted for participation or, alternatively, that 

employees take the opportunity to use their agency to show themselves as the ‘legitimate 

heirs’ (Gouldner, 1955:79). Here it could be that there is an additional successional 

framework where workers take strategic ownership of the organisation in a democratic 

succession, this would necessitate the resolution of a number of potential tensions within 

the succession itself. These would include: 
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(i) Cultural transition – for the workers to reform sophisticated paternalistic 

control measures to collectivised control. 

(ii) Rewriting myths – for the employee ownership to utilise a mythical past in 

order to create both mediating mechanisms for agonistic disagreements, but 

also to legitimise the new ownership. 

(iii) Control structures – effective use of imposed organisational structures of 

control, such as the Employee Council and board membership, so as to create a 

new relationship with management. 

If these tensions are not addressed then there could be a crisis of legitimacy which 

permeates both management relations with the new employee owners, and the employees 

own view of their authority. The ‘new’ relationship with management and the latter’s 

extrication from its maintenance of a sophisticated paternalistic culture is likely to take 

time and a conscious reframing of existing relations. In both Gouldner and Burawoy’s 

succession work there is an element of inescapable bureaucracy, succession with the 

absence of significant bureaucracy seems likely to place an even greater emphasis upon 

social relations of production and a tension between formal and informal relations during 

this change. The desire by staff to retain their job level autonomy and control and not have 

greater bureaucracy imposed, even if nominally ‘in their name’, is also a potential area of 

contention with management if other clear chain of command and communication routes 

are not established.  

Power and control in the organisation 

In 1968 Tannenbaum published the ‘control graph’ in order to illustrate the distribution of 

power, and the resultant control, across the organisation. The graph showed the basic 

hierarchical shape of power: 

 …authority is distributed hierarchically in organizations. Individuals at upper levels 
have more power and exercise more control than those at successively lower 
levels. This distribution of power in the hierarchy has an important impact on job 
satisfaction (Tannenbaum et al., 1974:7). 

The utilisation of a graph for Tannenbaum was, principally, to challenge the assumption 

that power in an organisation is a ‘fixed quantity’ and subsequently that ‘leaders and 

followers are engaged in a ‘zero sum game’: increasing the power of one party must be 

accompanied by a corresponding decrease in the power of the other’ (1968:12). 

Tannenbaum, working from what was to become known as the ‘human relations school’ 
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perspective, was keen to ‘enhance workers’ exercise of power’ (1986:295) and measuring 

this: 

…industrial democracy…is nothing if it is not workers determining outcomes, 
having impact, acting as causal agents; in other words, playing a substantial role in 
the control structure and exercising real, and not merely perceived or imagined, 
influence (1986:288). 

Tannenbaum’s analysis was built on the belief that greater worker control has a 

demonstrable productivity benefit to firms where there is an ‘increased commitment and 

responsiveness of persons in a system in which they themselves exercise some control’ 

(1986:294). He based this analysis on extensive questionnaires carried out across hundreds 

of organisations from a social psychology orientation. Tannenbaum’s emphasis on a non-

zero-sum distribution of power and control enabled a call for a greater distribution of 

power, at the same time as not requesting that managers relinquish theirs, nor find their 

position undermined. Indeed, he writes that in his research there is ‘very little indication 

that they [workers] prefer this enhanced control to come at the expense of the control 

exercised by managers’ (1986:295), he goes further and endorses the degeneration thesis 

whereby ‘equalization is likely to have a short half-life as Michels … and others have 

argued’ (1986:296).  

Tannenbaum was also a behaviouralist (1968:5-8) and although he acknowledged Michels’s 

‘iron law of oligarchy’ and Weber’s understanding of bureaucracy, he argued that 

organisations were moving towards a greater reliance on a more educated and technical 

workforce where, combined with the professionalisation of management, the requirement 

was more for ‘discussion and persuasion rather than on command exclusively’ 

(Tannenbaum, 1968:10). In this conception Tannenbaum pre-empted many more 

contemporary organisational theorists (Cederström and Fleming, 2012:40).  

The growth of the post-war technocratic bureaucracy which Tannenbaum defines, and 

reflects, in his own ‘scientific’ analysis has been a dominant paradigm in our understanding 

of the organisation and as Cardinal et al. write: 

…research appears to over rely on theories and approaches based on an 
understanding of organizations that dates back to the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, 
thereby limiting our ability to better understand organizations and advise 
managers today and in the future (2017:560) 

As organisations, and society, has changed so has the approach to understanding control; 

‘Decades ago… control mechanisms could be simpler, more coercive, and more formal…In 

more recent decades…control mechanisms have needed to be more holistic, enabling, and 
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informal’ (Cardinal et al., 2017:562). However much as Tannenbaum, reflected the 

scientism of his age, contemporary analysis is often defined by themes of complexity and 

unpredictability, constantly shifting structures render the hierarchy less useful as an x-axis; 

‘organizational structure – which specifies to whom individuals report about their pursuit 

of strategic objectives- relates to but is not control’ (Siktin et al., 2020:342).  

Paradoxically contemporary literature talks both of the decline of coercive control (Cardinal 

et al. 2017: 570) yet, also, how new controls have enabled ‘controllers to conduct low-cost 

tracking of on-and-off-the job employee behaviour’ (Siktin et. al., 2020:360), although 

perhaps potentially invidious controls are not necessarily coercive ones. The emphasis on 

flexible control and power distributed within the organisation has resulted in a focus on 

individual mechanisms of control rather than more high-level concepts of power. Cardinal 

et al. see opportunities for future research with the use of: 

complexity theory… [whereby] behaviour is nonlinear and is typified by 
unpredictable outcomes, so the focus should be on adaptation rather than static 
forms of organizations…The root cause of non-linearity is lower-level agents 
interacting and creating new feedback loops, which in turn create more 
interactions and unpredictability (2017:582). 

With the decline of conflict models of organisational research, and industrial relations more 

generally, discussions of power have also waned, indeed within Cardinal et. al (2017) 

extensive survey of the literature the word ‘power’ is not used once in relation to 

organisational research (nor, it should be noted was there one mention of democratic or 

democracy).  

The Inquiry Group understood that there is indeed complexity in how organisations make 

their decisions, and in the distribution of power and control, in two group sessions they 

were unable to define the multitude of decision-making processes. However, they also 

understood that they needed to know where strategic decisions were made so that they 

could have an opportunity to be a part of them: 

If it is not clear where (strategic) decisions are made then it will be hard to find a 
space for employee-owners to be included in these. For example if the Board is a 
reporting not a decision making function then having employee representatives 
does not deliver this. 

Inquiry Group Session Three Summary Notes 

As the Group progressed if was more explicitly understood that if there was to be any shift 

of power at all then there needed to be a combination of both formal and informal 
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structures. Any structural solution to large scale strategy setting would need to retain the 

job level decision making already established in BookCo: 

I had the chance to chat about partnership with a few people across the company, 
and all have shared a key concern; that being a major concern of any changes 
affecting the speed in which decisions are made. They want to be sure that they 
still have control of the “local” decisions they make now, and that even with the 
bigger company decisions we need to be sure to be responsive to the outside 
world.  
 
Essentially, they don’t want decisions to go through layers and layers of 
bureaucracy and for the company to become sluggish. 

 Email to Group from an Employee Group Member 

For us to understand how to make democratic changes within the organisation it is 

important to be able to have an understanding of power and control, for as Tannenbaum 

writes; ‘Ultimately…it is control by members that distinguishes the democratic organisation 

from the non-democratic one’ (1986:279). The hierarchical power within the business, even 

if it was latent, was particularly evident as soon as the COVID-19 pandemic impacted, and 

that power was exercised by the executive directors to take direct control of the business.  

The ‘ownership ladder’ developed by the group attempted to acknowledge the complexity 

of control by progressing through steps which also included a transition from ‘being an 

owner’ as a more passive position, although one which had to be earnt through time 

served and training, to those of more formal roles of ownership, e.g., the owner-directors. 

In this context the use of democratisation in the business was to formalise this power 

holding, and the legitimisation of these roles to ensure that if the more informal power was 

not enough, either for access or voice, then it could, potentially, be wielded. 

The Inquiry Group discussed a number of formal ‘theoretical’ pieces as part of their 

research. The Group reviewed Basterretxea et al. (2020) on corporate governance which 

prompted a discussion on the balance between management expertise and workers on the 

board. Tannenbaum’s Control Graph (1986) where this contributed to ideas of power in the 

organisation and formal/informal structures, and Arnstein’s (1969) concept of the 

participatory ladder in terms of both their own participation and that which they wished to 

engender more broadly. In addition to these, one participant also circulated a McKinsey 

report on Untangling your organization’s decision making (De Smet et al., 2017) which 

greatly emphasised the importance of retaining decentralisation within organisations. 
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The group also engaged with the Tyranny of Structurelessness (Freeman, 1984) at least in 

overall concept and did wish to ensure that a level of structure was there to support 

Employee Ownership, the Inquiry Group Interim Report reflects this in outlining that: 

…in order to avoid any individual personalities dominating, or people not feeling 
they are able to engage, then formal structures were also [in addition to culture] 
regarded as crucial to clearly demonstrate how people could be involved as owners 
within the business. Clarity on the structures of ownership in terms of the role they 
play, and what people’s responsibilities are, were seen as essential. Equipping 
everyone in the business with the right tools, training and support to effectively 
contribute and challenge was seen as central to creating both an effective culture 
and representation. 

The question of how much control, and what the relationship between owners and 

management was to look like, was unresolved. There were concerns about the role of 

Owner Directors on the board hence also the importance of a power of recall so that there 

could be a level of reassurance around their continued representativeness to those who 

appointed them. These concerns were often less about incorporation or becoming 

‘management’, rather they were about competence, of being able to access the required 

skills (this was also reflected within the Employee Council where the Inquiry Group 

requested an ability to appoint members to the council if necessary) to hold management 

to account.  

There are often unresolved tensions around ownership and control irrespective of 

employee ownership, Basterretxea et al. (2020) discuss both agency theory and 

stewardship theory in relation to governance at employee owned firms and draw a 

conclusion that ‘the role of the board is paradoxical, that boards must both control and 

support management’ which seems unlikely to be unique to this particular ownership 

context, however they see cooperatives as more likely to ‘lack the expertise and skills to 

exercise effective influence’ (Basterretxea et al., 2020:5) in this context. They note that ‘the 

governance of cooperatives, and in particular of worker cooperatives, is relatively under-

researched in the scholarly field’ (2020:2) but with their own examination of the collapse of 

a large subsidiary of Mondragon, FED, they point to a number of causes, including slow 

decision making, the employee council not making difficult decisions and a lack of co-

responsibility (2020:10). Basterretxea et al. suggested solution to this challenge was to limit 

participatory democracy and that ‘…large cooperatives should limit the power of General 

Assemblies and move to a stronger form of representative democracy’ (2020:20). The 

Inquiry Group recognised the challenges of access to appropriate skills and knowledge in 
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this context; however, their solution was the appointment of additional experts to the 

employee Council: 

The Council should be able to appoint up to a third of its own number from within 
the business to help support technical decision making. For example if it felt that 
there was insufficient financial expertise within the elected group then to appoint 
as it sees fit. 

Inquiry Group Interim Report 

In the Group discussions finance was specifically mentioned in this context, and in addition 

that: 

externalising HR support would enable ‘neutral’ or at least pro-organisational 
decisions to be to ensure the organisation was looked after for all as opposed to 
decisions which could be made for partial reasons.  

Inquiry Group Interim Report 

It is interesting that rather than absenting themselves from these more difficult technical 

challenges the Group actively recognised potential issues and looked for solutions which 

meant that they could engage in the bodies they saw as having decision making power. 

Tannenbaum (1968), as already noted, took a behaviouralist position on power in the 

organisation, this power could be considered as principally one-dimensional, using Lukes’s 

definition whereby this ‘view of power involves a focus on behaviour in the making of 

decisions on issues over which there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests’ 

(Lukes, 2005:19). Lukes sees two-dimensional critiques as also wedded to behaviourism in 

that they are still: 

committed to behaviouralism – that is, to the study of overt, ‘actual behaviour’, of 
which ‘concrete decisions’ in situations of conflict are seen as paradigmatic. In 
trying to assimilate all cases of exclusion of potential issues from the political 
agenda to the paradigm of a decision, it gives a misleading picture of the ways in 
which individuals, and, above all, groups and institutions succeed in excluding 
potential issues from the political process (2005:25). 

Lukes builds upon these conceptions of power with an additional perspective, a third-

dimension of power, built upon an awareness of organisational effect, where action and 

policy is ‘not attributable to a particular individuals’ decisions or behaviour’ (2005:26). 

These instead being born of ‘‘systemic’ or organizational effects’, to ignore the impact of 

such effects is to ‘ignore the crucial point that the most effective and insidious use of 

power is to prevent such conflict arising in the first place’ (2005:27). This dimension of 

power also retains a crucial understanding that the other dimensions do not, in that they 

frequently: 



153 
 

focus on the locution ‘power to’, ignoring ‘power over’. Thus power indicates a 
‘capacity’, a ‘faculty’, an ‘ability’, not a relationship. Accordingly, the conflictual 
aspect of power – the fact it is exercised over people – disappears altogether from 
view (2005:34). 

As Lukes recognises these conceptions of power: 

…pose particularly acute problems for the researcher. As I have argued such an 
exercise may, in the first place, involve inaction rather than (observable) action. In 
the second place, it may be unconscious (this seems to be allowed for on the two-
dimensional view, but the latter also insists that nondecisions are decisions – and, 
in the absence of further explanation, an unconscious decision looks like a 
contradiction). And in the third place, power may be exercised by collectivities, 
such as groups or institutions (2005:52). 

These were also research challenges for the Inquiry Group in attempting to situate power 

and control in BookCo, where it was naturally more straightforward to identify behaviours 

and structures. Additionally although it was clearly understood that actual power was 

required, of the importance of ‘being in the room’ when decisions were made, there was 

also – certainly in the earlier sessions emphasis placed upon how employees feel within the 

business too; that they should ‘feel trusted, valued, respected’ (Inquiry Group Session 

One), as the Inquiry progressed these were still believed however more specific and 

defined actions became concretised in preference to ‘feeling’. 

The way forward for the Inquiry Group appeared to be ‘not how to eliminate power, but 

how to constitute forms of power which are compatible with democratic values’ (Mouffe, 

2009: 22) and that there can be an ‘‘empirical basis for identifying real interests’, which is 

‘not up to A, but to B exercising choice under conditions of relative autonomy and, in 

particular, independently of A’s power – e.g. through democratic participation’ (Lukes, 

2005:146). The construction within the Inquiry Group Interim Report from the Group was 

detailed in its co-dependent development of a culture of ownership amongst staff in 

addition to the formal structure of control, without both of these it would appear unlikely 

that a meaningful shift in power could happen: 

Gradually, having a culture of ownership became central to our discussion. This 
then extended the concept of owner director, to have an owners’ job description 
and the encouragement of all to understand the business and be able to play a full 
role within it. 

Inquiry Group Interim Report  

Thinking back to Hardt and Negri’s position in Assembly (2017a) whereby the democratic 

shift suggested was such that leaders were only to be trusted with ‘tactics’ not ‘strategy’, 

Mouffe (and indeed inherent the Group’s prior rejection of a search for consensus) 
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questions this concept of a ‘multiplicity that is free from negativity and antagonism’ but 

also on the value of such a perspective without a ‘recognition of the necessarily hegemonic 

nature of the social order’ (Mouffe, 2018:55). 

The democratic institutions of the employee ownership should consequently, if not 

constructed upon consensus, be ones which allow an agonistic expression and where 

people ‘genuinely have the possibility of choosing between real alternatives’ (Mouffe, 

2018:93). Mouffe points to hollowing out of western democracy where: 

Popular participation in the taking of decisions [was] … discouraged since it could 
only have dysfunctional consequences for the working of the system. Stability and 
order were more likely to result from compromise among interests than from 
mobilizing people towards an illusory consensus on the common good. As a 
consequence, democratic politics was separated from its normative dimension and 
began to be envisaged from a purely instrumentalist standpoint (2009:82). 

Reconstructing Tannenbaum’s research in order to better understand control in the 

organisation, it is with a view to recapturing the fundamental assertion that ‘Democracy 

cannot be defined without the concept of control’ (1986a:330), that the organisation is 

knowable and not a system so complex as to just create ‘unpredictability’ (Cardinal et al., 

2017:582) and, in addition, that the legitimisation of the organisation through the sharing 

of power is a desirable objective in that it is ‘concerned with questions of the common will 

and the common weal’ (Tannenbaum, 1968:3).  

The conditionality of workplace democracy and degeneration 

In the review of the literature of participation the framing of the democratic co-operative, 

or worker owned firm within Michels’s concept of the inevitable oligarchisation was 

examined. It would be hard, if not impossible, to draw any conclusions from a study of a 

transitioning company on its potential degeneration. It would also be deterministic in the 

extreme to suggest that it was effectively ‘doomed’ to not have a democratic nature were 

it to not follow certain ‘rules’. Rothschild (2016) has updated her thesis on the potentiality 

for democracy within the cooperative workplace, she sees potentiality in the decline of 

hierarchy in the modern firm (and beyond): 

this collectivist or co-operative-democratic logic that is spreading but that 
continues to battle a bureaucratic/hierarchical logic that still dominates our 
modern era, although the latter finally may be on the decline (2016:8). 

The alternative that she finds in a range of organisations, although principally in small 

community and non-profit organisations, here she identifies the ‘logic of co-operative or 

collectivist democracy’ (Rothschild, 2016:8). In updating the definition of participatory 
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democracy in the typology of firm she identifies (in her nomenclature Democracy 2.0 as 

opposed to the representative, and necessarily hierarchical, Democracy 1.0) these are 

consensus driven, non-hierarchical and do not have a formal division of labour.  

Rothschild writes that decisions are considered legitimate ‘only if every member (or 

participant or citizen) who would be affected by that decision has been invited to take part 

in making it’ (2016:9) secondly ‘all hierarchies of authority are resisted’ third, and this with 

specific reference to Michels’s (1962) ‘iron law’, that ‘against exclusivity in the holding of an 

expertise or relationship needed to do the organization’s tasks’ and finally that 

‘relationships within a co-operative logic can be only personal, egalitarian, and of value in 

themselves’ (Rothschild, 2016:9).  

The diversity of Rothschild’s non-hierarchical references ranges from Amazon-owned 

Zappos, which implemented the self-organising teams system called ‘Holacracy’ (2016:13) 

to the delegated power to the many volunteers who organise the Burning Man festival 

each year (referencing Chen, 2016). In these organisations it could be argued that the form 

takes precedence over the function; ‘members’ rights to be heard and to learn from others 

are primary and thus trump the efficiency or hierarchal claims that prevail in Democracy 

1.0’ (Rothschild, 2016:9). This tension was partially voiced by an owner-director of 

Company B when answering the questions from the Inquiry Group, elaborating on why 

they had taken the decision to move from being a coop to being employee owned: 

Sometimes the label of being a co-op had its own baggage where people might say, 
for example, ‘I think this is how it is done in the cooperative movement’ and 
became a tension between a political project and commercial success. 

The elevation of, or retention of, the idea of individuals granting consensus within the 

collectivist democracy which Rothschild writes is one which ‘reduces inequalities of 

influence while encouraging individuals’ voices’ (2016:11), ultimately there could be seen 

as an elevation of the individual over the collective (despite the name). As Summers and 

Chillas (2019) write on the development of economic and democratic skills in EO 

companies ‘becoming an employee-owner was a transformative event where ‘the concept 

of ourselves has changed’ from individual workers, to being ‘a shared realm’’ (2019:12).  

BookCo’s soon-to-be owners were to find themselves in the position not because they had 

chosen to join a mission-based coop, but rather by dint of working there when the family 

bequeathed it to the staff. The very process of the Workers’ Inquiry was one where they 
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recognised that actively engaging was an opportunity to not just continue as it was before, 

they were clear that this needed a level of consciousness and that staff: 

Need to be clear on ‘why becoming an EO’ rather than just that it’s being ‘gifted’ to 
staff. 

Group Inquiry Session Three 

Both company B and the Inquiry Group were very supportive of the idea of participation in 

significant decisions but equally sceptical on consensus: 

We operate now on consent, rather than consensus. This has had the effect of 
speeding up some decision making. Consent is constituted with three positions; 
‘yes I agree’ / ‘not a vote for but no problem with it’ / ‘no’ this has been helpful in 
moving projects forward and also identifying those who may wish to lead particular 
projects too. 

Before having the three positions … we were continuously concerned with how 
long things can take. 

Owner-Director Company B 

This ‘three position’ orientation on decisions was wholeheartedly taken up by the Inquiry 

Group and made its way into the Inquiry Group Interim Report for the business as a way 

forward for BookCo too. There was seen to be potential tension between technical roles – 

any specialist within the business and overall strategic decision making, for a relatively 

small company the Inquiry Group at BookCo recognised the impossibility of rotating staff or 

training staff in the technical detail needed to become a software developer, manage the 

distribution centre, or file tax returns. This ‘tension’ however was not seen as a 

fundamental inhibitor of participation in decisions, more something which needed to be 

managed, in Session Two the Group defined how there should be an ‘Ability for an EO 

company to deliver problem solving across and through the business as a whole, sharing of 

good practice.’  

It has already been discussed how the Inquiry Group considered access to expert support 

both within Council and HR, this proactive managing of owner representative access to 

information in order to make appropriate decisions for the business. Jaumier (2017) 

highlights the lack of research of co-operators’ ‘everyday experience’ (2017:218) resulting 

in a rather limited knowledge of organisational democracy, they also write that ‘ordaining a 

ban on anything that resembles an organisational hierarchy do not work as miracle cures in 

getting rid of issues of power’ (2017:232) reflecting the dimensional aspects of power and 

their diverse impacts in the organisation. Diefenbach (2019) draws out the potential for 
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democratic participation even if there are ‘formal layers and specialised functions with 

different responsibilities’ (2019:553) for them the shared technical knowledge is one of 

management and control: 

it is possible to achieve a ‘demystification’ of specialised knowledge and trait 
leadership theory, and to reach a different understanding of leadership – as an 
interactive, collective process or a shared activity – in alternative types of 
organisation. Such an approach is much more consistent with modern conditions of 
business and work and with modern, educated people (‘knowledge workers’ 
‘professionals’) than the antiquated and outdated notions, if not to say ideology, of 
‘leaders’ and ‘followers’ (2019:551-2). 

 

A culture of ownership and reverse dominance hierarchy 

Rather than an overriding focus on structures of control, possibly as they had been pre-

defined as part of the bequeathing of the business, the Inquiry Group often gravitated to 

ideas of ownership culture to address challenges around access to knowledge and playing 

an effective role in relation to management. In response to the Group questions the owner-

director of Company B responded with a challenge of their own; ‘A key question for the 

transition and going forward would be: who owns organisational culture?’ their call to the 

Inquiry Group was to: 

Cultivate an organizational culture of frankness and transparency, at all levels of 
work. If an individual employee struggles with either, they will struggle with EO and 
this will affect the organisation.  

Believe in the BookCo brand, its mission and its vision. Cultivate a culture that 
understands that the BookCo brand is an asset. 

Be vigilant around the contradictions/incompatibilities between the responsibilities 
of owners and directors, and the rights of employees. 

This statement was taken by the Group and shared with all of BookCo in the weekly 

company Bulletin which goes to all staff, so clearly they felt it expressed their own opinion. 

Some of the more practical architectures of creating that culture of ownership, implicitly a 

culture owned by the employees were outlined in the Inquiry Group Interim Report 

including the more formalised road to becoming an owner despite the default ‘technical’ 

ownership through the employee shareholding trust, a leveraging of the businesses’ history 

to support the culture where a: 

As the John Lewis Partnership says ‘we should be inspired by our history, not 
constrained by it.’ 

Inquiry Group Inquiry Group Interim Report 
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The ‘Owner’s Job Description’ that the Inquiry Group wrote as part of this process is shown 

below. 
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Owner’s Job Description  

Rights and Responsibilities  

As an owner you have a right to share in the financial success of the Partnership, you also 

have a responsibility to contribute to that financial success through your actions.  

You have a right to question business practices and decisions which you believe are not in 

the Partnership’s interests, you also have a responsibility to help find solutions and not just 

highlight problems.  

You have a right to access information about how your actions and decisions influence 

Partnership performance and a responsibility to evaluate your actions and decisions from 

an ownership perspective. 

Skills 

You are required to develop and demonstrate the skills and experience required to be an 

owner, including being able to scrutinise and understand Partnership reports and 

financials. In order to support you with this there will be training and support available to 

you. 

To cooperate and value others in the business.  

To help enable fast, and good, decision making.  

Participation 

Participation should be transparent and in partnership with employee owners not 

tokenistic or superficial.  

Understanding that collective ownership of the business means not defending particular 

interests or groups but rather working with management to further the best interests of 

the Partnership as a whole.  

This includes the willingness to take difficult decisions to protect the Partnership for past, 

current and future booksellers along with readers. 

To participate in the day-to-day running of the Partnership and to take responsibility for 

the future of the Partnership as a whole, but also expect in return that others will 

reciprocate this responsibility to you with transparency, respect, to listen and give clear 

explanations of the reasons for decisions or actions.  

Being a BookCo Owner  

Believe in the BookCo brand, its mission, and its vision. Cultivate a culture that understands 

that the BookCo brand is an asset. Take a part in developing this brand for the future.  

Where differences appear insurmountable then look to the Founder’s words on Courage, 

Faith, Joy in work, Craftsmanship, Love of Literature, Idealism and Shrewdness, to help 

guide the way forward. 
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In the ownership of culture, if it is accepted that both the concept of Lukes’s (2005) third 

dimension of power, beyond behaviourism, that of the organisational collective is in 

addition to the external factors which are leading to the decomposition of hierarchy at 

BookCo (technical specialism, delayering etc.) then may open up a space where traditional 

centralisation and formal control can begin to change to a set of new norms. Even if a 

hierarchical culture, possibly due to family ownership, is currently dominant without a 

significant hierarchy present.  

BookCo as an independent bookseller has a natural predisposition to a primus inter pares 

ethos (Boehm, 1993:233) which, if I were to generalise slightly (there is plenty of evidence 

to support this Miller 2006, Laties 2011, Caine 2021), and as discussed, is also common to 

many booksellers (and is also recently demonstrated again in the very public debate with 

Waterstones’ booksellers challenging their pay versus the bonus that their hedge fund 

owners received (Chandler, 2021)) these egalitarian instincts are also normative within the 

trade more generally.  

It is possible, although the literature on this is sparce, to see the ownership of culture in 

this context as an emergent reverse dominance hierarchy (Jaumier, 2017) whereby: 

… power collectively remains in the hands of lay members rather than coalescing in 
those of their appointed head(s). In both cases, this is to be understood as the 
outcome of the day-to-day sanctioning activities in which co-operators routinely 
engage with the ultimate purpose of ensuring the actualisation of egalitarian 
principles. Within the co-operative context, this model of reverse dominance 
hierarchy may present some advantages over that of social-movement-like 
participatory democracy. Indeed, displaying all the features of a classic organisation 
may allow the co-operative to conform, at least in appearance, with expectations 
of its dominantly capitalist environment (2017:234). 

We are presented with several dialectical contradictions within this model, including an 

uneven access to economic power between staff and management, existing structural, 

hierarchical, control mechanisms (again demonstrated during the COVID-19 pandemic). In 

addition, it is important to consider to how realistic it is for booksellers to ‘refuse to do’ or 

to have behaviours individually which would challenge management.  

However, as a collective culture of valuing management ‘insofar as they work for the 

common good’ (Boehm citing Godelier, 1993:237) combined with emergent formal 

democratic structures then this concept could be the proto-representation of the 

egalitarian ‘instincts’ of the company as a whole. It also avoids the pitfalls of requiring the 

collective to have some sort of natural agreement on strategy, for example, where these 
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questions can be tested within agonistic structures of representation but measured against 

conscious, or unconscious, cultural objectives defined by booksellers across BookCo. This 

concept also works to help explain Tannenbaum’s dilemma (1961:35) where he found 

employees to believe an organisation democratic when it was not, looking for very formal 

structures of democracy and control alone, ignoring the additional dimensions of power 

which the individuals in the organisation recognised, and threw up this apparent 

contradiction.  

Reverse dominance hierarchy is primarily an anthropological concept applied to small 

indigenous societies, see for example Clastres (2013) and there is little evidence of its use 

in management studies outside of Jaumier (2017). Clastres discusses how some indigenous 

societies have chiefs where they are ‘not a commander; the people of the tribe are under 

no obligation to obey’ (2017:206) in these societies the role of chiefs is without (political) 

power, they are institutions which are unable to put society in their own service rather 

have to demonstrate collective interest: 

what qualifies such a man to be chief? In the end, it is his “technical” competence 
alone: his oratorical talent…his ability to coordinate…And in no circumstances does 
the tribe allow the chief to go beyond that technical limit; it never allows a 
technical superiority to change into a political authority. The chief is there to serve 
society; it is society as such – the real locus of power- that exercises its authority 
over the chief (Clastres, 2013:207). 

The technical pressures on the business, as discussed, have placed a significant imperative 

on the company to adapt to a changing retail environment. In this sense the technical 

competence of senior management could be seen as reflecting these demands; there are 

five directors including the CEO of which, digital is one – delivering technical 

transformation, finance; again, limited to a relatively narrow technical deliverable. The final 

two directors are ‘HR & Operations’ and ‘Sales & Marketing’, both heavily weighted 

towards co-ordination of resources for shops who manage their own day-to-day operations 

independently.  

The role of the CEO in this context, it could be argued, does indeed reflect much of that of 

an indigenous chief who ‘has to rely on nothing more than the prestige accorded him by 

the society to restore order and harmony’ (Clastres, 2013:206). This metaphorical 

interpretation of power held within management, or lack of, if it is to reflect the likely 

transitioned experience within BookCo could require two additional perspectives on 

context to be examined; firstly that there is empirical evidence of technicalisation of 
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management and secondly that the idea of the ‘collective cultural interest’ can be 

effectively constituted within the organisation.  

The severe constraints that the management operate under due to lack of funds, the 

precarious nature of the business within the context it is operating within can be seen as 

offering only limited choices for the people in those positions, and they need also to be 

ones which are understood by the employees. They may find them distasteful, for example 

the closure of a bookshop, however none of these closures have prompted a letter to The 

Bulletin, the internal newsletter, questioning the rationale, nor did any of the Group 

sessions raise this are an area of contention with management either. 

This ‘logic’ of reaching profitability reflects a trend which Nichols and Beynon saw 

emergent in the 1970s where ‘both managers and workers can increasingly be seen as 

labour, whose future is structured by the needs of capital’ (1977:xv). They recorded a 

conversation with a Trade Union official who said: 

If they want participation we say “all right let’s have equal participation – open the 
books”. But it’s a tricky game because they can come back at you and say “look… 
the cupboard’s bare”. And we’ve lost the right to say “That’s your problem” 
(1977:164). 

In this sense it has become the shared problem of everyone in the business, all sales figures 

and costs are open to everyone in the business. As already recorded even pay rises for staff 

delegated down to local shops, who can award them if they can demonstrate they make 

enough profit to do so.  

Burawoy (1982b) wrote about an ‘indulgency pattern’ whereby ‘…management becomes 

concerned with ensuring cooperation and consent from workers rather than with the 

production of profit’ (1982b:849), and subsequently have to ‘to reassert both profit and 

control’ however this indulgency (in Burawoy’s example) is exhibited within a traditional 

rather than worker-owned firm and assumes a fundamental divergence of interests 

between workers and management (who are also owners in this context). Basterretxea et 

al. (2020) saw evidence of this type of behaviour resulting from what they considered to be 

weak management, however this perspective owes much to the degeneration thesis and 

pre-dated the trends towards hierarchical decomposition.  

What could be defined as concerns about indulgency vs. a reverse dominance hierarchy 

culture, can also be seen as assuming a more fundamental divergence of interests where 

there may be none of any significance in BookCo. The fundamental shared interest being as 
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basic as survival. In this it would seem not unreasonable to talk of a hegemony of capital 

within the organisation, but one subject to the restraint of some booksellers attempt to 

reconcile profit with the social role of the bookshop. It is also the case that booksellers 

within the Inquiry Group may have underestimated the potential conflict arising from other 

employee-owners. Ferguson (1991) discusses the challenges within ‘Wholly Grains’ an 

ethical bakery cooperative where challenges of product dilution in order to deliver more 

profit (by using white flour) created an existential crisis: 

…more profit translates potentially into higher wages, better benefits, a cushion for 
emergencies, or relocation to a more comfortable setting. Yet when the white flour 
crisis came to a head, the resolution seemed to fly in the face of profitability and 
expansion and uphold the principles of the bakery (Ferguson, 1991:119). 

It is conceivable that equivalent challenges will arise within BookCo, say for example taking 

money to promote a book which booksellers do not believe in, and these would test the 

organisation’s resolve in addition to the democratic structures and processes put in place. 

These are by no means inconceivable as individual booksellers have refused to promote 

certain titles (the erotic novel Fifty Shades of Grey for example) in the shop window at 

BookCo before. 

Certainly, it would be expected that the new owners would also have to actively define 

their relationship with management as much as a traditional company would, if not more 

so, Basterretxea et al. (2020) write that: 

challenges can arise when board members feel they are on the board to represent 
and defend the interests of particular groups of workers or members rather than 
work with management to further the best interests of the cooperative as a whole 
(2020:6-7).  

There are challenges here which the Group looked to both culture and impermanent 

structures to help resolve, the Owner’s Job Description although applicable to all who 

worked in BookCo ‘…becomes a bit strange/less clear at managerial level and higher’ 

(Owner-Director Company B) due to the overlapping roles. The Inquiry Group Interim 

Report also showed a consciousness in this regard: 

It was also recognised that there could be a danger of new structures creating 
tensions, where none had previously existed.  So early reflection on employee 
rights and responsibilities should be incorporated into transition, for example 
employee board members to be described as owner directors rather than worker 
representatives. 

Where Burawoy saw a conflict between interests and profit in the indulgency pattern there 

now exists less of a divergence of perspective, the logic of the current era is more 
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commonly that ‘there is no alternative’ as a member of the Inquiry group recounted in one 

of the early sessions: 

Profitability (or lack of) influences everything and has become the overriding 
governing factor of these [strategic] decisions. 

They then reflected: 

Once profitable will this just shift to be a focus on ‘maintaining profitability’? 

Marx recognised in the Preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy that: 

In the social production of their existence, men inevitably enter into definite 
relations, which are independent of their will, namely relations of production 
appropriate to a given stage in the development of their material forces of 
production. The totality of these relations of production constitutes the economic 
structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises a legal and political 
superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The 
mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social, 
political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines 
their existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness. 
(1971 [1859]: 20-21). 

The social existence of those working in the environment discussed can be seen as 

determining their consciousness in this context. Were there to be a deterministic approach, 

then it could lead to a conclusion which discounted organisational democratisation as likely 

to have any material impact on the social relations of production arising from this context. 

As Ferguson asserts: 

…the collective’s internal structure and the external environment should not be 
treated as separate entities but should be seen as inextricably interrelated in a 
dynamic process. There are no inherent paradoxes or tendencies within this 
alternative form that leads it inexorably down the path towards normalization, nor 
do systemic pressures always shape outcomes (1991:111). 

The experience of the Inquiry Group was one where agency started to emerge and choices 

about structure and power were seen as areas where people could influence or have a say , 

irrespective of the context of profitability or ‘maintaining profitability’, these were still seen 

as worthwhile and important areas of engagement.  

Returning to Rothschild and Whitt’s (1986) stipulations on avoiding degeneration and the 

‘iron law’ they defined how cooperatives should stay small (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:11), 

have a shared purpose (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:95) and ‘shared knowledge and skills’; 

avoiding specialisation and uneven distribution (Rothschild and Whitt, 1986:104). The 

conscious understanding that democracy is not a given within the employee owned 
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organisation, indeed the Group was at pains to point out in the Inquiry Group Interim 

Report that: 

Our Partnership will also be an experiment with democratic organisational 
structure. The change inherent in any experiment should be embraced and we 
should not be afraid to try things, adapt them, accept feedback and try new ways 
to work accordingly. 

The Inquiry Group did not reach the same conclusions as Rothschild and Whitt (1986) that 

all forms of hierarchy or specialisation, partially due to the size of BookCo, were an 

antithesis to democratisation, even the smaller Company B, although without hierarchy, 

had rejected complete consensus in favour of a more nuanced position.  

In celebrating the positive decline of the hierarchical organisation Rothschild (2016:8) has 

not seen the potential opportunity for democratising what remains. The inevitable 

challenges of specialisation and division of labour being able to be overcome by a sharing 

of skills, in what Diefenbach (2019) referred to as the technical knowledge of management 

and control. There were also interesting themes emerging around the changing nature of a 

culture of ownership and control where, irrespective of formal hierarchy, then employees 

have a consciousness of their own power and in terms of the change in ownership their 

own potential power to impact on the strategic direction of the business as a whole. As 

Gouldner wrote in 1955: 

…if organizations must adjust to … a need for consent, is there not built into the 
very marrow of organization a large element of what we mean by democracy? 
(1955a:506). 

The reverse dominance hierarchy organisation which might emerge would be an exciting 

area for future research.  

Summary 

This analysis has utilised the Extended Case Method to revisit selected theories exposed 

within the Literature Review and has used the research data to examine their failure, and 

then undertake a ‘reconstruction of existing theory’ (Burawoy, 1991:6). This has been the 

culmination of a process which has been an intervention within the researched 

organisation with a conscious participatory process of CPAR and Workers’ Inquiry then 

looking for the social forces at play on these social processes hand-in-hand with the 

reconstruction of theory based upon this conscious analysis.  

There was an examination of how Ramsay’s (1977) cycle of control has entered a new cycle 

mediated by technology, where efficiency and hierarchical decomposition, combined with 
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the collapse of the labour movement has resulted in a new context, one where, 

paradoxically, there also exists a potentiality for greater, meaningful worker control. As 

with any dialectical forces the opportunity in change can open up both positive and 

negative.  

Gouldner (1955) and Burawoy (1972) did not examine a succession to an employee owned 

firm however they did expose the pressures for the reproduction of social relations within 

their own studies. Using their work to expose how, under the current structural pressures 

of capitalism, a succession to new worker-owners could easily, by default even, result in a 

continuation of social relations in the organisation. The understanding of this, and the 

extension of their own succession theories can create an opportunity for change, one 

which recognises the danger of this continuation, but not its inevitability. 

Tannenbaum’s (1961; 1968; 1986) theory of control may have seemed an eccentric choice 

in the context of this study, as it reflects much of the scientism of the 1960s and 70s in its 

examination, and graphing, of power and control in the firm. Using it as a starting point to 

discuss power more generally in the organisation, and Lukes (2005) radical view of the 

dimensions of power, exposed its overreliance on behaviouralism but also an inherent 

structuralism which recognised that there had to be an appreciation of power within the 

organisation if any meaningful democratisation were to happen. Burawoy questions 

whether Tannenbaum is ‘in fact measuring control at all?’ (Burawoy, 1982a:9) however in 

the face of growing post-structuralism within studies of the organisation where power and 

control are ever fluid, then extending the conversation that democratisation can be 

understood is essential. Lukes’s clarity in expressing power over as opposed to power to is 

key to this.  

Rothschild (2016) and Rothschild and Whitt (1986) look to small, non-hierarchical, 

consensus-based organisations without significant divisions of labour, to deliver democratic 

firms. Without these elements they see inevitable degeneration and succumbing to the 

Iron Law of oligarchy. Although there are very legitimate questions over whether 

assumptions of consensus actually do extend decision making time (certainly within small 

organisations) these rules, presented as almost iron laws in themselves, offer little in the 

way of agency for people to create new and democratic organisations with a different 

shape. Where new forms of post-hierarchical organisation start to emerge then looking at 

new forms of cultures of control within the workplace should also go hand-in-hand, 

although only emergent at this point, concepts of reverse domination hierarchies of 
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control, especially for firms with large numbers of technical specialists should be explored. 

What should be retained from Rothschild and Whitt is their enthusiasm for the 

opportunities to organise work democratically. The research has found that there is a 

potential within the changing organisation of contemporary work to extend greater job 

level responsibility beyond its technical confines towards democratisation.  
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CHAPTER 7 – CONCLUSIONS & CONTRIBUTION  

Introduction 

Having access to be able to undertake a research study at BookCo offered a unique 

opportunity to explore employee ownership with employees prior to the shift in ownership 

of the organisation. As a retailer, BookCo exemplified the interplay between industry 

change, principally driven by the impact of technology in the macro environment, and its 

internal effects. With BookCo transitioning from being a family-owned firm, one which was 

regarded as having been paternalistic and supported over many years of making a financial 

loss, to becoming an employee owned business, it exposed a dynamic set of social relations 

and an opportunity to carry out participative research which might effect positive change. 

Given the context - the changing retail landscape - combined with the high commitment, 

but low pay of the booksellers involved, BookCo would also seem well suited to employee 

ownership, enabling a future where greater financial rewards could be shared along with 

more strategic control. BookCo had already seen significant re-structuring and delayering 

to cut costs in its need to adapt to the change in channel mix between the high street and 

online. As a result of this, many booksellers within the business had seen wage differentials 

squeezed and they had few illusions about the opportunities for promotion; however, at 

the same time, they did have fewer managers and more power to shape their own daily 

work. This decomposition of hierarchy, which had seen head office and regional structures 

deconstructed over the last ten years, created more work intensification for those who 

remained. However, as emerged during the research, there was also no desire to see this 

hierarchy return, whether populated by managers or by a bureaucracy to support the new 

employee owners. Booksellers valued the new flexibility that the flatter organisation 

currently offers. 

In addition to the changes in hierarchy, BookCo also saw a shift in its employee profile, 

towards those supporting greater online sales. With online sales representing a greater 

proportion of the company’s income, this resulted an increase of workers represented in 

two quite different jobs - with software engineers working on the website, who are highly 

technically proficient and well rewarded financially, and Distribution Centre (DC) staff 

packing books for online sales, who receive a similar level of pay to booksellers in the 

stores. The latter are primarily temporary agency staff doing repetitive tasks whose work is 

sales volume dependent and therefore precarious.  
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When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020 all shops were forced to be closed, some of 

which have become permanent. Booksellers were furloughed unless they were picking 

books for online sales in ‘dark stores’, whereas work levels for software developers and for 

those in the Distribution Centre increased exponentially. This experience exposed, or at 

least reversed temporarily, the previously delegated power structure, as control became 

more centralised once again, situated with the five executive directors. At the time of 

writing, shops are still closed due to the third national lockdown, so it is difficult to say 

whether this shift in control is merely conditional or whether there are likely to be longer 

term effects. What seems likely is that there will be an accelerated channel shift and the 

business will be even more reliant on its digital sales in the future, as opposed to face to 

face retail sales. 

The Participatory Action Research Group had almost completed its work on the Inquiry 

Group Interim Report when most of its members were furloughed. It is anticipated that 

when the business returns to full capacity, that this Group will continue to assist with the 

rollout of the employee ownership. Although there was no real collective agency around 

the move to worker ownership prior to the instigation of the Inquiry Group, by the end of 

this research process it began to feel like there was a real momentum around the 

transition.  

By the end of this research the Inquiry Group had made thirty-one recommendations in its 

Interim Report, including a number of short- and medium-term objectives for the business 

across a range of both structural and cultural changes. Company B assisted in this with their 

helpful comments and answers to the Group’s questions, having helped the Group 

galvanise more around ‘a culture of ownership’ through reflecting how to effectively 

collectivise the booksellers within the business. As well as answering the Inquiry Group’s 

questions, Company B, asked the Inquiry Group to consider that there: 

… is no one-size fits all model or language for the responsibility aspect of 
ownership. Every employee will inevitably interpret “ownership” in their own way. 
Measures, KPIs, etc. will only work so far in providing clarity/points of reference. 
This is of course true of any group of owners, be they a partnership, a corporation, 
shareholders, etc. but in a situation where you introduce many employees (and 
their interpretations) to what would traditionally be closed, board level decision 
making, one is faced with political ‘complications’ that would otherwise simply not 
exist. Key considerations in an EO situation then become: 

How are these political complications/aspects managed, resourced and accounted 
for?  
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What is the right level of transparency when it comes to managing these aspects? 
(Where ‘right’ corresponds to the effect on organisational culture that that 
transparency will have.)  

Who will be responsible for making those calls and ultimately to whom are they 
accountable? 

Who will champion them when necessary? (And what might ‘when necessary’ look 
like?) 

Owner-Director Company B 

The Group itself was certain that whatever form it took that there needed to be positive 

action from staff to engage if they wanted to have any ‘influence or control’ at all, as was 

commented in one of the sessions ‘we need to be clear on ‘why becoming an EO’ rather 

than just that it’s being ‘gifted’ to staff’. In this it was felt that ‘organisational structures of 

participative democracy’ (Inquiry Group Interim Report) have the potential to deliver 

employee control, but only that.  

There was conscious engagement with imagining something different and helping to bring 

the vision into view. The empirical investigation, as a collaborative project both internally 

at BookCo, and with the tremendous support from the non-hierarchical and already 

employee owned Company B, has raised many questions for existing theory related to 

Rothschild and Whitt’s (1986) conception of conditions to avoid degeneration, in addition 

to the challenge of balancing hierarchy (or lack of) with control (Clastres, 2013, Jaumier: 

2017). 

This Chapter will consider the methodological decisions made within the research, 

summarise the research findings and the important contribution they make to the 

theoretical and practical understanding of democracy in employee owned organisations. It 

will conclude by considering the contemporary position of workplace democracy and the 

contribution this study makes. Furthermore, there will be a short examination of 

researcher reflexivity, participants own comments on the analysis and supplementary areas 

for possible future research. 

Reflections on methodology  

This research has synthesised an Extended Case Method and CPAR into a new Workers’ 

Inquiry. This situated the Extended Case Method in a more participatory context, as 

opposed to its often more frequent ethnographic use. Critical Participatory Action Research 

was explicitly extended beyond the immediate action into also developing theory, this was 

important in order to develop generalisable outcomes which others could engage with, in 
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addition to situating the specific workplace within a wider societal context. Both of these 

methodologies are sympathetic to embedded participation and to the sharing of liberation-

based theory, so this combination within one study did not seem an unnatural extension 

under the descriptor of the Workers’ Inquiry, an inherently praxis-based research. This 

approach is also highly distinctive from other recent Workers’ Inquiries due to its focus on 

collective change, democracy and theory, as opposed to class composition and ‘self-

activity’. This had the effect of situating the research within a dialectical understanding of 

the structural context workers found themselves in, as well as engendering change.  

The Extended Case Method was used to address a challenge in how to ensure theory and a 

dialectical perspective could be sympathetically applied to Critical Participatory Action 

Research. Burawoy’s Extended Case Method shares in its appreciation that ‘we don’t enter 

the field as “natural” individuals, but with perspectives, defined by common knowledge as 

well as accumulated bodies of disciplinary knowledge’ (Burawoy, 2019:50), in alignment 

with dialectics. Its focus on extending theory as a principal objective in research,  forced a 

break from more undeveloped dialectical approaches which appear merely to look for 

contradictions and worker/management conflict. A dialectical focus on the ‘totality’, on the 

interrelation of the broader context with the specific social relations at BookCo, enabled 

new perspectives on both the research site and the theory chosen. 

The approach to the research was also one which was able to be flexible enough for new 

understanding to emerge, which did not necessarily just ‘fit’ with extending the specific 

theory chosen or be based entirely in the setting of the research. One example of this was 

the contradiction which became apparent between the participants objective for more 

power in the organisation without introducing more structure. This perspective came to 

represent the intersection between change, external pressures both in the industry and 

technology and new organisational forms.  

Other researchers utilising the Extended Case Method have found themselves in something 

of a contradictory position. Burawoy in the earliest application of the method in his own 

research in the Zambian copper mines (1972) found that he was ‘replicating the color bar 

within the research team’ (1998:22). He points to the paradox that as participants ‘we are 

trapped in networks of power’ and as observers ‘we are on “our own side”’ (1998:22-23). 

He continues; ‘there is no escaping the elementary divergence between intellectuals, no 

matter how organic, and the interests of their declared constituency’ (1998:23). The 

participatory approach taken to the research was able to surface these potential conflicts 
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and ensure that all participants could be involved in the research from beginning to end. 

The research adhered to Wadham and Warren (2014) view that; ‘only where participants 

are involved in all stages of the research process can the extended case method genuinely 

depict their organizational world’ (2014:11). 

The use of an Extended Case Method necessitated structuration ‘locating social processes 

in the context of their external determination’ (Burawoy, 1998:23), which could lead to 

normalisation in the fitting of research to a theory, and conversely the theory to the 

research. Burawoy reflects on a potential solution to this, in ‘working more closely with 

those whose interests the study purported to serve’ (1998:24). Similarly, in a more recent 

application of the Extended Case Method by Ferguson (1991), she considers that: 

I am left reflecting on the division of labor in which I find myself. Paradoxically, I 
was drawn to do research in a collective in order to examine their attempt to erase 
the distinction between mental and manual work and find myself firmly on one 
side of that divide: a mental worker interpreting the manual work of others 
(1991:132). 

The use of CPAR, actively supported by the Inquiry Group, gave a structure that they found 

helpful in balancing reflectivity and action, and one that will continue to be used beyond 

the formal timeline of this research study. It was pleasing to see how the method became 

their own and will be used to continue the transition process. Fals-Borda and Rahman write 

that within participatory action research this; ‘dialectical tension in commitment and praxis 

leads to a rejection of the asymmetry implicit in the subject/object relationship that 

characterizes traditional academic research and most tasks of daily life’ (2008:4-5). This 

breakdown in the researcher/researched dichotomy was apposite for booksellers, and 

sympathetic to the democratic transition the Group wanted to engender.  

Fals-Borda and Rahman also point to success being demonstrated by the redundancy of the 

researcher in the transformation process (2008:5). I certainly feel I could now step away 

from the Inquiry Group and they would continue with no detriment. In addition, Fals-Borda 

and Rahman assert that there ‘is an obligation to return this knowledge systematically to 

the communities and workers’ organizations because they continue to be its owners’ 

(2008:9) and in that sense there is an additional obligation of dissemination, the idea of 

sharing the knowledge produced within the Group to other potential employee owned 

firms was also discussed. If possible, sharing experiences would also go some way to 

repaying the generosity of Company B in sharing their own experiences of employee 

ownership. 
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The Inquiry Group, and the very question they were answering, existed because of the 

transition, as the concept of ownership, employee or otherwise added a logic and 

legitimisation to a conversation within the business. However, having shares held in trust 

which no employee could ever sell, or control was actually academic because the more 

tangible change would be the family stepping away from the board and what their 

influence would be post transition. Such is the abstract nature of shares moving from one 

place to another, that the Group saw no conflict with requesting changes prior to this legal 

status: 

The more we explored the topic of participation in the company the more we 
became convinced that this used to raise questions about how to change decision 
making now and generate a sense of ownership prior to transition. The Inquiry 
Group believed that many of the proposals in this report could be put in place prior 
to shares being moved to a trust.  

Inquiry Group Interim Report 

Given the direction of travel for many corporations in delayering and worker involvement, 

it would seem not unrealistic to expect that some companies will move in this direction 

anyway. Several governments have suggested they would mandate employees on boards 

(Cabinet Office, 2012, The Conservative Party, 2017:18), yet it has not come to fruition. It 

would make for an interesting study to explore why not; however, it was outside the scope 

of this research study. 

Ramsay and Haworth (1984) have argued against those who recognise cooperatives and 

worker owned firms as in some way prefigurative of a different, post-capitalist, society 

which leaves the fundamental relations within the firm as unchanged in that ‘authority 

relations’ (1984:299-300), ‘division of labour’ (1984:314) remain firmly intact and do 

nothing to change society. This analysis takes a less dramatic position and makes no claims 

around employee ownership changing capitalist relations as a whole. 

Recognising that Ramsay and Haworth were writing in the 1980s, prior to many of the post-

Fordist change in the economy and to firms, they make an important observation that: 

…the bureaucratic confines of most ‘economic democracy’ proposals do not augur 
well for capital-sharing as the likely instigator of worker involvement, or of 
widespread awareness of the limits of capitalism and the existence of experimental 
alternatives to it. On balance it does not seem to us likely to challenge 
fundamentally capitalist relations and more probably it will promote the status quo 
through that juridicial deception, the collective ‘worker capitalist’ (1984:317-318) 

This touches on the question implicit within the title of this thesis ‘Better Capitalists?’. 

Inherent in the descriptor is an apparent contradiction, and, for many, might represent a 
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form of negation; for a worker to be a capitalist they are to renounce what was an inherent 

challenge to capitalism from the worker. Taking up the challenge posed by Wellbrook that 

what workers lack ‘is not necessarily an understanding of their own situation but a 

confidence and the support to challenge their circumstances’ (2014:370), this research has 

demonstrated potential opportunities for agency and democratisation within employee 

owned organisations.  

Research findings 

The research has produced a number of significant findings through both its extension of 

theory, and its contribution in methodological approach. This Chapter will summarise and 

review this theory development, utilising the themes of a new cycle of control, succession 

and culture, understanding the organisation, and the decomposition of hierarchy and the 

iron law. 

Revisiting the questions posed at the outset of this research, it is evident that the findings 

have made a significant contribution to extending knowledge in these specific areas: 

How do organisational structures of participative democracy within employee 

owned companies enable workers to control, or have impact upon strategy? 

In what ways does the diminishing of collective worker organisation and the 

changing nature of work create an opportunity for new organisational forms? 

To what extent do people have more agency within employee owned firms? 

A new cycle of control  

The research has extended Ramsay’s concept of Cycles of Control (1977; 1985; 1993) which 

examined the role of participation in the organisation through the understanding that it 

should be seen as negotiated, partial and historically specific. Utilising this lens, the 

research introduced a new fifth cycle of control which demonstrated that new power 

relations, principally driven by technology, have disrupted the thesis of participation as 

waves of control between labour power with an equivalent response of concessionary 

participation (Ramsay, 1977:496).  

With the retreat of collectivist labour power (Office for National Statistics, 2015), this new 

cycle is rather built upon the shift within capitalism towards flexible production (Streeck, 

2012:31), decentralisation and efficiency (Lasi et al., 2014:240). Supported by technological 

changes, this flexibility has placed greater job control with workers and removed old 
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bureaucratic structures, it has not however given people more confidence that they can 

change things for the better (Masquelier 2017:61).  

The previously established industrial relations stance of taking of workers’ collective 

objectives as being democracy and control and managers’ the ‘goal of efficiency’ (Ramsay, 

1977:498) has now transitioned to individualised industrial relations focusing on individual 

aspirations (Kelly, 1998:4, Cederström and Fleming, 2012:40). In this context, more 

participation is not a threat to efficiency nor inherently a threat to internal authority, 

because, as this thesis has discussed, workers have been seen as operating more in the 

interests of the firm than management by some (Galbraith, 2004). 

The thesis does not refute the concept of cycles, rather in its focus on the ‘empirical reality’ 

(Ramsay, 1993:79) that workers find themselves in today, it reveals new challenges for 

those looking to democratise the firm and achieve meaningful participation. If the changes 

in organisations driven by technology are ‘permanent’, then they offer a new and 

potentially exciting context for a discussion on participation. With job level control being 

higher, for many, than ever before – this raises questions of how it relates to strategic level 

control and whether this is a meaningful separation at all (Ramsay, 1985:61-2).  

As the research demonstrates, with the workplace experience of workers, the social 

relations of production, are changing in parallel to broader changes in production. These 

changes, despite the continuing structural limits, also offer contradictions and, inherently; 

‘management’s inability to predetermine outcomes’ (Ramsay, 1985:63). In this respect, the 

Fifth Cycle of Participation offers a potential for change which could be seen as 

transcending the previous antagonistic social relations, but only if the technical process of 

work is seen as offering an opportunity for broader engagement within the organisation.  

Succession and culture 

The research developed the concept of succession by extending the theory into succession 

to employee ownership. Building substantially on Burawoy (1972; 1996) and Gouldner’s 

(1955) research into the changes in the social relations of production inherent in 

successions, it utilises this context to shed light on power and structure in the 

contemporary workplace.  

The context of a transitioning employee owned firm is uncommon and this has enabled this 

new perspective from which to explore the theory of succession. The prior theory focused 

on how power would transition, exemplified by the question posted by Burawoy ‘what 
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access does the successor have to organizational controls to cope with resistance and 

conflicting demands?’ (1972:50). With the succession to employee ownership there were 

two eventualities explored within this study, those of pseudo succession and democratic 

succession. With pseudo succession the family business paternalistic culture is maintained 

by management, democratic succession in the current environment – with the lack of 

formal decision-making structure, for example, is shown to be a significant challenge. Three 

areas of tension were identified as needing to be addressed if the strategic level 

engagement by employees was to be realised:  

(i) Cultural transition – for the workers to reform sophisticated paternalistic 

control measures to collectivised control. 

(ii) Rewriting myths – for the employee ownership to utilise a mythical past in 

order to create both mediating mechanisms for agonistic disagreements, but 

also to legitimise the new ownership. 

(iii) Control structures – effective use of imposed organisational structures of 

control, such as the Employee Council and board membership, to create a new 

relationship with management. 

The thesis offered an important ‘successional lens’ in order to look at the challenges of 

transition to employee ownership, one which more clearly elaborated on the need for the 

conscious examination of the change of internal relations.  

Understanding power within the organisation 

Although clarity on where power in the organisation sits was problematic for both the 

Inquiry Group and the researcher, it was understood to be key in delivering 

democratisation. Utilising both Tannenbaum to underline the importance of measuring 

whether employees are ‘exercising real, and not merely perceived or imagined, influence’ 

(1986:288) and Lukes (2005) multi-dimensional understanding of power – it was possible to 

address the more poststructuralist assertion that the modern organisation is unpredictable 

and constantly shifting (Cardinal et al., 2017:582).  

Rather than abandon control as unknowable, the Inquiry Group looked to create a culture 

of ownership, which could be seen as sitting outside of traditional structural and 

behavioural control structures. As they wrote: 

Gradually, having a culture of ownership became central to our discussion. This 
then extended the concept of owner director, to have an owners’ job description 
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and the encouragement of all to understand the business and be able to play a full 
role within it. 

Inquiry Group Interim Report  

They understood that their challenge was ‘not how to eliminate power, but how to 

constitute forms of power which are compatible with democratic values’ (Mouffe, 2009:22) 

and that there could be an ‘‘empirical basis for identifying real interests’… e.g., through 

democratic participation’ (Lukes, 2005:146). Within the Inquiry Group Interim Report, they 

detailed the development of a culture of ownership amongst staff in addition to the formal 

structure of control. This conscious addressing of ‘organisational effect’ by the Inquiry 

Group, that Lukes described as the third dimension of power, where action and policy is 

‘not attributable to a particular individuals’ decisions or behaviour’ (2005:26), contributed a 

significant research finding for how workers may look to engage within new organisational 

structures.  

Developing the idea of employee cultural power, the thesis began to explore the concept of 

a reverse dominance hierarchy (Clastres, 2013, Jaumier: 2017) which was used to represent 

a more purposeful culture of ownership within the business, as opposed to the concept of 

the ‘indulgency pattern’ (Burawoy, 1982b:849) that can be seen as managers just seeking 

cooperation within antagonistic staff relations. Reverse dominance hierarchy has been 

identified within the thesis as a potential for additional future research within employee 

owned organisations. Combined with the changes to organisational structures and 

devolved decision making, organic democratic culture could be a rich area for participatory 

inquiry.  

Decomposition of hierarchy and the ‘Iron Law’ 

Whereas Rothschild and Whitt (1986) and Rothschild (2016) set out the conditionalities for 

avoiding degeneration and Michels’s (1962) Iron law of oligarchy within co-operative and 

employee owned organisations, the research findings challenged the underlying 

assumptions of the degeneration thesis. The Inquiry Group rejected the inevitability of 

degeneration based upon division of labour, staying small and reaching consensus, in 

favour of ‘an experiment with democratic organisational structure’ (Inquiry Group Interim 

Report). The Group emphasised a sharing of skills and knowledge, with common strategic 

objectives and one where ownership was a collective role rather than technical function.  

Predictions of degeneration based upon the existence of hierarchy in Rothschild and Whitt 

(1986) are largely based on research prior to the decomposition of bureaucracy evident in 
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many organisations today. This research has examined the contingencies designed to avoid 

degeneration and raised new perspectives based upon the work of the Inquiry Group which 

add a valuable new perspective on the challenges of democratic organisation.  

Conclusions 

Workplace democracy has been the central theme throughout this thesis. Democratising 

the firm is a fundamental challenge to the way work is structured today. Ellen Meiksins 

Wood highlights the essential opposition to capitalism that exists within true democracy: 

There are absolute limits to capitalist democracy, which – even as an ideal not only 
as a deeply flawed reality – ends where appropriation begins. The immense 
concentrations of power in capitalist property, and indeed the impersonal dictates 
of market disciplines and the imperatives of profit maximisation, are sealed off 
from any kind of democratic accountability. The democratic writ does not run, for 
example, in the workplace, nor in the distribution of labour and resources. This 
leaves huge expanses of human life – in fact, most of our daily experience – outside 
the ambit of democracy, even in principle, let alone in practice (1991:176). 

When Marx wrote of worker-controlled firms in the third volume of Capital (this section 

written around 1865) he saw the ‘antithetical character of supervisory work disappears, 

since the manager is paid by the workers instead of representing capital in opposition to 

them’ (1991:512). However, Marx also recognised that this is more than overcoming 

antithetical relations within production, by ‘producers, govern the human metabolism with 

nature in a rational way, bringing it under their collective control instead of being 

dominated by it as a blind power’ (Marx, 1991:959) to overcome indifference, alienation 

and the ‘depression of his conditions’ (Marx, 1991:179). What appears to be fundamental 

here, is not the overcoming of alienation and the specific conditions of production but 

rather the ‘blind power’ of capital, of the logic of the drive to create capital above all 

things.  

Democratisation of production within employee owned organisations is not a given with 

the mere juridical change of ownership in many employee owned firms. With its growing 

attractiveness to individual capitalists, there is also a tendency to keep the relations of 

production unchanged. The antithetical relations with management persist as before, as 

this thesis discusses, within the typology of such firms.  This has always been a danger 

where employees are not engaged in the actual succession to employee ownership 

democratic engagement can be less than where workers have had agency in creating their 

own organisation (Carter, 2006:416).  
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The attractiveness of employee owned businesses within capitalism, with their increased 

efficiency, higher productivity and stability, cannot be denied. These benefits, in addition to 

the broader requirement for ownership of task, and of taking responsibility and 

‘ownership’ at a job level, reflects the drive for efficiency and the changes required by the 

more technological pressures on the firm and its need to become agile, adaptive and 

deliver flexible production. Even where employee ownership is not present, these themes 

are common across western capitalism. The new agile and technically competent worker is 

self-monitoring or supervised by managers who look to check on wellbeing and operate in 

a context of ‘individualised industrial relations’ (Kelly, 1998). 

Indeed many ‘bequeathed’ firms, the most common form of employee-ownership in the UK 

(Employee Ownership Association 2018), are not bequeathed at all. Instead, they are sold 

to their workforce and shares are held in an EO trust. In large, part the driver for this is The 

Finance Act 2014, which launched the Employee Ownership Trust (EOT) model. Under this 

model, owners who sell their shares in a firm to an Employee Ownership Trust as part of a 

move to employee ownership are exempt from paying capital gains tax. As a result, 

employee owned firms have been growing in the UK with a 28% increase in 2019 with 

combined sales of £20.1bn with greater average productivity than traditionally owned UK 

businesses (EOA 2021). As the Employee Ownership Association writes: 

Employee ownership delivers 4% of UK GDP annually. Employee owned businesses 
achieve higher productivity and greater levels of innovation and are more resilient 
to economic turbulence. They also have more engaged, more fulfilled and less 
stressed workforces (EOA 2021a). 

Despite the increase in EO firms and their higher average productivity, access to finance is 

often inconsistent and difficult to find, as described by a representative from employee 

owned consultancy Traverse, who says ‘we would explain what the structure was and the 

phone would go down’ (cited EOA 2018:22). With the driver for transition to employee 

ownership often coming from ‘traditional’ and family owners, the Employee Ownership 

Association has also questioned the ability for many organisations to make the transition 

from ‘top-down management’ (2018:23) and found that experience in this type of change 

was lacking in management and there was a need for experts in transition to ‘transfer their 

experience and expertise to business owners’ (2018:23). 

With the primary drivers for succession to EOTs  being productivity, motivation and tax 

incentives, with the transition of these businesses there may well be an emergent gap in 

skills for economic democracy – if indeed there is a call for them at all. In many of these 
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businesses, the change to employee ownership is principally a legal one, an opportunity 

even being seen by the big accounting firms like KPMG (KPMG, 2019) who appreciate the 

logic of supporting companies in this space. The prospects for democratisation as part of 

this process are less clear. Indeed, as described in this thesis, there were originally two 

other EO companies in addition to Company B who were taking part in the research, 

however both withdrew when the management found out that the main focus was to be 

the level of democracy in their firms. 

The 2012 UK government’s Nuttall Review of Employee Ownership stated that for 

employee ownership to be meaningful the ‘employees’ stake must underpin organisational 

structures that promote employee engagement in the company’ (Nuttall, 2012:20). The 

report recognises the challenges here in broad terms only: 

The benefits of employee ownership are most likely to be realised when ownership 
co-exists with wider drives for employee participation in decision-making. Studies 
speculate that this can prove to be a different challenge for large companies or 
those expanding with growing workforces that will need to adapt their managerial 
structures in order to ensure continued employee involvement. Smaller companies 
on the other hand, may find employee engagement is easier to implement and 
maintain (Nuttall, 2012:24). 

As well as an emergent challenge of democratisation within EO firms there is also the 

interplay with the individual-collective, the Employee Ownership Association’s Report 

placed some of the intrinsic benefits of employee ownership in the individual experience as 

work; ‘is where we look to feel valued, to receive recognition and to derive respect, and it 

is linked to our individual identity’ (Employee Ownership Association, 2018:6). For 

Summers and Chillas, this also created potential conflict; ‘collaborative practices, rather 

than appearing to encourage homogenisation, on the contrary encouraged the voicing of 

different interests, which could be combative’ (2019:10).  

This emergence of agonism, as discussed previously, in respect to the exchange of ideas 

requires conscious organisational design, in addition to a rediscovery of democratic 

processes and culture in order to be able to fruitfully address the interplay between the 

individual and collective. Summers and Chillas write that economic skills can be trained, 

whereas ‘economic democracy skills emerge as a result of working in an EOC’ (2018:12) 

reflective of Pateman’s (1978, 2012) observation that people ‘learn to participate by 

participating’ (2012:10).  

Central to the importance of this research is the role of democratic structure and culture 

within the organisation and this could be seen as especially challenging given its 
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diminishment within the broader socio-economic context. Hägglund sees within Marx’s 

vision for democratised production as essential to more meaningful change in work: 

Such democratic ownership is decisive for the actual possibility of a society what 
would privilege meaningful work in free association with others. As long as the 
means of production are privately owned, the growth of capital – rather than the 
creation of meaningful forms of labor – will be the aim of the system as a whole, 
regardless of what our individual intentions may be (2019:280). 

Of course, the potential for democracy within employee owned firms is ultimately 

constrained by capitalism. Under capitalism profit is most valuable, and although firms may 

have the opportunity to choose a democratic route to control and make decisions as a 

result that do not purely place profit as the single motive above all else, they do have to 

make a profit, and they will be constrained by access to capital when they cannot dilute the 

employee ownership with bank and finance capital. However, the Inquiry Group was willing 

to face up to these challenges and try anyway: 

Our Partnership will also be an experiment with democratic organisational 
structure. The change inherent in any experiment should be embraced and we 
should not be afraid to try things, adapt them, accept feedback and try new ways 
to work accordingly. 

Inquiry Group Interim Report  

Pateman (1978) found opportunities for workplace democracy to ‘spill over’ into society as 

a whole in the 1970s, due to the broader socio-political context, something necessarily 

significantly different today. It would be contradictory to believe that the drivers for 

democratisation are a strong force in society, yet capitalism has, through a combination of 

its own challenges, opened up an opportunity which, as with all contradictions, could offer 

a positive context for democracy within the organisation. A rediscovery of democracy is 

also an opportunity for people to be able to play a part in change, as Marx wrote: 

Democracy is the solved riddle of all constitutions. Here, not merely implicitly and 
in the essence but existing in reality, the constitution is constantly brought back to 
its actual basis, the actual human being, the actual people, and established as the 
people’s own work (1975:29). 

What these successions to employee ownership demonstrate is that without an explicit 

discussion or intervention, then the new structure is likely to reproduce the old. The new 

cultures of those firms with a high density of ‘knowledge workers’ with a hierarchy which 

may be organic, or dynamic or just diminished has a need for legitimacy baked in. That 

legitimacy and reliance on employees, even more so if they are owners, contains a 

potential for democratising the firm. 
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Contribution 

This research has made several important contributions to knowledge, both theoretical and 

methodological. Combining participatory based action research in a transitioning employee 

owned company, with the support of one already in employee ownership, and then 

extending this research through theory offers a unique perspective. It has extended 

Ramsay’s concept of Cycles of Control (1977; 1985; 1993) into the Twenty First Century and 

has demonstrated how new power relations and technology have disrupted the thesis of 

labour power and concessionary participation. With the retreat of collectivist labour power 

this new cycle is built on a crisis of legitimacy within capitalism itself and the need for 

efficiency driven by technological changes and a shift to service industries in the west. It 

retains the essential historical and economic perspective which Ramsay developed and 

extends rather than refutes the concept of cycles. 

The research also develops the concept of succession within this context, building 

substantially on Burawoy (1972; 1996) and Gouldner’s (1955) own research into the 

changes in the social relations of production inherent in such transitions. The context of 

research within a transitioning employee owned firm is uncommon and this has enabled a 

new perspective. Succession to employee ownership for BookCo can be seen as a 

concretisation of new control mechanisms, those of disbursed control and self-

management, as a result of the prevailing economic and technological environment. This 

change offers a new relationship in ownership and control which provides a potentiality for 

greater employee power which of course may or may not be realised. This is important as 

Burawoy writes: 

We hear little of work as an activity undertaken by competent, creative individuals, 
seeking to exercise control, albeit minimal, over their environment (1982b:847-8). 

This research has utilised participatory and worker-led methods in order to expose the way 

in which they reflexively respond to this change in the organisation, enabling them to 

simultaneously experience a democratised method whilst thinking about workplace 

democracy.  

This research has also challenged many of the contemporary theories of control and power 

in the organisation, those which claim that the complexity of new organisational forms 

results in research only being possible into a narrower form of mechanisms of control - as 

opposed to a wholistic consideration of power in the organisation. By utilising Tannenbaum 

(1961; 1968; 1986) and Lukes (2005) this research has demonstrated that these 
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architectures of control can be examined in their totality; with the experience of the 

pandemic exposing many power relations as conditional in addition to examining the 

complex interplay between structural and cultural power within new forms of organisation.  

It has also made a significant contribution in exposing the new social relationship of 

production within the context of the decomposition of hierarchy, and its subsequent 

impact upon the potential for democratisation within the employee owned firm. The 

research has shown how, within BookCo, there was a reluctance to replace removed 

hierarchies of management with new employee control structures and consequently that 

there was a greater emphasis on culture of ownership in addition to formal structures. This 

recognised the changing shape of the organisation whilst recognising the new reality of 

decision making and power across the business, not just as behavioural indicators of 

power. In this, the research findings explicitly challenge the rules set down by Rothschild 

and Whitt (1986) for the survival of worker owned firms in addition to Michels’s (1962) Iron 

law of oligarchy as the role of hierarchy and bureaucracy.   

In its methodological contribution, this research has returned to Marx to develop the 

concept of the Workers’ Inquiry as praxis. This approach was taken to extend Critical 

Participatory Action Research within a broader economic, historical and social context 

recognising the shared democratic and liberatory objectives between these two methods. 

It also utilised the centring of theory present in the Extended Case Method, with the 

combined use of Workers’ Inquiry and Critical Participatory Action Research, which moved 

away from the use of ethnography where it is more commonly applied. In the application 

of this blended approach there is a unique contribution which may assist other researchers 

in considering options for methodological application within the workplace. 

By combining these methods, the research was able to create a specifically dialectical 

approach grounded in the praxis of workers in the company being studied, in addition to 

enabling both a democratic objective and a democratic research method for the workers 

participating. Additionally, with the additional access to an already fully employee owned 

firm, with which the participants could engage, this created a novel methodological 

approach which enabled further reflexivity within the participatory Inquiry Group.  

These contributions were also made within a research project which detailed the 

contemporary retail and bookselling context both before and during the pandemic. These 

additional pressures and the recording of their impact also forms a unique record of this 

period of time. 
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Researcher personal reflections 

To reflect on the journey that this research has taken, and how I have evolved in my 

thinking, I feel it is worth reviewing how this research study and the methodological 

decisions, philosophical approach and research questions have developed and become 

intertwined. I will draw on the positive experience of working with colleagues as 

participants, and the reflexivity it engendered and ultimately the importance of praxis in 

delivering the real potential of theory in the real world but also on developing research 

skills. 

Prior to starting a PhD, I was working within a business which was planning to transition 

from being a family owned bookseller to becoming Employee Owned. As a senior manager 

involved in this process, I felt it was important for our actions to be based on established 

knowledge and theory so that we could take a considered and rigorous approach in order 

that the company could have a better chance of success for its new worker owners. 

Additionally, I wanted staff engagement in the process and not have a transition process 

that was purely management led, which would have seemed somewhat contradictory to 

the potentially democratising effect of the change of ownership. 

The PhD offered an opportunity to use research to begin a process of engagement with 

staff about the move to Employee Ownership. It also worked somewhat de-politicised 

these discussions, where there, potentially, could have been resistance from management 

to incorporating the opinions of staff in planning for transition.  

My subsequent interactions with peers, academics and participants have contributed to 

the most significant developments related to my practice as a researcher. I have benefitted 

from often quite passionate discussions with doctoral peers, within the doctoral 

roundtables, principally over the nature of CPAR vs. Action Science. My own work had 

attempted to combine these two rather disparate streams of Action Research, which are, 

as I found out, generally seen as incompatible (Cooke, 2001:103). Action Science has a 

heavy focus on replicability, measurement, and the researcher’s own, more ethnographic, 

observation of participants, as opposed to placing them at the centre of the research and 

driving it forward as the participants themselves. 

Initially, I had conceived my research to likely be ethnographic in nature – echoing some of 

the more historical (Engels, 2009 [1845], Amair et al., 2018), and some recent (Woodcock, 

2014, 2017) Marxist research and engagement with the workplace. However, in the 
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discussions with other researchers, in reading other theses (Cathcart, 2009) and in 

discussions with my supervisors, it became clearer that if the methodology was to support 

the democratic stream within the research, then Critical Participatory Action Research 

would better enable a truly democratic process, as it largely removed the distinction 

between researcher and researched. This approach could also inform both the research 

and the future democratisation of the business as the knowledge would be retained and 

could continue to be used by the participants. Reason quotes Rorty on Participatory Action 

Research when he claims ‘you might as well be describing democratic politics, it doesn’t 

bear particularly on social science, it is just what people in democratic societies hope to be 

doing’ (Reason, 2003:109). For Rorty the ‘just’ reflects an (over) emphasis on action over 

theory, however had I continued down an ethnographic route, I believe the research would 

have been narrower, less effective, and not as true to its democratic aims.  

My journey as a researcher therefore grappled with some of these ethical, and political 

questions in order to find a sympathetic methodology. This was greatly influenced by the 

thesis written by Cathcart (2009) where a regret around not using Participatory Action 

Research (PAR) was expressed. PAR has a democratic and liberatory approach to research 

with people at its heart: 

to create participative communities of inquiry… [through] … a practice of 

participation, engaging those who might otherwise be subjects of research or 

recipients of interventions to a greater or lesser extent as co-researchers’ (Reason 

and Bradbury, 2008:1). 

There are a few ethnographic engaged pieces of scholarship which have emerged over the 

last few years, including Cant (2020) Riding for Deliveroo, Woodcock (2017) Working the 

Phones and Geissler (2018) Seasonal Associate, all of which expose precarious working 

conditions. However, as Brook and Darlington write on PAR, given the ‘orientation on 

participation, active agents and social change, it is surprising that action research has had 

modest take-up in industrial relations and sociology of work’ (2013:238).  

As discussed in the introduction the challenge was to rediscover some of the engaged 

industrial research of writers such as Gouldner (1955), Lupton (1963), Nichols and Beynon 

(1977) and Burawoy (1982a) and for this research to be reflective of that tradition. This was 

also a conscious decision in order to avoid what Lowery identifies as the ‘new Ptolemaism’ 

in the academy which they see as ‘a push for scholarship to be insistently insular and to be 

much less interested in the study of the world than in the study of the study of the world’ 
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(2021). Rather Critical Participatory Action Research situates the engagement of the 

researcher as; ‘scholar-practitioners, not philosophers …’living life as inquiry’’ (Reason, 

2003:120). 

Focusing on the participatory and democratic nature of CPAR also enabled a fruitful 

crossover with the rather academically undeveloped Marxist concept of a Workers’ Inquiry, 

which I was able to extend by combing with CPAR in the workplace. The addition of an 

Extended Case Method (Burawoy, 1998) forced an active dialogue on methods to find a 

suitable balance between action and the use of theory. Mattick has written that Marxism 

has become ‘a preoccupation of intellectuals and [has taken] on an academic character…no 

longer predominantly approached as a movement of workers but as a scientific problem to 

be argued about’ (1983:286). I wanted to ensure that the research had broader appeal and 

that it would not abstract the work of the participants to a point that it was either so 

removed as to be unrelatable to their own experience, their own view on the analysis 

follows this reflection. When sharing of my own analysis with the participants it was 

positive that they were able to find additional value in perspectives such as placing BookCo 

within the broader economic context, and the role of succession from the family owners. 

For a researcher utilising participatory research methods there is an inherent paradox, as it 

is possible, if critically engaged, be pulled in two different directions, as Said wrote ‘to be 

an expert you have to be certified by the proper authorities; they instruct you in speaking 

the right language, citing the right authorities, holding down the right territory’ (Said, 

1994:77). These interactions required specialisation, and affiliation(s) to the University, to 

my employer, to my participants and potentially inhibit criticality, even if only through 

access to time and resources, rather than looking to avoid active disagreement or conflict. 

Recalling Debray, Said writes that ‘when worry about pleasing an audience or an employer 

replaces dependence on other intellectuals for debate and judgement- something in the 

intellectual’s vocation is, if not abrogated, then certainly inhibited’ (Said, 1994:67-68). As a 

researcher there was a line to be carefully navigated here; this was especially the case with 

worker participants and interactions with management who on occasions raised questions 

about where the research was headed and were possibly concerned with the nature of the 

confidential discussions underway in the Inquiry Group.  

I recognise that I was able to only allay these concerns to a degree, and able to continue 

with the research partially due to my position of being both in the Inquiry Group and a 

senior manager. I also appreciate that my critiques of other Workers’ Inquiry - that they 
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lack participation and focus on democratic methods, in addition to limitations of structural 

understanding - are partially restricted by the access challenges and this may also influence 

their perspective. However, challenging the nature of research and engagement is also 

fundamental to the CPAR, as Reason has asserted ‘the action research movement is 

engaged in redescribing inquiry: we are attempting to speak differently in the face of an 

entrenched vocabulary’ (2003:119). 

The impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic was thankfully limited due to the amount of 

research which had been carried out prior to lockdown. It would have been exceedingly 

difficult to continue with the level of participation that the Inquiry Group had been 

engaging in, as a group and also across the rest of the business, had much of this not been 

completed already. The impact of COVID-19 is therefore not explicitly discussed within this 

thesis, as it had minimal effect on the research study. However, what the Pandemic did 

expose was the conditionality of some of the owner-manager relations and the perceived 

culture of paternalism present within the business. Had the active part of the study 

continued into the period of the Pandemic, it may have engendered an additional level of 

reflection and emphasis from some participants, which is suggested and expanded on in 

their response to the analysis, which is discussed below. 

To me, working and engaging with others and transcending my own personal experience to 

one of collaboration, has been essential in challenge my own ideas and developing 

reflexivity. In addition to the requirement to clearly explain my thinking in non-academic 

language. The challenge of embedding theory and for it to be seen as relevant and useful 

has been fundamental to the research work with participants and in the construction of the 

analysis.  

Participant feedback on the analysis 

As detailed in Chapter Five, the research process was an iterative one, with each cycle’s 

data confirmed by the Inquiry Group as an accurate representation of their 

deliberations/actions. Throughout the research, participation was held to a high standard 

whereby: 

Researchers need to engage with reflexive evaluation of collective and negotiated 

design, data collection and data analysis to consider the interpersonal and 

collective dynamics during the research process (Nicholls, 2009:118). 
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This collective and negotiated ‘sense-making’ (Nicholls, 2009:124) in combination with the 

location of the research site as the researcher’s place of work did much to ensure that 

there was not a case of the ‘researchers’ hands [being] hidden’ (Chiu, 2006:188). Therefore, 

it was always planned that the analysis undertaken as part of the research post the end of 

the production of the Interim Report by the Inquiry Group be shared with the participants 

for their reflections and input.  

The analysis Chapters of the thesis were shared with participants in April 2021 with the 

comment that all feedback was welcome, irrespective of whether good/bad/indifferent 

and that I wanted to see if they felt it was a logical extension of the research process they 

had worked on. 

Some of the comments reflected the experience of the Pandemic in 2020/2021 with the 

period of time elapsed where comments on the process made it ‘difficult to remember it all 

with all that’s gone on since!’. I was slightly concerned about the representation made 

about the nature of booksellers within the thesis, as this was necessarily broad brush, 

however the positionality I had described was pretty much accepted, with one commenting 

that they were ‘really enjoying the idea of ‘independent booksellers’ as ‘reluctant 

capitalists’’. 

As a Group there had also not been a specific discussion on the succession from the culture 

of being a family business. This was a theme which emerged more within the analysis, as 

one participant commented upon reading that, that ‘questions of succession from family 

owned are undoubtedly of great interest for ethos now and in the future’. 

What I had not anticipated was how they would also find the greater detail on industry 

data, both for retail and bookselling as either news or useful. However, one participant 

responded that ‘the general numbers on turnover and pay were particularly illuminating’. 

The structural changes underway in the trade was not something discussed in any detail 

within the Inquiry Group, nor had been requested by them during the process. The 

opportunity to write the analysis and ‘step back’ to look at the broader totality of relations 

was, in reflection, something that could have also benefitted from discussion within the 

Group.  

The research of the Group was more practitioner based, their focus on specific democratic 

mechanisms rather than a more macro analysis, and that met the objectives of the Group. 

To ‘force’ any broader context into the research could have reversed the ceding of control 
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to the participants. With the sharing of the additional analysis this additional layer also 

became available to them rather than their work be ‘extracted’ (Nind, 2011:359). In this, 

their inclusion in every stage of the process was underlined. 

Although, as outlined in Chapter Four, there was not a deliberate intention for the 

participants of the Inquiry Group to be representative of the whole workforce, the call for 

volunteers did generate a mix of staff from across the business. The participant feedback 

on this was also that they felt this mix had added legitimacy to the process; ‘I do think it 

was vital that the group itself was representative of the company as a whole, with 

participants from all the pillars of our business’. Furthermore ,they added that ‘I also think 

it was interesting that when the group met in two different sessions, with different 

participants, the outcomes of the discussion were largely the same’. The interaction which 

the participants were able to undertake with their colleagues across the organisation 

during the research also contributed significantly to the efficacy of their outcomes and the 

report produced.  

The impact of the Pandemic and the closure of shops during lockdown did impede on the 

sharing of the report with the business as a whole, which would have led to further 

discussion. The Group was still keen to see this through and they are keen to find 

opportunities to continue to engage with the proposals they had made; for instance, with 

one participant describing how they ‘Would be very interested to see what the wider 

engagement in the interim report is like, and particularly a virtual event of some sort’.  

Interestingly there was also a feeling from some that the impact of the Pandemic may 

accelerate some of the current trends in the workplace. The effect may also be to make 

people consider their work experience more. As one participant wrote in their feedback: 

…once we are hopefully out of the thickest part of the Coronavirus woods, it should 

be taken into account how long the absence from shops and the pandemic in 

general will have an effect on some people’s interest in things beyond the bare 

necessities of their jobs – though perhaps I’m only speaking for myself there!  

None of the participants found anything in my analysis as a surprise, nor did they feel that 

my descriptions were out of kilter to their experience of the research. In addition to their 

role in reviewing summaries and findings at each stage of the research this, is likely to also 

be a result of them knowing me as a colleague as well as a researcher. The access to the 

external business also enabled the process as a whole to be more directed by the 
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participants. It worked to give them a resource which sat outside of the BookCo 

management structure, and reliance on me as a researcher, and gave the entire process an 

additional level of validity.  

As the bookshops begin to re-open and people return to work it will be the task of the 

Inquiry Group to extend the Interim Report out to the rest of the business for their input 

too and begin to implement some of the recommendations. Returning to an earlier 

comment made by a participant, the Inquiry Group see the research process as ‘being the 

start of a conversation, not the end’. 

Supplementary areas of research 

The participants in this research will be continuing to engage as the Inquiry Group 

throughout the transition of the company to employee ownership, which will offer 

additional research opportunities to examine how the recommendations and objectives set 

by the Group in this current research round are enacted.  

As retail continues to be an industry under considerable pressure – as further shops close 

and people’s roles are made redundant - then there are likely to be further transitions to 

employee ownership, both through being bequeathed and through workers taking control 

themselves. These new transitions to employee ownership, along with recently 

transitioned firms offer other areas for further research. There is an opportunity for a more 

longitudinal study to explore whether these new architectures of control are temporary or 

a more permanent feature of this mode of production. 

Democratisation of the workplace, with the changes to hierarchical structures would be a 

fruitful area for further research with more distributed forms of control understanding 

power in these contexts across companies could enhance concepts such as the reverse 

dominance hierarchy. It will also be necessary to understand how, and if, the pandemic 

also accelerates calls for a more democratised economies or ‘fairer’ ways of working. 

The longer-term impact of the COVID pandemic on ways of working, on retail and 

bookselling are currently only emergent, as is, potentially a better version of capitalism. At 

the time of writing, (March 2021) shops are still closed due to lockdown. As society returns 

to a more normal existence it will become more apparent whether the changes to shopping 

habits are permanent or not.  

This research was carried out with the future owners of BookCo and consequently did not 

include those who sat outside the demos, for example temporary distribution centre 
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workers. The interplay between employee ownership owners and non-owners in the same 

organisation and the experience more generally of employee ownership/democratisation 

for those in more precarious or temporary roles could also offer additional areas for further 

research. 
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