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Abstract 

Title:  Influence of workers councils on employee engagement – An Action-

Research approach to influence employee engagement through workers 

council initiatives 

Author:  Marc Valentin Augustin, University of Liverpool, Doctor of Business 

Administration 

An organisation is a complex entity, being made of its employees, the management, 

and the overall structure. The German principle of co-determination adds another 

complex structure that influences the way how employees experience the whole 

entity. This principle includes the details how workers councils may influence the 

organisations’ decisions. Thinking more about employee binding and engagement 

as well as the overall satisfaction at the job created the question about how the co-

determination system adds to the employees’ satisfaction and engagement level 

during work. In general, while observing the organisation, I encountered many 

different layers being present that might endanger the overall job-level satisfaction 

of employees. While observing those layers, it seemed obvious that, if a workers 

council is present, employees might relate to their presence and actions within an 

organisation.  

Based on the observations, my objective within the research was to examine 

whether workers councils may influence the employees’ engagement within their 

daily work. Furthermore, my goal was to examine how this engagement, as well as 

the overall satisfaction, can be positively altered through different initiatives and 

actions related to the council’s presence within the organisation.  

By using an action research approach, I started thinking about the way workers 

councils can influence the overall satisfaction of the workforce present within an 

organisation. This led me to the main questions if the satisfaction engagement of 

employees is linked to and influenced by actions as well as the presence of a workers 

council and how employees experience the availability of a council within the 

organisation. Having my organisation as the total target population, I started with a 
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qualitative approach by conducting interviews with different employees from within 

the company.  

Within a learning set approach, by using the council members as learning set 

members, I introduced an agile working method, using principles and methodical 

approaches common in agile software development. Based on this approach, 

actions were defined with the set members and different first ones introduced 

within the organisation during a first sprint, while still holding further actions in the 

backlog. After a certain amount of time, those actions were reviewed in interviews 

again with the participants of the study and the results were discussed within the 

learning set. 

Together with the learning set, the different steps within action research cycles 

were introduced and followed. The learning set, while adding the agile framework, 

constructed different actions that should be introduced within the organisation. 

My first objective within the study was to examine if workers councils can directly 

take influence on the organisation’s culture, its environment as well as how 

employees experience both, the organisation in general as well as the council’s 

presence. Following the research, the satisfaction and engagement level of the 

employees is strongly tied to how the council acts within the organisation.  

The research did show, that introducing simple actions like regular newspapers, 

enhancing communications and using different channels to communicate and by 

introducing round table talks as well as regular employees’ meetings, especially in a 

more familiar way without inviting the CEO of the company, sharply increases the 

overall satisfaction of employees.  

Besides those positive outcomes and findings, the research did also reveal that the 

general benefit an organisation could draw from the actions is strongly tied to the 

overall organisational culture and openness to change.  

Concluding, I can say that if the organisation, in this case, represented by the 

employees and the council, is open to adopting this approach, a benefit can be 

experienced. However, this fact can also be a drawback within an organisation if it 
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lacks the openness required to introduce the approach. As with agile methodology 

within software development, a willingness for organisational change is mandatory 

within the organisation. Adaption has to occur if the results are transferred to other 

organisations. 
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The world is changing, and so is Europe. When looking at the global economic 

change that is going on, it seems evident that social equality is getting more and 

more important in Germany. Votes and recent studies show that politics are 

promoting social equality as a focus topic to gain satisfaction among the population. 

Richard Hilmer from Inftratest, for example, stated: “The elections were all about 

securing Germany’s prosperity – partly also about social equality” (Pop 2013). Those 

results are mirrored again when looking at 2019’s elections of the European Council. 

The Economist adds here by providing examples of what later happened in 

Germany. The Bundesrat pushed a federal minimum wage; youth unemployment is 

at Europe’s lowest rate of only 8% (Economist 2013). 

With those two current examples of how important Germany and the population 

itself sees social equality, is it no wonder that there is a robust system that deals 

with equality and co-determination within the labour market. Co-determination 

here is mainly but not only about wage negotiations, working hours and job security 

and has remarkably high power in Germany compared to other countries. Due to 

the strong representation of councils and unions within organisations as well as the 

power given to the institutions by law, management-decisions can be altered, or 

even avoided. As the German law enables workers councils to participate in 

management-decisions and also places members in the board of directors, the 

power councils can execute, if they exist, is far-reaching (Helm 1986). The power 

that stands behind this system can be best understood when looking at significant 

strikes and the figures behind. 

The six-day Lufthansa strike in 2016, for example, made the carrier cancel around 

4,500 flights, affecting more than half a million passengers. According to Lufthansa, 

this strike led to a loss of €100 million in total (Local 2016). Even more expensive 

was the five-day strike at Deutsche Bahn in 2015, the longest strike in the 

organisation’s history. This strike cost the German economy about €750 million, as 

nothing could be transported, like steel or cars, making this €150 million per day 

(BBC 2015). 
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What is it, that leads to those strikes, that create such enormous costs? The answer 

is simple: the fight for social equality, equal pay, wage increases and better working 

hours and conditions. The actors in those fights are workers’ councils, trade unions 

and their members. 

The fact that the actors are clear poses the question: What can they do? Within this 

dissertation, I want to research how workers councils can influence the employee’s 

experience within an organisation and how specific actions can increase the 

satisfaction of employees.  

1.1 Context of the research 

1.1.1 Organisational context 

This research study takes place in a consulting and IT-service oriented company in 

Germany. The research is limited to a small site of the company, employing about 

100 employees. The organisation in focus has a long industrial history and relation. 

The organisation itself was established in 1996. Before this year, the organisation 

was part of a large coal mining company in Germany, responsible for the internal IT 

related services. The roots of the organisation go back until 1956, with predecessor 

organisations reaching back until early 1751. Based on this, the organisation is 

strongly tied to the development of the German co-determination system that 

originated from coal-mining and steel industries. While the related industry 

changed from serving the coal-mining specific industry internally, independence in 

1996 brought a shift to an externally focussed service and consulting related 

industry belonging. 

Nevertheless, the coal-mining history is strongly present due to the belonging to the 

mining-related trade union IGBCE. Around 90% of the employees still working at the 

site in focus are related to these “old” days – meaning all of them worked within the 

coal-mining industry in former years. Some even were working below ground for 

several years before reskilling into IT-services. Based on those observations, there 

is a strong binding between co-determination, the organisation in focus and the 
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employees working at the site. Also, organisational culture is strongly coined by 

mining culture and values like responsibility or welfare. 

1.1.2 Background of the researcher 

The researcher is working at the research site for almost 15 years. He started 

working within the company as a consultant specialized in the HCM module for SAP 

before he started managing sub-projects and moved to project management 

activities in recent years. With this background, the researcher is not directly 

disciplinary responsible for employees being present at the site. Instead, he is, 

depending on the currently managed project, technically responsible for employees 

not only related to the site but the organisation German-wide. At the moment of 

writing and undergoing this research, the author is responsible for a project team 

of 30 people, of which five are working at the site being researched. As those 

employees are not chosen within the sampling approach, no direct managerial 

connection will exist between the researcher and the participants of the research 

study. In addition, no member of the project team the researcher is responsible for 

is currently a member of the workers council under research. This further minimizes 

potential biases and role conflicts during this research. In addition, the current role 

of the researcher allows him only to act as consultant and advisor while planning 

and taking action. The final step of taking action within the organisation will be 

triggered from within the learning sets and executed by the workers council 

members. 

1.2 Research problem  

1.2.1 Key issues 

The research issue is based upon the engagement level of employees at the 

workplace, having a direct influence on their satisfaction at work, and the potential 

intention to quit. Based on the existing literature on workplace management, 

human resources management including aspects of employee representation, 

employee engagement and commitment as well as employer relations, a primary 
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focus is drawn on the influence of managers and how they can influence the 

experience at the workplace. 

Within this dissertation, I want to move a step back from the management 

perspective and link different theoretical thoughts to the presence of workers 

councils within the organisation. As councils have certain rights within the German 

system of co-determination, they are able to exercise a certain amount of power 

within the organisation. Furthermore, do I see them more often in a closer 

relationship to the employees than managers and third are they elected by the 

employees. The council gives them voice and employees might not fear possible 

conflicts based on power issues if they address management related to issues that 

occur.  

Therefore, I extend the literature concepts about the influence of managers on 

employee engagement, satisfaction and commitment to the workers council and 

research whether the council is able to positively influence the levels experienced 

by employees within my organisation. 

Summarizing this, my key issue is the potential influence of workers councils on 

aspects like employee engagement and commitment and the question of how 

workers councils can positively influence this issue to enhance employee 

satisfaction at work. 

1.2.2 Research scope 

While initially planning the research, I thought about researching how trade unions 

might also influence the experience of employees at their workplace. This scope 

shifted during my initial research stage. At this point, I realized that I thought about 

researching the influence of an external organisation on employees from within my 

organisation. This initial plan introduced some potential conflicts as well as biased 

problems. First of all, I wouldn’t have been an insider action researcher, as defined 

later, because of the fact that I would research an external organisation. This further 

introduces the problem, that I cannot execute any actions within the trade union, 

as I don’t have the access, I would need, especially as only a small portion of the 

organisation might be related to the issue. Employees might not benefit from any 
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action, as they are not directly reflected within the organisation, but might only be 

present during wage negotiations. 

 

As the workers council has a more direct impact of the employees from within the 

organisation, I decided to move to the position of the complete insider action 

researcher and work in close collaboration with the council as a learning set. 

Although I had trade unions in my mind while working on the research project, as 

they are a fundamental part of the German co-determination landscape, I mostly 

excluded their impact from the research. By focusing on workers councils, I started 

by looking at the general research available on workers councils within the German 

field of co-determination as well as the field of employee representation. Coming 

from those areas, I broadened my view to include concepts of employee 

relationship, employee engagement and employee commitment. To further include 

concepts being present within the organisation, I looked at organisational behaviour 

and later internal marketing and communication, which was added during the 

learning set work, when we realized that different theoretical concepts might be 

worth being explored.  

As mentioned, I did exclude the concepts of trade unions as I feel that the influence 

is less than relevant for the research project. I did further not look at what happens 

if councils change. Every workers council in Germany is elected for four years (Works 

Constitution Act  2016), after this period, new elections are held. As a result, the 

council or individual members could change. This fact was not covered during the 

research, as I tried to create a more general action plan that is not bound to 

individual people. I also did not directly take into consideration how the council is 

seen by employees. I did, however, look at what employees think about the work 

done by the council, but this does not include potential personal conflicts with 

individual council members. This fact, excluded during the research, might create 

potential resistance of individual employees related to the introduced actions. In 

the worst scenario, employees could reject actions, even if they agree with them, 

simply based on the personal conflict with the council in general. 
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1.2.3 Academic approaches 

Looking at the academic papers available, most researchers focus on a quantitative 

approach, mainly based on available survey data collected within Germany. A panel 

collects surveys from selected organisations covering different aspects of the 

workplace, including the co-determination and representation area. Similar 

concepts are used across Europa and for the European Union. With the majority of 

the available research being based on quantitative approaches, the authors even 

added that further qualitative research is needed to gain a better understanding 

from within the concept of co-determination then possible from the survey data. 

While reviewing the literature, I realized that using the panel data might introduce 

wrong percentages of organisations having workers councils present. At least there 

are contractive researches, stating figures between 10% and 47%. The low figures 

relate to the Germany based panel data, where 47% are calculated by the author 

based on European Survey data. As mentioned in more detail in chapter two, I 

researched that the panel survey looks at 16,000 organisations in Germany, being 

about 0.8% of Germany’s total number of companies, following the statistical 

department. Those figures, combined with the call for more qualitative insights, 

made me choose a qualitative approach surrounded by the action research 

framework. Although the available research tries to generalize the findings and 

concepts, do I see the spread of 37% as too much, compared to the overall results 

gained from the generalized data. 

By using action research as an insider within a companies’ site having about 100 

employees, I further feel a qualitative approach more suited as this gives me the 

opportunity to extract deeper meaning from the narratives of the participants. 

Introducing a mixed methods based approach would not add much content, based 

on my feeling, as the survey data based on 100 employees will not release much 

more meaning than could be extracted from the interviews of a qualitative project. 

Nevertheless, based on the concepts of action research, does the research project 

itself not follow to 100% the classical definitional of the research approaches but 

borrow research instruments from different approaches if they could be of benefit 

for the research. More is given in detail in chapter three. 
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1.3 Focus of inquiry 

Following Ramsey (2014), an idea or the potential solution of an issue is not more 

than a simple suggestion, unless it was subject to rigour and evaluation. 

Furthermore, is the trial and error of different ideas and solutions not scholarly. 

What is needed here is the surrounding by a robust, intentional, and evaluative 

inquiry. It is the focus on inquiry during the research project that differs between a 

simple trial and error and a potentially relevant action research-based research 

project. This inquiry will describe the base for the undergoing method of problem-

solving within this project.  

For me, based on my learning throughout the program while being an insider action 

researcher, writing the thesis and working on the project feels like writing a 

narration. My narration of what I experienced and what I went through during the 

project. Combining this with the methodological background and the academic 

theoretical base introduces the needed rigour, and evaluation Ramsey talks about.  

1.3.1 Method of problem solving 

As presented above, the research project aims at generating methodologies to 

positively influence employee engagement and satisfaction through actions 

implemented by the workers council. Therefore, the moments of inquiry being 

present within this research project need to be identified. By having inquiry 

underpinning the research, the presented methods to solve the issue within the 

thesis can be seen from a scholarly perspective and taken to the practitioners’ 

world.  

During the literature research, I came up with several hypotheses I derived from 

concepts I found within the academic theories. Those hypotheses can be seen as 

simple ideas, following Ramsey (2014). To make those ideas relevant, testing is 

needed. A first step to involve rigour is done by taking academic concepts further 

and developing further hypotheses. During the actual analysis of my interview 

transcripts, the hypotheses are further linked and tested against the themes that 

were drawn from the interviews. Those meanings extracted agree or decline with 

the hypotheses created. This step can be seen as the first testing and evaluation to 
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add rigour and transform the simple idea to a scholarly concept. The second testing 

step was done by implementing actions derived from the hypotheses and testing 

them within the organisation by implementing them.  

Based on the action research approach, the cycle of testing and evaluation was 

repeated throughout the whole research project, adding the needed focus on 

rigour, as suggested by Ramsey (2014). 

1.4 Structure of the dissertation 

Within the following subsections, I will provide a brief overview of the structure of 

the thesis and the chapters following this introduction into the topic. 

1.4.1 Chapter 2 – Literature review 

The literature review will present the current state of research related to the 

research project. The chapter will give a general overview of the research on co-

determination in Germany. Following, I will present different theories and research 

projects dealing with the main topics being relevant for the project. This will include 

current research papers on employee representation, employee engagement, 

employee participation, as well as organisational behaviour and employment 

relationships. 

Furthermore, as the study is built upon the Action Research approach, I will give a 

brief overview of what Action Research is and how it can be applied within a 

research project. Within the conclusion of the chapter, I will summarize the current 

research being presented within the review and draw links to other fields of 

academic work that will enrich the overall outcomes created by the study. 

1.4.2 Chapter 3 – Methodology 

Within the Methodology Chapter, I will provide the general structure of the actual 

research being done within the research project. This will include the overall 

presentation of different research paradigms as well as presenting the research 

methodologies being used. I will further present the approach that I chose and 
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explain my sampling strategies within the project and justify why I decided to follow 

the presented path. 

Furthermore, after presenting different approaches of action research, I will give a 

detailed overview of the planned action research cycles within the organisation as 

well as discuss the parallel usage of the concept of core action research and thesis 

action research as presented by Zuber-Skerrit and Perry (2002). 

Before concluding, I will present and justify the usage of the selected research 

instruments by describing how I will collect data, how this data is analysed, and 

which tools are used to support the analysis. 

Finally, I will discuss ethical issues being related to the chosen approaches as well as 

present some limitations that might occur by using those instruments and 

methodologies. 

1.4.3 Chapter 4 – Research practice and findings 

Research practice and findings is the core chapter used to discuss what was revealed 

during the analysis from the interviews. The key themes being derived from both 

the observation of the issue as well as the literature reviews will be presented by 

having the key themes of the project in mind. 

Furthermore, will the research questions, being presented within this introduction, 

be linked to the findings, drawn from the analysis. Each question will again be 

researched, based on what was found within the interviewees’ responses. 

Concluding this chapter, I will present potential actions that were either explicitly 

mentioned by the interviewees’ or derived from the analysis section and being 

related to the key themes and research questions. 

1.4.4 Chapter 5 – Action Research Cycles 

Chapter 5 will further present a detailed discussion of the action research cycles 

used within this project. The discussion will discuss each step from an action 

research approach and link the previous chapters and their content together under 

the general action research approach. Being an insider action researcher allowed 
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me to incorporate the flexible approach offered by action research and react in an 

agile way while collecting data, analysing, and planning as well as taking action 

within the organisation. 

This chapter furthermore will give a detailed presentation of how action research 

was implemented within a learning set session inside the organisation to plan, 

create and take actions within the organisation. Concluding the chapter, I will 

present how actions were evaluated and adjusted, following the general action 

research approach. 

1.4.5 Chapter 6 – Outcomes and Conclusion 

After having gone through all action research cycles within the organisation and 

research project, this chapter will serve as a final evaluation cycle, which discusses 

again the fulfilment of the research objectives presented within this introduction. 

The chapter goes one step further than the presented analysis in chapter four and 

includes the observation and evaluation of actions taken within the organisation, as 

described in chapter 5. Generally said, the chapter describes the process of linking 

the qualitative analysis to the action research cycles and outcomes in order to derive 

solutions and approaches to fulfilling the research objective. 

Beneath this final evaluation of the research objectives, I will also present the 

outcomes the organisation could draw from the research results as well as discuss 

potential benefits for both, the future practice within an organisation as well as the 

academic literature. This chapter closes the loop action research tries to present by 

linking the practitioner’s world to the academic theoretical approaches. 

Furthermore, the limitations of the study will be presented, and implications for 

further research will be given. 

1.4.6 Chapter 7 – Reflections from the researcher 

Within the final chapter, I will present my personal development throughout the 

research project. I will show how my project has been influenced by action research 

and how the project, as well as the action research approach, altered my personal 

learning and helped me to develop further as a researcher.   
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Chapter 2 
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2.1 Introduction 

The organisational problem being researched within this Action-Research based 

study relates to the bigger picture of employee engagement and commitment at 

the workplace. Employees find themselves in a complex world at work, made up of 

multiple relationships from within and outside the organisation. The experienced 

relationships and power distributions directly influence how employees perceive 

the environment they work in. The intention of this research is to find out, to which 

degree workers councils as part of the co-determination system in Germany can 

influence how employees perceive their workplace and whether initiatives of 

councils can increase the experienced satisfaction, which might positively influence 

the productivity of the organisation. 

To begin the literature synthesis, I will give a brief overview of the historical context 

of co-determination in Germany, to build a foundation for the theoretical 

framework. To introduce the academic conceptual theories, I will build my research 

upon, I begin with reviewing relevant literature within the fields of organisational 

behaviour and employment relationship. The base of the underlying theory will be 

built upon current research within the fields of Employee Engagement, Employee 

Participation and Employee Representation.  

To conclude the chapter, I will reflect on the presented theoretical fundaments and 

derive my research questions based on the assumptions drawn from the literature.  

2.2 Historical context and current structure 

The co-determination system in Germany has a long history going back for almost 

200 years. The system, build upon a combination and collaboration between trade 

unions and workers councils is based on the democratic, mutual and solidary values 

of guilds and unions that were promoted since the middle ages (McGaughey 2015). 

During the industrial revolution, the concept known today was “born”. Academics 

created initiatives to establish workers’ committees in factories. Ernst Abbe, for 

example, introduced independent representations of workers in the Carl Zeiss 
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factories in Jena (Müller-Jentsch 2008). The first legal proposal for factory 

representation was introduced by the Frankfurt Constitution in 1849, following the 

German revolutions (Müller-Jentsch 2016). The proposal called for the 

establishment of committees at factory level but was never put into effect, due to 

the short lifetime of the parliament (Page 2011).  

It took about 50 years until the next big step in the field of co-determination was 

done. The Prussian government introduced committees in coal mining organisations 

as a voluntary body in 1892 and made them obligatory in 1905 for organisations 

with more than 100 workers (Müller-Jentsch 2016), following the Bavarian model, 

which introduced obligatory committees in 1900 (Müller-Jentsch 2008). This 

movement and the establishment of the first committees within the coal mining 

industry not only plays an essential role within the history of co-determination in 

Germany but also within this research study, as the organisations being studied 

originates from the coal mining industry and is connected to the Ruhr area. Although 

the research site is located in the Saar area, coal mining and the steel industry have 

been the most important industrial sector within the region, quite comparable to 

the Ruhr area. Another link to the origins of the co-determination system within this 

research is the fact, that the Saar area in those days belonged to Bavaria, which also 

introduced obligatory committees within organisations. 

During World War I, workers’ committees were set up in all organisations with more 

than 50 employees, based on a law giving them consultation rights in social matters 

within the establishments (Michel 2007; Page 2011). The early version of the system 

that we know today in Germany was introduced in 1920, following World War I, 

with the Works Council Act. This act introduced the first real co-determination rights 

like participating in dismissal decisions and being seated in the supervisory board as 

a fully equal member. The later right created the need for a further law, the 

Supervisory Council Act, passed in 1922 (McGaughey 2015; Müller-Jentsch 2008). 

The introduction of the system further marks the beginning of the dualistic German 

system of employee’s representation: co-determination in establishments and 

collective bargaining by trade unions. The threshold for the establishment of 

councils within organisations was decreased to 20 workers (Michel 2007). 
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During the Third Reich, the system took a step back, when Adolf Hitler became 

chancellor in Germany, as all forms of co-determination were eliminated, and trade 

unions were dissolved. After World War II, in 1946, the allied forces did re-introduce 

the system of co-determination as well as committees with the Allied Control 

Council Act No 22 and based on the Works Council Act of 1920. After the Allied 

occupation, the created the Act on co-determination in the mining and steel 

industry in 1951, followed by the Work Constitution Act in 1952, which is still the 

base for today’s structure of co-determination in Germany. The act is based on the 

regulations of 1920, and the threshold of employees was lowered again to a 

minimum of 5 employees (McGaughey 2015; Müller-Jentsch 2016). 

The act was further extended to cover the public sector in 1956 and introduced 

group level co-determination and the inclusion of managerial employees in 1976. In 

2001 and 2004, amendments modernised the act further and included regulations 

and directives of the European Company of the EU (Michel 2007; Page 2011) 

The unions in Germany are mostly structured among the industries they represent. 

The biggest include IG Metall for the metal industry, IGBCE for mining, chemistry, 

and energy as well as ver.di for service-related organisations and retail. All unions 

are further grouped and represented under the umbrella of the Deutscher 

Gewerkschaftsbund (DGB) (DGB 2017). By being a member of a trade union in 

Germany, a monthly fee has to be paid, which is roughly about one per cent of the 

gross wage of the member (IG Metall 2017; IGBCE 2012; ver.di 2017). As goods, 

employees receive coverage and support of the union, free law consultation as well 

as strike pay, just to name some of the benefits (Goerke & Pannenberg 2007). The 

overall union density and coverage in Germany is seen as declining by the academic 

world, whereas smaller and independent organisations beside trade unions are 

growing over the last years, leading to a dual system of formal union representation 

as well as union-like organisations (Addison, Schnabel & Wagner 2007; Burgess & 

Symon 2013). Those organisations are created based on the demand of workers. 

They do not feel to be represented by the big unions, often not present within their 

specific industry. The market is following the demand of the employees and new 

forms of representation are created. This movement can be drawn from current 
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research within the fields of organisational behaviour and employment 

relationships, which will be addressed in the following sections. 

2.3 Organisational Behaviour 

Although the studies of organisational behaviour do not directly address and focus 

on co-determination concepts, can the concepts being found within the studies be 

valuable to lay a foundation of how workers councils can act and behave in relation 

to the employees within the organisation. 

Following Muchiri, Shahid and Ayoko (2019), leaders play an essential role in the 

development of a positive workplace. This observation includes that the social 

process of leadership is devoted to the enhancement of the employee’s confidence 

and efficacy and communication. They suggest focussing on different actions 

created and introduced by managers to increase the self-efficacy of the workers. 

Those actions should further help them to focus on the efforts to achieve goals and 

to find different ways of achieving. Self-confidence, trust, and hope among the 

employees should be created.  

In general, organisational behaviours studies look at how people interact within 

groups and within the organisation itself to create more efficient institutions. The 

central ideas are that the scientific approach can be applied to the management, an 

approach I am also following within this dissertation by taking different academic 

suggestions into the practical world at my workplace (Hunter 2018). As Hunter 

states, organisational behaviour studies are used to derive human resource 

practices, I’d like to add the concepts suggested by Ampuh et al. (2018), who 

showed how human capital can be optimised through positive organisational 

behaviour. Following their research, organisations need employees who are 

engaged within the organisation, who are dedicated to what they do. This 

engagement, following their research, is enabled if companies have a culture of 

positive need for organisational behaviour. This means that this behaviour is needed 

to maximize the human capital of the organisation.  
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If the human capital within an organisation, which is based on knowledge, talent, 

understanding and experience of the employee, is established in combination with 

positive organisational behaviour, Ampuh et al. (2018) found that competitive 

advantages within the organisation can be found. This leads to the conclusion that 

human capital can be able to increase the productivity of the organisation. Following 

their theory further, they define human capital as a combination of the character of 

the employee, the ability to learn, and the motivation to share information and 

knowledge. If those aspects work together in a positive way, employees in regard 

to their human capital can be optimized to increase the performance of the 

organisation. Taking a step back and looking from the researchers perspective at 

this theory by also including thoughts on workers councils, let me think that not only 

leaders can add to a positive organizational behaviour within the organisation but 

also workers councils can increase the effects organisational behaviour has on 

human capital and the performance of the organisation. 

H1: Workers councils can create and increase positive 

organisational behaviour within the organisation, which will 

also optimise human capital. 

Wienclaw (2019) takes this even a step further, by not only looking at the human 

capital but the different levels within an organisation, that influence the 

organisational behaviour experienced at the workplace. For her, not only the human 

capital is studied but the organisation as a whole. Following her, it should be an 

attempt to understand and even predict the influence of the behaviour at all levels, 

meaning the individual level, being comparable to the single human capital 

optimisation Ampuh et al. (2018) presented. She goes further by investigating the 

team and organisational level, meaning how teams are formed and how the 

organisation works, as well as how each subsystem within it works together to 

create the organisation. As it is the workers councils’ primary interest to maintain a 

working and effective organisation, looking at all levels presented by Wienclaw 

(2019) should be an essential task for council members when performing actions 
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within the organisation. Organisational behaviour seen in this way tries to improve 

the effectiveness in the organisation in all levels, not only on the profitability side. 

It is further essential to have the contingency approach in mind as actions do not 

always have the same consequences. It depends on the situations, and different 

reactions can be the result. 

H2: Every action taken by the council or council members will 

introduce reactions at all organisational levels, that should be 

taken into account. 

2.4 Employment Relationship 

The concept of employment relationship can be drawn back to the theories of Marx, 

who sees employment relationship as the hub of the capitalist business. Looking 

more into the details, employment relationship in Marx theories describe the 

moment when worker’s labour-power is consumed by an organisation before it is 

being remunerated. It is finally the relationship that makes the wages, which are 

vital to social relations and help to reproduce the living conditions of the worker.  

(Dieuaide & Azaïs 2020) As Marx theories and concepts were created in the 1860s, 

a translation to today’s concepts and terminology is needed for them to be 

applicable to the current workplace. Marx classifies the participants into capitalists, 

which can be translated into today’s employer and workers, today’s employees. As 

Marx sees the relationship as the maker of wages, one has to include the concept 

of co-determination within this theoretical approach of the capitalist business. 

Following further Dieuaide and Azaïs (2020), they also transferred the concepts of 

Marx into today’s workplace, which suits my assumptions above. They see the 

meaning within the relationship as a semantic and political battle between different 

social groups. This battel can be interpreted in a way that not only employers and 

employees are involved, but also more parties. In Germany, this would include 

workers councils and trade unions. Looking from the inside of the organization, one 

can conclude that workers councils also can execute influence on the employment 

relationship within an organisation. 
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This battle and the relationship I concluded from Dieuaide and Azaïs (2020) is 

further presented in the research by Bray, Budd and Macneil (2020) where they 

state that both, workers and their representatives, as well as employees and their 

representatives, face pressure which threatens the co-operation relationships. This 

pressure and the ongoing battle lead to more self-interested relationships among 

the groups, making it evident that some mediation needs to be done. In my opinion, 

the workers council as an institution between employers and employees is best to 

be a mediator in this case. Following the Works Constitution Act, §74 states that 

workers councils should meet with employers at least once a month to discuss 

important topics with the goal to find solutions that will suit both sides, the 

employer and the employees (Works Constitution Act  2016). 

The mediation suggested here should be used further to remove central tension 

within the co-operation in the organisation that is created by the duality between 

mutuality and self-interest. As there is no clearly accepted definition of co-operation 

within the academic world, I will follow Bray, Budd and Macneils (2020) definition, 

which, for my understanding, also seems to be the most common understanding of 

the term. Co-operation, in this sense, means working together to the same end. This 

includes all stakeholders at work, as well as their ongoing relationships. Within this 

sense, the workplace can be seen, based on their research, as a consultative 

unitarism, including formal participatory structures. Within those structures, 

interest-based problem-solving groups are formed, which involve workers in the 

decision-making and consultation process nevertheless is the final decision-making 

authority retained by managers (Bray, Budd & Macneil 2020). This observation 

corresponds to the German system of co-determination, where workers councils 

are involved in the decision-making process and provide consultation for both 

employers and employees, but the final decision-making authority is by the 

organisation.  

Budd (2020) goes even further within the discussion of employment relationships 

by looking at the psychological aspects and alternative models. By researching and 

using alternative models, one can overcome the potential pressures related to self-

interested relationships that Bray, Budd and Macneil (2020) discussed. According to 
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his research, the growing psychologization of the relations leads to less possibility 

for really understanding the relations under question. The attention is pulled away 

from the nature of employment relationship, and a focus is laid on the analysis of 

interpersonal and leadership dynamics. While earlier researchers tried to 

understand the formal organisational policies, Budd (2020) argues that today, with 

the more psychological aspect, human resource management practices are more 

emphasized. Therefore, he suggests considering alternative perspectives when 

thinking about employment relationships. Four perspectives dominate here in the 

academic world: neoliberal egoist, unitarist, pluralist and critical employee.  

The neoliberal egoist perspective assumes that employers and employees are 

rational agents that pursue their self-interest in markets that approach competitive 

conditions, while the perspective of the critical relationships is the opposite. It looks 

more at conflicts of interest among unequal groups. By this thinking, the conflicts 

are intentionally constructed by a dominant group to maintain their superiority. The 

pluralist mixes the before mentioned perspectives but rejects the assumption of 

ideally competitive markers from the egoist perspective. Here, a mixture of shared 

and conflicting interests between employers and employees is assumed. The 

unitarism finally is more or less included within the pluralism, but it assumes that a 

balance of interests between the groups should be achieved. Mutuality here is the 

key and conflict is seen as not healthy.  

With a focus on my research, I see the unitarism perspective best related to the 

thinking of workers councils as conflicts should be avoided, when I think about their 

work. This is further emphasized with the before mentioned paragraph of the Works 

Constitution Act that emphasizes collaboration between employer and council to 

create solutions best suited for both, the employees, and the organisation. 

Nevertheless, should all perspectives be known and kept in mind.  

2.5 Employee Engagement 

While thinking about the unitarism perspective and the fact, that workers councils 

should strive to find the best solution for the organisation as well as the employee, 
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keeping employees bound to the organisation seems to be necessary. By linking the 

concepts of employee relationships and organisational behaviour mentioned 

before, human capital is vital for the organisation to stay healthy. But this state can 

only be reached and maintained if employees are engaged within the organisation. 

Following Bhatt and Sharma (2019), building a strong employer brand is essential, 

but also one of the biggest challenged. The most important point within this 

challenge is to retain employee, a key aspect also when thinking about how human 

capital will maintain the organisation's productivity. But this retaining is only 

possible if the organisation provides employees with a good culture at work and an 

environment to let them show their best abilities. While organisational behaviour 

and employee relationships looked more at the interplay between different groups, 

my focus now turns more to the employee in general. Based on the concepts found 

in literature, more hypotheses will be created on how workers councils can 

positively influence the relations and behaviour at the workplace. Interestingly, 

following Bhatt and Sharma (2019), the research field within employee engagement 

is taken over by practitioners, academics are lacking behind, which is a strong 

contrast to other fields.  

Employee engagement starts for them with on-boarding and might lead to higher 

levels of employee satisfaction. Following a survey among HR professionals, 

employee satisfaction and retention are the most critical issues. Employee 

engagement can be increased by training and career development, giving 

employees the opportunity to do the work they do best and by creating a more 

challenging work environment. Although workers councils cannot directly change 

the work environment, they still can influence how employees experience their 

work and increase engagement. By the increase of engagement, the commitment 

of employees to the organisation will increase correspondingly. This two-sided 

increase leads to overall job satisfaction and better performance of the employee. 

But it is not only on the employee side; the increased performance finally creates a 

competitive advantage for the organisation. Although employee engagement is 

seen a multidimensional, Bhatt and Sharma (2019) state that not all dimensions 

need to be engaged. The dimensions include employees being engaged physically, 

cognitively, and emotionally. 
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Thinking more about the connection between employee engagement and employee 

satisfaction, Dinh (2020) emphasizes that employee engagement should not be 

confused with concepts like employee satisfaction or commitment. For him, being 

satisfied does not mean being committed or engaged. As this is the complete 

opposite of Bhatt and Sharma’s (2019) observations, I feel that first satisfaction 

needs to be defined, before judging about the two theoretical approaches on 

employee satisfaction.  

Within this research project, I will follow Herzberg’s theory as presented by Syptak, 

Marsland and Ulmer (1999) combined with the results presented by Shmailan 

(2016) in mind. Herzberg defines two dimensions that make up employee 

satisfaction: hygiene issues and motivators. Hygiene issues can dissatisfy employees 

if they are absent, where motivators can satisfy employees if the individuals’ need 

is fulfilled. Motivators can be the work itself or recognition and responsibility; 

hygiene issues are, for example, the salary and the working conditions. Shmailan 

(2016) further sees a strong connection between employee satisfaction and 

performance. The organisation will benefit from satisfied employees, as they are 

more engaged and willing to perform better. 

This observation by Shmailan (2016) in combination with Herzberg’s definition of 

employee satisfaction does agree with the thoughts of Bhatt and Sharma (2019) and 

proves that engagement seems to have a relationship with satisfaction at work, 

even involving commitment and performance. Although this research disproves 

Dinh’s (2020) thoughts, I believe that there are still valuable concepts being present 

within his research that can be used for this project. For him, employee engagement 

also is essential to increase business performance, so I would argue that the term 

of satisfaction is defined and used differently by Dinh (2020) than it is done within 

this research project. For him, employee engagement can be described by the 

working conditions provided to employees, as engagement occurs when employees 

know what to expect and feel that they play an essential role in the organisation. A 

positive work-life balance can also influence the engagement level at work. This 

direct link to work-life balance and working conditions enables workers councils to 

influence the engagement level at work. 
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H3: Workers councils can positively influence employee 

engagement at the workplace and therefore increase employee 

satisfaction and commitment by engaging at least one of the 

dimensions. 

While looking at the research by Tong et al. (2019) further undermines my 

hypothesis as they also show that employee commitment and engagement are 

related to each other. Furthermore, do they also focus on the three dimensions 

being mentioned above to positively influence employee engagement. Whittington 

et al. (2017), as well as Samo et al. (2020), follow the majority presented here that 

see a link between engagement and satisfaction by add that people want to be 

involved into something bigger. To have them engaged, creating meaning is 

essential.  

A different viewpoint relevant today is added by Imperatori (2017), who 

acknowledges the changing world related to demographics. This ongoing change 

will have significant effects on the workforce, as the number of workers per older 

citizen is expected to fall from three to five to about 1.5 by the mid of the century. 

This figure can be further checked by looking at the calculations of the German 

Statistical Department, which comes to the same result. The generational mix will 

change as baby-boomers will enter retirement. This generational mix will also add 

to the experience of employee engagement, and the differences have to be 

understood. 

2.6 Employee Participation 

Combining the so far mentioned research results, nothing within an organisation 

will function without employees and their involvement. For the organisation to be 

successful, for the workers councils to exists and for the employer to survive on the 

market, human capital is critical, referring to Marx, and this is made off employees. 

Having employees in focus, everything can be narrowed to how they participate 

within the organisation. Scholars within the human resources field as well as the 
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employee relationships field stat that empowering and engaging employees lets 

them increase their human capital and improve their performance at the workplace. 

Scholars differentiate here between formal and informal participation. Informal 

participation on one site depends on the eye of the beholder. It can exist, even if 

formal participation is absent. Research has shown that informal participation is 

positively associated with job satisfaction and productivity, which also influences 

performance. Formal participation, on the other hand, is strongly related to workers 

councils, as the term formal participation mainly refers to formal prearranged 

structures. This means that a prearranged form of participation within the 

organisation is used. Based on the co-determination system in Germany, the 

workers council within the organisation will be the structure representing the 

formal participation. The informal participation, without formal structures, is many 

seen as a product of management style or a specific set of behaviours within the 

organisation. Although informal participation can exist without formal participation, 

both types depend on each other to function properly. With formal participation in 

place, workers councils can overview and influence actions and behaviours within 

the organisation, which might alter the informal participation, but, if taken to the 

extreme, the participation types can even undermine each other’s effectiveness. 

Although I agree with Litwin and Eaton’s (2018) observations here related to formal 

and informal participation, I’d like to challenge the way performance is measured 

within their research study. Following their methodology, they measure operational 

performance by how long a patient sits in the waiting room.  

“We can construct this from information reported by the patient – the number of 

minutes past one’s scheduled appointment time that a patient must wait – on a 

post-visit patient satisfaction survey.” (Litwin & Eaton 2018) 

With a response rate of 35% for the post-visit patient survey and the fact, that time 

is experienced subjective, creates a weak variable for measuring performance in my 

mind. People might feel that they waited for more or less than they actually did, 

especially if they don’t know beforehand, to pay attention to the waiting time. 

Furthermore, the waiting time might even depend on what is performed during the 

appointment and what happens. If I wait for treatment and some unforeseen 
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accident comes into the practice, the whole schedule of the day will be scrambled. 

As the performance aspect within their research is a relatively weak point, in my 

opinion, I will exclude the relations to performance found during their analysis, 

when thinking about my research project in relation to their results. Especially the 

informal participation type is further confirmed, for example, by Wohlgemuth et al. 

(2019), showing that these informal dimensions, as well as trust, are relevant a 

trigger of employee participation. Employees need the trust and also the behaviour 

within the organisation to be engaged in participation. 

Within the workplace, four regimes regarding co-determination can be identified, 

where I would link 2 to the institutions present in the German system: workplace 

regimes with bargaining and without participation correspond to the German trade 

unions, while participation without bargaining refers to the German workers 

councils. The councils take a special role here, as they find themselves within a 

triangle of relations and powers. Councils have to position themselves between the 

representation of their employees, the loyalty towards the employer as well as the 

solidarity towards the corresponding trade union (Ziltener & Gabathuler 2019). This 

triangle will be used during the later learning set work to help the council members 

to identify where they are at the moment. Further, can this triangle be used as a 

tool to examine that a vital equilibrium between the three sides is maintained in the 

future.  

Looking at the employee side of the triangle, workers councils are there to care 

about the employee, to give them a voice within the organisation and to resolve 

conflicts. Employee voice, in this sense, is connected to fairness at the workplace, 

especially on participation in decision-making (Van Gramberg et al. 2020). This 

participating is ensured via workers councils, which indirectly transport the voice of 

their employees into the decision-making process. The participation can be made 

even more direct by addressing and talking to the employees before important 

decisions are made. Providing employees with this voicing mechanism has further 

the ability to reduce intensions to quit, related to potential conflicts (Tran & Pham 

2019; Van Gramberg et al. 2020). 
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H4: Workers councils can influence how employees participate 

within the organisation and reduce potential intentions to quit 

by representing their voice and communicating directly. 

A potential tool for the workers council to collaborate and interact with the 

employees can be an enterprise social media network, which is also available within 

my organisation. Through the network, employees are encouraged to exchange 

information with each other and to engage with their colleagues. The network 

should be seen as a mean to share information and express use, which might 

introduce a potential to satisfy employee interests. Many academic studies further 

show that social media use at work has a positive impact on the job performance of 

employees. If used to the right moment, social networks can help employees to 

become more productive and professional (Diamond & Freeman 2001; Lu & Pan 

2019). Furthermore, does the use of social networks positively influence younger 

generations, who enter the workplace, as shown earlier by Imperatori (2017). 

H5: The use of social media and new forms of communication 

can further enhance the relationship of workers councils with 

their employees and positively influence the experience of 

employees at work resulting in increased productivity. 

2.7 Employee Representation 

Following the literature in the German co-determination field, a decline of 

unionisation can be felt across the country as well as an increase of alternative forms 

of representation (Addison et al. 2013; Addison, Schnabel & Wagner 2007; Addison 

& Teixeira 2019; Burgess & Symon 2013) Taras (2002) within this field shows, that 

different circumstances define if employees are attracted to unions or not. Four 

different categories affect workers in this sense. First, employers are transforming 

at the moment. There is a decline in manufacturing going on, which is still the 

backbone of unionism in Germany. With this decline comes an increase in the 
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service sector, which is not much represented by unions, mostly by ver.di. Second, 

are individual employees changing. As already mentioned, are organisations facing 

a demographic change, which introduces needed thoughts on psychographic 

considerations, to face all different generational aspects within the organisation. 

The demographic change and the generational transformation introduce a 

weakening of attachment to individual employers without a corresponding 

lessening of commitment to the job. Employees are not bound to an employer 

anymore; they can be committed to their job, no matter where they do this job 

(Taras 2002). For me, this further introduces a potential loss of unionisation, as 

unions are often related to the employer. If an employee will not benefit from the 

union, based on a new employer, why should the employee still pay? The third 

aspect into consideration is the employment itself, as organisations have pushed 

the measurement of productivity, work has intensified. Furthermore, long term 

effect like burn out are more present these days. The last aspect looks finally at 

public policies and the labour market. An employment-based safety net can affect 

workers, but should not be considered within this research project, as this is more 

or less present from the governmental side in Germany. More relevant are budget 

cutbacks, which might influence the effectiveness of employees. 

While Taras (2002) includes trade unions into the term of employee representation 

and calls for alternatives, I’d like to exclude them, as the German system of real 

workplace representation focuses mainly on workers councils. In addition, there are 

alternatives to trade unions in Germany, like working chambers, which offer almost 

the same services. Furthermore, in the state the research is conducted in, all 

employees must pay working chamber fees, which leads to some employees paying 

double. Nevertheless, do workers develop an attachment to the status quo within 

an organisation, which is also proved by Diamond and Freeman (2001) and can be 

further found within my organisation, where many employees hold a long time 

permanent job and are members of the present unions. Looking further at Taras 

(2002) the idea of associate memberships, meaning to benefit from unions but not 

being a member, is not thinkable in Germany, as the Works Constitution Act defines 

who might benefit from unions.  
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Following the academic literature related to the German system, Hauser-Ditz, 

Hertwig and Pries (2013) state that only 10% of private companies have existing 

working councils in Germany. This figure is also presented by Jirjahn and Smith 

(2018), Skorupinska (2018) and Addison, Schnabel and Wagner (2007) while Forth, 

Bryson and George (2017) give 25% of workers councils in Germany. Addison and 

Teixeira (2019) even state that in about 47% of German organisations have workers 

councils, which is based on the author’s calculations based on the European 

Company Survey. Looking closer at the figures let me challenge the results found by 

the studies giving only 10% of councils in Germany. Looking at the data section of 

the studies, each of them used the IAB panel survey data to determine how many 

councils exist in German organisations. The survey is conducted in 16.000 

organisations randomly chosen in Germany. Following the statistical department in 

Germany, there are two million organisations in Germany that might fall into the 

size of the ones chosen for the IAB survey. Having those figures shows that 0.8% of 

the German organisations are surveyed. Also, the data, the research articles refers 

too, might be biased in some way; there are still theoretical concepts that can be 

applied to my research project and help me solve the organisational issue. 

Following van den Berg, van Witteloostuijn and Van der Brempt (2017), workers 

councils are more important in Germany than unions and promote employee 

commitment and effort in Germany. Although there are several studies that focus 

on German works councils, almost all of them are based quantitative. Given the 

potential bias in the used data, as stated above, leads to not generally applicable 

results, but more suggestions and approached that have to be tested further within 

organisations in a qualitative way. Another problem within the quantitative 

research is present when looking at van den Berg, van Witteloostuijn and Van der 

Brempt (2017) as they present that trade unions play no part in the establishments. 

By using qualitative approaches, I as a researcher will get a more in-depth insight 

into the organisation in order to find out from an insider perspective how the 

relations in the German co-determination system are perceived – especially as trade 

unions are allowed to send representatives into the organisations.  
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H6: Workers councils, as well as trade unions, play a role within 

the organisation as there might even exist role dualities being 

present.  

Looking and linking employee representation to the impact on the organisation's 

performance, most research is done in the Anglo-Saxon context, which cannot easily 

be transferred to Germany, demanding for further explicit research in the German 

context. Another not clearly defined point within literature is the question whether 

workers councils might have an effect on profitability within the organisation. Van 

den Berg, van Witteloostuijn and Van der Brempt (2017) give that an increase in 

productivity might lead to higher profit, based on the actions of the council. 

Increased wages, on the other hand, will lower the profit again, leading to an unclear 

or neutral effect on the profitability whereas Jirjahn and Smith (2018) show that 

workers councils increase the overall productivity, which leads to an increase in 

profitability. Looking at the efficiency within workplaces, Hasle, Seim and Refslund 

(2019) found that a high degree of involvement is found to be more efficient related 

to improving the work environment.  

The form of workplace representation found in Germany is referred to being a single 

channel council, as it only consists of workers’ representatives (Commission 2006). 

Although no representative of the employer is part of the council, like done in many 

other European states, council members sit in supervisory boards in Germany. 

Rosenbohm and Haipeter (2019) argue that this fact does not ensure that employee 

representatives can influence strategic decisions. This leads me to theorize that also 

the formal existence of councils ensures not that employees are well represented.  

Looking again at Jirjahn and Smith (2018) shows that the German system is quite 

popular, the US, for example, is looking for the idea of German-Style councils. Based 

on their research, they support the general observation that employee 

representation can help to improve the firm's employee policies. From this 

improvement, benefits within the workforce as well as for the employer can be 

found. To those benefits belong reduced turnovers, increased employee motivation 
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and cooperativeness. Jirjahn and Smith show that employees who are not satisfied 

with the firm’s policies may exist instead of exercising voice (Addison & Teixeira 

2019; Jirjahn & Smith 2018). This means for my project that learning from the voice 

enables employers to learn from employees’ dissatisfaction and exit. Therefore, 

workers councils can act as mediators and further negotiate between the 

organisation and the employee. It is more about this mediating and exercising voice, 

as many working conditions are more or less public goods, and the free-rider 

problem occurs. This is especially the case in Germany, where working conditions 

are negotiated by trade unions for their members but given to all employees by the 

employer through bargaining agreements (Jirjahn 2013; Pyhel 2004). Furthermore, 

do some employees withhold some forms of effort and cooperation as most 

promises to employees are not explicitly spelt in contract, something councils will 

look after and take care off. Following their research, works councils lead to 

increased welfare, but, based on the theoretical viewpoint presented, empirical 

studies are needed. 

H7: Workers councils should care for the employees within the 

organisation. Through taking care, employees are given voice 

and satisfaction can be raised, leading to increased 

performance, and reduced turnover rates.  

2.8 Reflections on the theoretical base 

Although not explicitly stated within the literature base, going through the topics 

presented above shows, that there is some connection present among the topics. 

While thinking about organisational behaviour literature shows links to employee 

relationships, which finally also includes topics of human resource management, 

employee engagement or participation. Especially the field or employee 

representation shows direct links to all other topics, as this area is quite broad and 

will finally include different concepts from more expansive academic fields. 
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The review of existing relevant literature related to my workplace-based issue 

helped me to define the following hypotheses to be tested during my research 

project: 

H1: Workers councils can create and increase positive organisational 

behaviour within the organisation, which will also optimise human capital. 

H2: Every action taken by the council or council members will introduce 

reactions at all organisational levels, that should be taken into account. 

H3: Workers councils can positively influence employee engagement at the 

workplace and therefore increase employee satisfaction and commitment 

by engaging at least one of the dimensions. 

H4: Workers councils can influence how employees participate within the 

organisation and reduce potential intentions to quit by representing their 

voice and communicating directly. 

H5: The use of social media and new forms of communication can further 

enhance the relationship of workers councils with their employees and 

positively influence the experience of employees at work resulting in 

increased productivity. 

H6: Workers councils, as well as trade unions, play a role within the 

organisation as there might even exist role dualities being present.  

H7: Workers councils should care for the employees within the organisation. 

Through taking care, employees are given voice and satisfaction can be 

raised, leading to increased performance, and reduced turnover rates.  

2.9 Conclusion 

Looking at the broad academic field, studies are dominated by union-related ones, 

as unions predominate in the Anglo-American and British context. The topic of non-

union employee representation is more or less unexplored in the employee 

satisfaction literature, and the majority of early union-related studies find a negative 
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correlation between job satisfaction and unionization, pointing to ineffectiveness of 

unions. Newer studies, on the other hand, show a neutral to positive association 

between unions and employee satisfaction. Thinking about this observation lets me 

transfer the field to my research issue related to works councils. As union-related 

tasks are hard to influence actions within the organisation, workers councils should 

be in the focus of needed research (Rafael et al. 2019). Following the new research 

on non-union employee representation in the employee satisfaction literature, 

makes it evident, that workers councils related research is needed and will add to 

the academic body.  

  



   
 

33 
 

Chapter 3 

Methodology 
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Within this chapter, I will present different research paradigms and frameworks and 

link my philosophies as well as this study to the presented approaches. Next, I will 

discuss the research approach being used in this study and present an overview of 

the sampling strategies being relevant here. Following this general insight into the 

research process, I will further define and present the action research approach 

being key for this study. Within this chapter, I will further present how action 

research is used within the project and describe the planned and used action 

research cycles. This chapter will be concluded by presenting the research 

instruments used to collect and analyse the data. A subsection will further present 

the software and tools used to support the data collection and analysis section. 

3.1 Research paradigms and frameworks 

To be able to define and decide upon the different research approaches, it is first 

necessary to define the term paradigm and to elaborate on the different paradigms, 

to choose among them and find a suitable approach for the research plan. Following 

Guba and Lincoln (1994), a paradigm can be seen as a fundamental belief or as to 

how the world is viewed from, in this case, the researcher. This view defines the 

nature of the world, the individual’s places, and the different relationships within 

this world. Having this in mind, it is evident that the individual’s paradigm influences 

the way research is interpreted and that the paradigm used within a research 

project will influence the results of the research. 

Perry, Riege and Brown (1999) even push this further and link the paradigmatic 

system, which they present as an overall conceptional framework, with 

philosophical assumptions. Within this section, I will briefly present the, according 

to Perry, Riege and Brown (1999), four most used and found paradigms: positivism, 

critical theory, constructivism and realism. I will position myself within those 

paradigms and furthermore position the described research issues within the 

paradigms. This enables me to further define the used research approach within this 

research project. Important within the paradigm discussion is, according to Guba 

and Lincoln (1994), their ontological, epistemological and methodological position. 
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After briefly summarising the different paradigms, I will present a table, which gives 

a general overview of the paradigms. 

Positivism: 

The positivist approach believes that the world is measurable, and everything can 

be known, understood and categorised (Guba & Lincoln 1994). The research in this 

paradigm is often coined by analysis of relationships between variables. The data 

collection, based on the already mentioned analysis method, is more related to the 

quantitative approaches, including surveys. The researcher, in general, is “outside” 

of the setting, not intervening and not interacting with the setting and participants, 

seeking for generalisation (Perry, Riege & Brown 1999). The world is seen as through 

a one-way mirror, and replicable findings are “true” (Guba & Lincoln 1994). From a 

social science perspective, this view seems to be inappropriate then researching 

phenomenon and experiences as researchers separate themselves from the 

research, while other paradigms believe that it is essential to be part of the 

researched phenomenon in order to understand the relationships better (Perry, 

Riege & Brown 1999). 

Critical theory: 

This paradigm assumes that reality is not created in the very moment but was 

shaped in the past, over time. History influenced what is believed now and what is 

now taken as real. The researcher and the research object are linked together, 

leading to an influence of the researchers believes and values. The research form 

behind this believe requires a dialectical dialogue between researcher and 

participant in order to transform biases into valuable knowledge (Guba & Lincoln 

1994). 

Constructivism: 

A constructivist believes in truth being a construction that is related to the believes 

held in a particular context. There are multiple realities present, which depend on 

and are constructed by the rational thoughts of individuals. Constructivists see that 

knowledge is something that goes beyond “findings”. Within an interview setting, 
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for example, knowledge depends on the interaction between the researcher and 

the participant. The way questions are asked construct the current reality and truth 

(Perry, Riege & Brown 1999). Constructions are not ultimately true or false but 

depending on the setting. They can be altered as well as the associated realities. 

During the research, based on the mentioned link between researcher and 

participant, knowledge and findings are created, not discovered. As the 

constructions can only be altered through the interaction between participant and 

researcher, combining different constructions can construct further knowledge and 

findings, valuable to the outcomes of the researcher’s project (Guba & Lincoln 

1994). 

Realism/Postpositivism: 

Realism or also Postpositivism is stepping away from positivism as it claims that 

reality exists, but imperfectly and commonly shared among individuals. There is a 

distinction between reality and different perceptions. Instead of believing in 

multiple different realities, realism only acknowledges one reality and sees the need 

to use several perceptions of that reality to generate knowledge and an 

understanding of the world (Perry, Riege and Brown; 1999). The approach settles 

on the quantitative approach used by positivists but adds further qualitative aspects 

to understand individual perceptions experienced during the research (Guba & 

Lincoln 1994). 
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Paradigm Ontology 

how is reality created? 

Epistemology 

how is knowledge created? 

Methodology 

 

Positivism Reality is real and unique; 

no perceptions are present, 

only one truth and reality 

Findings are true Quantitative, surveys, verification of hypotheses 

Critical Theory Reality is shaped by 

historical values and over 

time 

Value-dependent knowledge 

and findings. The truth of 

knowledge is influenced by past 

values 

Qualitative, dialogues. The researcher transforms 

the world of participants by changing values. 

Constructivism Multiple realities exist that 

are constructed out of the 

moment 

Findings are created through 

interaction and believe of the 

researcher 

The researcher is also a participant and therefore 

“creates” results, qualitative, dialogue 

Realism/Postpositivism Reality is real and unique, 

but different perceptions 

exist 

Findings and knowledge are 

true, depending on the 

perceptions and community 

Quantitative with qualitative links, falsification of 

hypotheses, triangulation 

Table 1 - Adapted from Guba and Lincoln (1994) and Perry, Riege and Brown (1999) 
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Although the postpositivist approach is mentioned by Guba and Lincoln (1994) to 

be suited for grounded theory, this research project will be based on the 

constructivist approach. As there will be interviews with different participants, I 

believe that many truth and realities will be explored here. Every participant having 

experienced the issue will have different assumptions and explanations within this 

context. Those beliefs will construct their truth. It will be essential to understanding 

those truths or construct them with the participants in order to be able to create 

further approaches for action research in the later research. 

Every participant has a different background and different experiences related to 

the organisation, its culture, and the issue in general. Although one could argue that 

critical theory could be applicable based on those historical experiences, I believe 

that the interviews and discussions about a topic long being “accepted”, will create 

further truths, assumptions, and opinions. I do not see an existing reality being 

present here, but more a construction site that will create multiple different realities 

that need to be linked during the research to be able to be discussed within the 

action research frame settings. With this paradigm in mind, the general research 

approach, naming the qualitative research approach, including interviews, is set for 

the context of this research. 

3.2 Research methodologies 

3.2.1 Research frame 

The hypotheses, defined in chapter 2, create the variables and themes the research, 

as well as the methodology, is based on.  

H1: Workers councils can create and increase positive organisational behaviour within the 

organisation, which will also optimise human capital. 

H2: Every action taken by the council or council members will introduce reactions at all 

organisational levels, that should be taken into account. 
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H3: Workers councils can positively influence employee engagement at the workplace and 

therefore increase employee satisfaction and commitment by engaging at least one of the 

dimensions. 

H4: Workers councils can influence how employees participate within the organisation and 

reduce potential intentions to quit by representing their voice and communicating directly. 

H5: The use of social media and new forms of communication can further enhance the 

relationship of workers councils with their employees and positively influence the experience 

of employees at work resulting in increased productivity. 

H6: Workers councils, as well as trade unions, play a role within the organisation as there 

might even exist role dualities being present.  

H7: Workers councils should care for the employees within the organisation. 

Through taking care, employees are given voice and satisfaction can be raised, 

leading to increased performance, and reduced turnover rates. 

Looking at the hypotheses, my interviews will be mainly informed by the following 

terms: 

- Employee satisfaction and commitment 

- Communication and representing voice of the employees 

- Role duality between institutions within the organisation 

- Taking care 

- Positive influence on employee engagement and organisational behaviour 

The interview questions within the interview guide will be built around those terms 

to engage in discussion with my participants in order to find out their narrative on 

the issue. Furthermore, will these terms be used as a starting point for the coding 

process during the initial analysis and during the presentation of the analysis within 

the first learning set meetings. The interviews will, therefore focus on the 

communication of workers councils within the organization and how employees 

experience the councils in general as well as different aspects of their work. The 

following questions taken from the interview guide are directly influenced by the 
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themes identified from my hypotheses. The complete interview guide is given in 

Appendix F. 

Q1: “How do you see the workers council within this organization?” 

Q2: “Are you satisfied with the amount of communication before, during and 

after negotiations?” 

Q3: “Are you satisfied with your work in general?” 

Q4: “Are you satisfied with the work of our workers council?” 

Q5: “Could the council increase your overall satisfaction at work?” 

Q6: “Should the council be more present within the organization?” 

Q7: “Do you think the workers council is related to the outcomes of the 

negotiations?” 

Q8: “According to your beliefs, is it the workers council or the trade union that 

fights for the people in the negotiations?” 

Looking again at the hypotheses and the derived questions, the following table 

shows an estimation on which hypotheses might be answered and linked to which 

question: 

Hypothesis Questions 

H1 Q1, Q3, Q4, Q5 

H2 Q1, Q4 

H3 Q2, Q4, Q5, Q6 

H4 Q3, Q4, Q5, Q6 

H5 Q2, Q6 

H6 Q7, Q8 

H7 Q4, Q6 

3.2.2 Research approach 

The nature of my research project deals with the behaviour of the workers councils 

within my organisation and how the council can positively influence the 

organisational culture. Whereas culture in this sense is seen as a mixture of different 

organisational terms including organisational behaviour, employee engagement, 
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employee satisfaction and employee commitment. Generalising, this leads to the 

issue of how workers councils can positively influence the human capital of an 

organisation to increase the performance and positively alter the profitability. 

Based on the nature of this organisational issue, I see a qualitative research project 

best suited to really get the understanding of the processes being carried on within 

the organisation.  

 

As there are different approaches available within the qualitative world and 

different authors differ in their listing of possible approaches, I will follow Creswell’s 

(2013) five approaches and decide based on his comparison and overview of the 

different approaches. Although other authors mention almost the same approaches 

(compare, i.e. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2011c), who avoid the Phenomenological 

approach but add Action Research, Feminist Research and Critical Research), I feel 

that Creswell mentions and describes the most commonly used approaches as those 

approaches seem to be shared among different authors and publications. The 

approaches presented by Creswell are also presented and described among general 

literature related to qualitative approaches.  

Following the comparison Creswell provides, both Narrative Research, as well as 

Ethnography, can be excluded here, as the topic of this research thesis is not related 

to one single individual, nor a culture-sharing group. A Narrative Research approach 

focuses on telling a story, a narration of one individual. As a larger group of people 

experiences the issue being researched, having a narrative approach, focussing on 

one single person will introduce further limitations to the research and therefore 

seems to be inappropriate. Ethnography furthermore is more directed to 

researching the cultural experiences within a group and how they experience their 

cultural concepts. The main topic of co-determination, in combination with workers 

councils work, falls out of the common understanding of what can be experienced 

as a cultural aspect. 

I am looking here in the direction of a Grounded Theory approach, developing a 

theory from data collected in the field and further work on this theory by applying 
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techniques coming from the action research approach. Nevertheless, I will also 

include different characteristics of the phenomenological approach, as the 

population in my research all share the experience of the same phenomenon and it 

is crucial to gain the understanding how and why different individuals experienced 

the phenomenon differently. Therefore, there will be a mixture of concepts related 

to both grounded theory and phenomenological research approaches. 

I feel that the approaches are interconnected, and they share a common ground, as 

all of them deal with experiencing an issue. It is mainly about the researcher and 

what needs to be found and constructed, that will determine the chosen approach. 

Although not chosen, a Narrative approach is somehow present as the interviewee 

is telling a narration, their story of individual experiences. The phenomenological 

approach, as said above, adds that every participant shares one phenomenon and 

has experienced this. 

Furthermore, coming back to the ethnographic approach, although there is no 

direct cultural aspect to research, it is nevertheless the organisational culture that 

might have influenced the individuals’ experiences. Culture, although not directly 

researched in this context, always influences the experiences and behaviour of all 

individuals.  

Based on this observation, Eriksson and Kovalainen (2011b) help me in getting the 

reasoning for the chosen mixture of research approaches. Following them, most of 

those approaches are used as methods in parallel, making a broad mixture of those 

approaches and methods possible. Looking further at action research theory, 

methods are further mixed during the different cycles within an action research 

project, to create potential solutions for a problem, that can be tested during the 

action cycles and reflected on in later steps. (Greenwood & Levin 2007) 

The primary approach chosen will nevertheless share the most characteristics with 

the research itself. Therefore, I will stick to the Phenomenological approach for this 

research project and develop a theoretical framework related to workers council 

work within the specific context of my organisation. This approach helps to create 

potentially actionable suggestions that can be applied and tested in other settings 
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by further research as well as be generalised during a bigger, possibly mixed 

research project. Nevertheless, does this approach limit the research result to the 

specific context within my organisation and mainly provides suggestions, ideas, and 

stimuli to apply the findings in other organisations. 

Where the Phenomenological approach deals with a specific phenomenon in 

general (Creswell 2013), the Grounded Theory approach should not mainly create a 

general theory but more such theories that are related to specific aspects of a social 

phenomenon instead of big ideas dealing with abstract aspects (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen 2011b). 

Following their definition further, I see also a link between grounded theory and 

action research approaches, making it even more suitable for this specific research 

project. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2011b) describe that grounded theory is based on 

a constant overlap and interplay between data collection and data analysis. The 

theory created from this approach should emerge as a process. Creswell 

furthermore links the research practice of the grounded theory not only to process 

but directly to actions. By repeating the analysis and defining macro and micro 

conditions influencing the phenomenon that form directions between each other, I 

see a direct link to action research cycles, that are repeated and reflected on.  

The grounded theory approach for me is some form of an action research cycle and 

the outcome, following Creswell, may be tested for verification, in this work by 

action research methods (Creswell 2013). 

This research project will thus, based on the elaborated theoretical approaches, 

following a constructionist framework using methodologies and approaches derived 

from grounded theory research, including phenomenological assumptions and 

aspects. Based on the underlying Action Research approach of this research, no 

clear concrete qualitative research approach will be chosen, but different concepts 

will be combined to support the research process. 

The research instruments, as also described in more detail in a later section, will 

follow the grounded theory approach and consist of interviews and observations 
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which are based on the researchers own experiences. Within the action research 

section, the usage and application of learning sets will be further discussed. 

3.2.3 Sampling strategy 

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary (2017) defines sampling as „the act, process, or 

technique of selecting a representative part of a population to determine the 

parameters or characteristics of the whole population.“. Thompson (1999) takes 

this definition and refines the contents by stating that research focuses on a defined 

group of people. A sample in research represents a part of the total population 

related to the research issue. Having this in mind, sampling means to study a 

proportion of the population, instead of studying the whole one. Depending on the 

sampling process, the researcher is, by this technique, able to generalise the 

outcomes of the research project. 

Within the quantitative theories, probability sampling is the most common 

approach being used. This approach claims that the researcher has access to all 

members of the total population and that every member has an equal chance of 

being selected. An alternative to probability sampling within quantitative 

approaches is random sampling, where the researcher does not select percentages 

from the chosen population but uses a random choice approach to select 

participants and the final sample (Thompson 1999). Although the quantitative 

approaches follow the definition presented above, researchers agree, that this 

definition differs from the underlying understanding of qualitative researchers and 

their approach to sampling and research (Gentles et al. 2015; Marshall 1996; 

Thompson 1999). 

This clear statement is based on the nature of qualitative approaches. A qualitative 

research project is not concerned with generalising from a sample to the whole 

population. Instead, the goal is to inform and create an understanding of concepts 

that contribute to the issue being researched. Theoretical understanding is more 

relevant to qualitative research than statistical inference (Thompson 1999). When 

sampling within qualitative research projects, the researcher intends to identify 

specific groups of people that seem to be relevant to the phenomenon being 
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studied. Marshall (1996) supports Thompson’s observations by stating that random 

sampling is inappropriate for qualitative studies as this is more used to generalise 

results and not to develop an understanding of an issue. Furthermore, using smaller 

samples, as it is common within the qualitative approaches, sampling errors and 

biases are inevitable when using random sampling.  

Within the qualitative field, Marshall (1996) mentions three different main 

approaches for sampling. By using convenience sampling, the researcher “takes 

what is there”. Available resources are used with no particular criteria applied. The 

judgement sampling (also purposeful sampling) is the most common technique used 

in the qualitative world. By using this technique, the researcher selects the most 

productive participants to answer the research question. Adjustments at a later 

stage are possible here, based on the outcomes of the research. Also, Coyne (1997) 

mentions purposeful sampling as being the most common within the qualitative 

domain. For him, the sampling process here is shaped by both the researcher and 

the project in general. The technique selects people according to the aim of the 

research, meaning the samples are chosen based on the purpose they should follow. 

Both authors (Coyne 1997; Marshall 1996) also present theoretical sampling as a 

basic sampling technique within the grounded theory approach in the qualitative 

domain. The base of this technique is to build theories on the data collected and 

resample again for further data collection. Nevertheless, the initial sampling stage 

is still based on purposeful sampling. Also, Glaser (1978) defined theoretical 

sampling as a base of grounded theory; there seems to be a different understanding 

among other researchers about the sampling techniques. Many do not see 

theoretical sampling as a specific individual technique but related to and being a 

variation within the domain of purposeful sampling (Corbin & Strauss 2008; Morse 

1991; Patton 2002; Sandelowski, Holditch-Davis & Harris 1992). 

When starting to implement a sampling strategy practically, I follow Emmel’s (2013) 

more general approach of considering the theories of different sampling techniques 

and basing the decisions on available resources as well as the purpose of the 

research. Looking at a more detailed approach, Daniel (2012a) suggests starting 

with deciding between a census and sampling before choosing a nonprobability or 
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probability approach. Within those approaches, it is up to the researcher to further 

choose the sampling type and finally determining the sample size.  

Looking in particular at my research project, based on the qualitative nature, 

sampling seems to be appropriate. Following Thompson (1999), Gentles et al. (2015) 

as well as Marshall (1996), qualitative approaches use a small sample size, 

therefore, taking a census will not be a right decision here. Following further the 

qualitative nature, a nonprobability sample design will be the base of the sampling 

within this research, because, as already mentioned, the sample should support the 

research project and help understand the phenomenon identified (Daniel 2012a). 

Daniel further defines four major sampling strategies that mostly relate to what 

other authors presented. Especially Marshall’s (1996) three different approaches 

can be linked to what Daniel (2012b) suggests. The first suggested approach is 

availability sampling, being related to Marshall’s convenience sampling. What is 

available will be sampled. The second approach, being purposive sampling, is the 

most common approach used in the qualitative world. The other presented 

approaches, quota sampling and respondent-assisted sampling seem to be more a 

subcategory of purposive sampling. 

Having sampling techniques differ more or less, depending on the cited author, I will 

follow Coyne’s (1997) thoughts for sampling in this research project. Following him, 

all sampling done within the qualitative domain is more or less purposeful. Coyne 

follows Patton in the view that as long as qualitative research is involved, sampling 

is done purposefully. As qualitative research deals with understanding a 

phenomenon, it seems essential to purposeful sample in order to be able to gain 

understanding. Furthermore, following Coyne here, can theoretical sampling also 

be seen as a form of purposeful sampling, why I will not divide this further in this 

research project. Although Glaser (1978) explicitly demands a theoretical sampling 

approach for grounded theory, I will use the simplified purposeful approach within 

this research project (Creswell 2013; Daniel 2012b; Locke 2008). Based on the 

standard figures available in the literature for grounded theory, the sample size will 

be between ten and 30 participants (Creswell 2013; Daniel 2012b). With the ongoing 

sampling process being present in grounded theory studies in mind (Locke 2008), I 
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will focus on an initial sample size of ten participants that can be extended based on 

the outcomes and further research cycles.  

Looking at the organisation in focus, sampling also seems preferable to taking a 

census or the whole population. Although the target population is about 100 

employees, following qualitative suggestions, having a small sample size should be 

sufficient to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon being studied. As the 

researcher knows the individuals that are forming the total population, it is feasible 

to select those participants in the initial sampling process, that might add best to 

the general phenomenon. Furthermore, based on this mentioned knowledge, it is 

also possible for the researcher to select few participants that might provide 

different views on the phenomenon, supporting the decision to use a purposeful 

sampling approach within this research project. 

The purposeful sampling, as chosen for this research, will be based on all employees 

working at the research site as the target population. Based on this, the target 

population within this research is formed by 160 employees. Within this target 

population, based on the internal organisation, three groups of employees can be 

further identified. Those groups consist of 80 employees working as a consultant, 

60 employees working as technicians and engineers and 20 employees doing 

administrative work. Based on the relevance of working hours and overtime related 

to this research as well as workers council's work, the group of consultants will be 

the most important within this research. The administrative group can be neglected, 

based on the small number of overall employees and the usual regular working days. 

The experienced phenomenon related to the research questions will be highest 

within the consulting group, based on a high load of working hours and much 

working travel required. Following will be the technical group, also dealing with a 

high workload but who might have experienced the phenomenon less directly than 

the consulting colleagues. Therefore, the primary focus will be on the consulting 

colleagues, a weight of two thirds will be on the side of this group. Thus said, the 

sample population will be based on 140 employees, including all consulting and 

technical employees. All employees from this sample group will receive an invitation 
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to participate in the study. From the responses, a random sample of seven 

consultants and three engineers will be selected.  

3.3 Action research 

3.3.1 Definition 

Following the Sage Dictionary of Qualitative Management Research(Harris 2008), 

Action research is defined “as an informed investigation into a real management 

issue in an organisation by a participating researcher, resulting in an actionable 

solution to the issue.” Although this definition is relatively short, it includes the main 

concepts of action research. The history of action research goes back to the 1940s 

when Kurt Lewin is argued to be the first who coined the term action research 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen 2011a; Fernie & Smith 2010). During those days, Lewin 

experimented within industry-related environments and did include employee 

groups within his research. Following his explanation, action research helps in 

developing powers of “reflective thought, discussion, decision and action by 

ordinary people participating in collective research on private troubles”. He further 

defined: “No action without research; no research without action” (Adelman 1993; 

Bradbury et al. 2008). Those short excerpts nevertheless underline the above-given 

definition of action research by showing that real-world issues are researched by a 

group of people leading to a real solution that can be executed. Coming back to the 

Sage Dictionary, another point is essential. Utilising both theory and action 

differentiates this from business consultancy. The action research and the 

researcher base their findings and solutions not only on practical discussions but 

also on theoretical research and findings (Harris 2008). 

Since the first implementation in the 1940s, action research has been interpreted in 

various ways, by different groups in multiple research domains (Fernie & Smith 

2010). Based on this development, there exist multiple different approaches within 

the action research world, that can all be summarized with this term.  

Using further the general approach and taking the definition of Lewin as a base, the 

general action research process as described by Coghlan and Brannick (2014) is 
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related to three different perspectives (first-, second-, and third-person) as 

research, in this case, is seen as something influential for myself as the researcher, 

the group I am working with during the research project and the others that might 

benefit from the research. Action research, following the central terms within the 

definition above, is split into different cycles. Each cycle is based on four different 

basic steps: 

1. Constructing 

2. Planning action 

3. Taking action 

4. Evaluating action 

The constructing step is the essential step in which the issue is identified and 

constructed. The main context and framework are set here. Within the following 

planning step, theories are analysed, and actions are planned before, as, in step 

three, the actions are implemented. In the last step, the outcomes of the action 

implementation are evaluated. Based on this evaluation, the cycle continues, and 

another constructing step is started (Herr & Anderson 2005b). 

3.3.2 Different approaches to action research 

As already mentioned within the definition, action research can be seen as a broad 

term to summarise the different approaches that have been formed over the years. 

The most common approaches to action research in my point of view are 

participatory action research, action science and action learning (Herr & Anderson 

2005a). 

Action learning within the approaches can be seen as a combination of self-

development and change in action. Within the action learning domain, the 

participatory concept of the researcher being inside the research seems to be most 

emphasized as it is also the researcher who develops during the research. Revans, 

as one of the creators of action learning, emphasizes that action and learning are 

tightly bound to each other, and one cannot exist without the other. The general 

action research approach being presented above is in this approach mirrored to the 

learning while implementing action during the reflection stage, the researcher 
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learns about the action and its relation to the outcomes and develops further 

(Pedler & Burgoyne 2008). 

The participatory action research approach bases the approach on whole 

communities and is strongly related to the power distributions and issues related to 

power within those groups. Social transformation is here in focus that is based on 

critical knowledge (Herr & Anderson 2005c; Swantz 2008). 

Action science is based on human meaning-making, which is linked to theories that 

create the social world. Argyris (1980) used the term to describe research that can 

explain a phenomenon and still informs practice (Friedman & Rogers 2008). Argyris’ 

usage of Lewin’s action research also highlights the strong connection of action 

research to the constructionist framework. Following Gergen and Gergen (2008), 

there is an apparent link between constructionist theory and action research. The 

constructionist approach, as already presented within the paradigms section, sees 

the world and truth as being constructed from assumptions, believes and the 

moment. The attention within this framework is shifted from the individual to 

relationships, as already presented within the interview discussion: interviewer and 

interviewee create or construct knowledge due to their interaction and relationship. 

Linking this to action research and general scientific research, it is not possible to 

remain distanced from ideology and politics as all research is a contribution and 

interpretation of different domains and meanings. The researcher is positioned 

within the project and therefore adds to the construction of knowledge within the 

research project.  

3.3.3 Action research within this project 

Although I see all of the presented approaches within the action research domain 

as interconnected, action learning also includes elements of action science, so does 

participatory action learning, the project will be mainly based on action science and 

the general definition of action research. Action science as a refined approach is 

chosen because of the nature of the research project, which makes use of human 

meaning-making about an identified issue. Thinking further about the general action 

research approaches, I as a researcher am acting as an inside action research 
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researcher. Based on Coghlan and Shani (2011), I am a full member of the 

organisation being researched and seek to introduce change. Furthermore, 

experiences of myself underpin the action research project conducted here, as given 

by Wicks, Reason and Bradbury (2008). 

During the action research approach in this project, I will use learning sets to discuss 

and reflect on actions, action plans and actionable knowledge. Learning sets are 

groups of individual people from within the organisation chosen to participate in 

the research process. The members of the learning sets within my research project 

will be taken from the workers council, as the outcomes of the interview analysis 

will form the basic discussion topics on which action steps shall be created with 

them. The set will further discuss findings coming from reflections after taking 

action. Within those learning sets, the members will discuss the findings related to 

the interview analysis and propose different steps to take actions. In addition, 

further theoretical aspects and concepts will be taken into account in order to 

address what was mentioned in the interviews. The learning set will create 

actionable steps and evaluate actions that can be introduced by the set members 

themselves without the need of further higher management involvement. This will 

lead to immediate action and directly measurable change. In Chapter 5, the learning 

set work, including the planned actionable steps, will be further elaborated.  

 

Reflecting on this description, the core action research will take place during the 

work with the workers council as a learning set. The data collected during the 

interviews will, in this form, help to demonstrate how employees might engage if 

workers councils introduce actions that have been discussed and created during the 

learning set meetings. Following Ramsey (2014), an idea, in general, is not scholarly, 

as long as the engagement with an idea is not embedded within robust, intentional 

and evaluative inquiry. The inquiry Ramsey (2014) is presenting reflects in some way 

the action research cycle. First, the idea is researched; one engages in learning 

about the issue, the idea in focus. This learning process is followed by planning and 

taking actions, as the learning only gives an insight that needs testing and refining. 

Therefore, the theoretical concepts are taken to the practical side and tested via 
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implementing actions. The results of the actions taken have to be validated and 

reflected on. This concept will be applied to the core action research cycle as well 

as the over spanning cycle that represents the thesis, as presented in the following 

section. 

3.3.4 Action research cycles 

Before describing the different cycles present within this research project, I will 

introduce Coghlan and Brannick’s (2014) meta-learning. Following them, there are 

two parallel action learning cycles present within each action research project. The 

first cycle is the already mentioned four-step cycle, as it was defined above, also 

called the core cycle (Zuber-Skerrit & Perry 2002). The second cycle can be seen as 

an action research cycle about the action research, called thesis cycle. Inquiring on 

those cycles is essential to creating actionable knowledge and the learning process 

in general (Argyris 2003). Thinking about this also introduces part of action learning 

into this thesis; one reason why I state that action research cannot entirely be 

divided into different single approaches. This cycle in cycle principle is what makes 

action research different from everyday problem-solving and introduces the 

concept of learning about learning or meta-learning (Coghlan & Brannick 2014). 

Perry and Zuber-Skerritt (1994) demonstrate further the link between the core and 

the thesis action research cycle. Within their definition, the thesis will switch 

between cycles presented in both action research project forms. The following 

image tries to emphasize this connection. 
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Figure 1 - Relationships between core and action research projects (Zuber-Skerrit & Perry 2002) 

 

Based on the meta-learning approach presented here and in the style of action 

research used within the theses of Thuku (2016) and Grave (2016), I will present a 

core action research cycle within this project, surrounded by a thesis cycle. 

The core cycle will involve planning, taking action and reflecting on the action, which 

will be discussed in the following chapters. The thesis cycle will be presented within 

the following diagram and briefly discussed afterwards. 
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Figure 2 - own Picture (adapted from the theories presented by Zuber-Skerritt and Perry (2002) 

 

Figure 2 shows the general meta-learning cycle present within this research project. 

Every state within a “standard” action research cycle will consist of a further action 

research cycle, involving the necessary steps linked to the research project. 

Following this approach, I will discuss each of the cycles in more details. 

 

Figure 3 - Action research cycle 1 - Construction (own image) 
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Cycle one, as being the construction-related cycle, focused on gaining an 

understanding of the issue and finding out “what is it”. Following Coghlan and 

Brannick (2014), this step will provide the practical and theoretical foundation for 

the action research project and is the basis on which the project is planned. Based 

on this foundation, the step involves the pre-stages of the action research project. 

Thus, in the beginning, it was the general topic selection that started the 

construction cycle with another construction step. This topic selection emerged 

during the planning step in writing first proposal drafts as well as selecting a 

supervisor for being a partner in, as Coghlan names it, a “collaborative venture” 

(Coghlan & Brannick 2014). The execution and reflection steps are mainly coined by 

writing and reviewing the proposal. This step can be seen as the base foundation of 

the overall research process. During this stage, I came up with multiple ideas and 

did select and evolve those ideas based on discussions with several colleagues and 

managers. Furthermore, did this step include an initial reading on the topic, 

including the research and selection of appropriate literature to start thinking more 

about the identified issue. 

Following the general action research philosophy and further the presentation of 

Coghlan and Brannick, the content of this initial construction cycle is still 

construction, that might change later during the research process, also based on the 

constructionist paradigms. 
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Figure 4 - Action research cycle 2 - Planning (own image) 

 

Although Zuber-Skerritt and Perry (2002) summarize the construction and planning 

step within their thesis action research definition, I will split this into two single steps 

following the classical action research approach. Within this step, as also shown by 

Zuber-Skerrit and Perry, I will further define and refine the research problem and 

design the study. Literature is being reviewed and analysed to understand the topic 

further and plan the action research project. As an essential part of this planning 

stage, the methodology used for the project will be chosen and justified, based on 

the underlying paradigms and literature. 
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Figure 5 - Action research cycle 3 - Taking action (own image) 

 

The action step will further combine Zuber-Skerritt and Perry’s (2002) Action as well 

as Observation step. Following their model, I will do the planned fieldwork within 

this step. The construction and planning of this step will involve sampling and 

inviting participants as well as preparing the interviews in general. Furthermore, 

appointments are made, and participants that are willing to join are selected. The 

execution stage here represents the actual interviewing process. As already 

described above, this will also include collecting my own observations by also 

recording a self-done interview. The final reflection step within this cycle will meet 

Zuber-Skerrit and Perry’s (2002) observation in the thesis stage. The interviews will 

be transcribed and analysed, the findings will be noted, and the whole process will 

be documented in the next chapter. 
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Figure 6 - Action research cycle 4 - Evaluating Action (own image) 

 

Linking the evaluation to the last thesis action research step, the outcomes of the 

previous step will be discussed within the learning set, being formed by myself and 

members of the workers council of the organisation. The findings will be discussed, 

and possible actions to improve employee satisfaction and change the potential 

view of the institution will be defined and planned. Also, limitations and suggestions 

for further research will be identified and described. 

In parallel to this meta-learning approach, also a core action research project is 

present within this research project, which can directly be linked to the action cycle 

of the meta-learning approach, as shown by Zuber-Skerrit and Perry (2002). For this 

research project, the presentation of the core action research project will be limited 

to the presentation of two cycles, based on the narrow timeframe related to the 

thesis project. The next chapter will present the first steps within the initial cycle. 

Taking action in cycle one will be based on my initially planned fieldwork – taking 

the interviews. Within this first cycle, I will prepare the interview protocol and select 
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the initial samples and participants. Having this in mind, the initial work of choosing 

and inviting participants can be linked to the construction stage, while the 

preparation of the interview protocol as well as the defined interview questions and 

their link to literature are related to the planning step. The actual interviewing and 

transcribing will be the action within the first cycle. My initial reflection on the 

interviews, the coding process, as well as the first analysis, will be related to the 

reflection stage. Within this step, I will also include the workers council, which will 

form the learning set and discuss the initial results of the first cycle with them. Based 

on those discussions, actions and policies will be developed during the beginning of 

the second action research cycle. This initial action plan will be created during the 

planning and construction step before the plan is applied to the organisation. The 

results of this application will then be reflected in the evaluation step of the second 

action research cycle. Based on the evaluation, adjustments will be discussed, and 

further actions are defined based on the adjustments needed. This will be based on 

the planning and construction stage of the third action research step, which will 

conclude this thesis project and lead to further research possibilities. 

3.4 Research instruments 

The main research instruments being used within this research project are based on 

interviews. In the following, the usage of this instrument will be further presented 

and defined.  

3.4.1 Data collection 

Interviews as a form of data collection are commonly used in qualitative and 

quantitative research projects but differ in type and form of execution. Nevertheless 

are interviews the primary data collection form within qualitative studies (Lopez 

2008). Following the principle forms also in this research, I will base my primary data 

collection on interviews.  

Across different research literature (Ayres 2008; Blackburn 2008; Firmin 2008a, 

2008b; Lopez 2008; Morgan & Guevara 2008; O'Reilly 2009; Olsen 2012) three to 

four main differentiations occur for interviewing. The most common used interview 
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forms are divided into structured interviews, semi-structured interviews, 

unstructured interviews, and group interviews as a special form within the interview 

domain. 

Looking again at the general aspect, interviews should be done in private, and be 

seen as a conversation between the researcher and the participant. Although based 

on questions and dialogues, it is essential also to tolerate silence. Participants might 

think about their answer or work to keep their emotions under control. Besides the 

obvious talk between the participants, also the body language plays an important 

role, and it is to the researcher to look for mismatches between what is being said 

and how the participant behaves. Probing questions can support this and add a 

clarification (Lopez 2008; Morgan & Guevara 2008). 

For this research project, I will prepare the interview guide in advance to the 

interview, following the question-based guide, as suggested by Morgan and 

Guevara (2008) and Ayres (2008). This means that the guide will be based on 

questions that I want to ask, which are derived from the research questions and the 

underlying theory. This is the opposite approach to the less commonly used topic-

based guide, which only lists topics that should be discussed during the interview. 

Although suggested by Lopez (2008), I will not let the participants choose the 

setting, as this would add more complexity to the process. Instead, I will choose a 

neutral meeting room within the organisation, which is blocked for a reasonable 

time slot to avoid potential interruptions during the interview. This setting also 

ensures the privacy of the interview and allows the participant to focus on the 

content. As O’Reilly (2009) mentions, it is hard to give a direct guideline for the 

duration of the interview, I will calculate about one to one and a half hour for each 

interview, also based on his recommendation that if a topic is explored in-depth, at 

least one hour should be used (O'Reilly 2009). Following further the suggestions of 

Lopez (2008), the interview will start with the consent procedure and demographic 

information after having a little chat with the participant to get him used to talk and 

to help him relax in the situation.  

Lopez (2008) semi-structured approach is further followed as the primary data 

collection instrument in this research project, as this kind of interview form provides 
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the most flexibility to gain essential data. An unstructured interview will not 

produce enough valuable data related to the research questions, while structured 

interviews are too strict, and a generalisation of the results is not needed and 

wanted at this stage. Therefore, using the semi-structured form, I can gain 

standardised data, enriched by further narrations based on probing questions. 

Following Warren (2001) that semi-structured interviews’ epistemology tends to be 

more constructionist, I will choose this form for the interviews being conducted 

within this research project. Within semi-structured interviews, participants are 

seen as meaning makers, leading to a construction of data as well as a certain reality 

and truth between the participant and the researcher (Ayres 2008), aligns with the 

epistemological assumptions that I hold and that I see present within the research 

project. As Kvale (2007) suggests that interviews should only be used if the sample 

size is not too large, I will further follow the recommendations found in grounded 

theory and phenomenology to use a sample size between ten and 20 participants. 

The questions used will be open-ended questions that allow the participants to 

select how they will orient themselves to the topic. Further details will be asked by 

using probing questions.  

As the interviews will be recorded, transcribing them will be essential. Following 

Roulsten (2010), the interviews will be conducted and transcribed in the original 

language of the researcher. A translation of the data will take place after the analysis 

of the data and will be done by the researcher. Findings are generated and then 

translated into the language of presentation, in this case into English. This is mainly 

done because of two reasons. The first reason is the belief of the researcher that 

translation during the transcription might lead to losing valuable information that 

was collected during the interview. It is sometimes not possible to translate into 

another language without slightly changing the meaning. Also, special terms might 

not exist in the target language (Temple & Young 2004). 

A good example is the synchronisation of movies into another language, that often 

leads to losing jokes and essential dialogues. The more important reason for this 

decision is nevertheless the fact that most of the participants and the target 

population do not speak English in general or not enough to participate in the 
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interview if this language is used. Following Poland (2001), verbatim transcriptions 

might not be enough. It is essential to maintain a certain quality and to pay attention 

to several important aspects while doing a transcription. Besides punctuation and 

adding observations and field notes, the recording device and its sound quality is 

also essential to get most from a recording.  

Another essential point for maintaining a high transcription quality is the usage of 

transcription schemes and special syntax. The use and detail of such schemes 

depend on the individual analysis that is planned. For this study, and also following 

Poland’s suggestion, which seems to be very close to the one Mangusson and 

Marecek   (2015) suggest, I use the scheme, presented by them, but slightly 

modified. The scheme is based on a modified version of the Jeffersonian notation 

system (Paulus, Lester & Dempster 2014b). This scheme should give enough detail 

to capture the essential parts of the interview. If more detail is needed in some 

parts, those sections could be coded with more details again, as also suggested by 

Magnusson and Marecek (2015). After transcription of all interviews has finished, I 

will selectively review a few of the transcripts and compare them to the original 

recordings to recheck quality. 

A secondary source of data will be observations by the researcher, presenting his 

own experiences. As this can be strongly related to the stories being told by 

participants during the interviews, I will collect this secondary data in the form of 

an autobiographic interview, being recorded and analysed. This will be based on the 

guide also used for other interviews. During the analysis, this particular form of first-

person observation and experience will be included in the coding process and 

treated like other interviews. This means that the autobiographic interview will also 

be transcribed and included in the raw data underlying the coding progress. 

3.4.2 Analysis 

Following the general approach of grounded theory, I will focus on the more 

established form of analysis, including coding, categorising and reflecting on the 

different created categories (Charmaz 2001; Roulston 2010). 
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Although Roulsten (2010) argues, that a mix of inductive and deductive approaches 

is commonly used within qualitative studies, I tend to follow Charmaz (2006) 

presentation of using a more abductive approach within this study. By using 

different suited methods to analyse my collected data and come up with theories 

and assumptions developed based on that analysis, they can be further checked by 

the usage of action research and discussion in learning sets, as explained before. 

The general analysis intended to this research will loosely follow Charmaz (2001) 

descriptions of data analysis within the grounded theory, including coding and 

memo writing, but be more related to what Kvale (2007) describes as bricolage: 

mixing different tools, methods and analysis approaches. My primary approach will 

follow the suggested steps by Magnusson and Marecek (2015). Following them, I 

will first derive sub-questions for the initial analysis, based on my research 

questions, the interview guide and a first reading through the transcribed 

interviews. This is loosely coupled with Charmaz (2007) suggestion of loose coding 

and the next step in this approach. Following the creation of sub-questions, I will 

read through the transcripts again, identifying parts that might be related to the 

created sub-questions. This procedure can be directly linked to the process of open 

and axial coding. Within the open coding stage, concepts and ideas are identified 

while reading through the text. In the following axial coding step, those initial 

concepts are confirmed, and relations between concepts are drawn.  Those excerpts 

will be stored in individual files, related to each of the sub-questions. This reading 

and taking excerpts will be done twice, to make sure, everything is identified within 

the interviews. After the files have been created, the identified excerpts within the 

files will be re-read and briefly summarised by taking notes about each excerpt. 

What Charmaz (2007) describes as selective or focused relates to me to the 

following process of finding common ideas and meaning within the taken notes and 

re-assessing if the excerpt might be within the correct sub-question related file. The 

identified ideas will be saved in a second file, independent from the first sub-

question related file. This “categorising” will then lead to a reflection on the 

identified themes and also a comparison with the initially defined and maybe during 

the research altered research questions. The collected ideas will be summarised 

again and linked to the questions and sub-questions (Magnusson & Marecek 2015). 
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Besides this analysis approach focusing on the meaning being generated within the 

interviews, I will also focus on some linguistic approaches and cultural meanings. A 

focus on language, only if the researcher is not a skilled linguistic, as pointed out by 

Kvale (Kvale 2007), can add to the interpretation and analysis of the contents of the 

interviews. Rhetoric means the way of talking or the words used can help to read 

between the lines and find different meanings than directly expressed. Witcraft, as 

it is called by Billig (1996) can help the researcher to identify some justification or 

feeling to proof what the interviewee is saying. Witcraft means that the participant 

makes a statement and immediately justifies the statement. Following this, 

metacommunications (commenting on the own statements), indirect speech, 

contradiction and contrasting can be examples for interview parts worth more 

consideration.  

Another point, independent from the before mentioned analysis, will be the 

comparison of different groups and their meaning about the issues being studied. 

Therefore, besides coding in general, also category analysing and content analysing 

based on the study groups will be performed. An interesting approach is further 

given by Kvale (2007) as an example, where he notices in his study about grading in 

schools, that pupils with higher grades resulted in longer transcripts of the 

interviews. If there seems to be some significance within my research related to the 

interview lengths and the membership to different study groups, it might be worth 

investigating in this correlation further, but this is not part of the current research 

study and open to further studies. 

3.4.3 Software-based tools 

Moving further in the digital world, more and more tools are created and used to 

ease different tasks. Within the research world, there exist a couple of tools that 

help the researcher with multiple tasks such as transcribing, analysing, storing notes 

and references and organising the work. For this research project, I will also use 

different software-based tools to support different processes within the project. 

Whereas quantitative analysis programs seem to be obvious based on the 

mathematical nature of the analysis, qualitative programs have developed over 
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time and are used more or less standardly now in qualitative research. Those 

programs can be used in multiple ways, allowing the researcher to implement 

different types of analysis and use multiple types of data. Creswell for examples 

describes how software can be used in all of the major different qualitative 

approaches to analyse the specific data collected for each of those approaches, no 

matter if it is a narration, an observation with field notes, an interview or a video 

(Creswell 2013). 

For analysis within this research project, I mainly focussed on three popular tools: 

ATLAS.ti, MAXQDA and NVivo. All of them offer more or less the same functionality 

and provide the main features for any qualitative analysis such as the possibility to 

take notes, to code and to analyse transcriptions (Paulus, Lester & Dempster 2014a). 

MAXQDA will be the choice within this project, mainly based on their licencing 

model and the ability to transcribe within the software as well as to use their mobile 

apps to both analyse as well as to take recordings. Following Kuckartz (2014) as well 

as Paulus, Lester and Dempster (2014b) several tools also exist especially for 

transcribing interviews, such as F4 or the newer F5. As MAXQDA added support for 

basic transcription features as well as linking to time stamps and direct coding 

during the transcription, I will resign the usage of an extra transcription tool. This 

will also avoid further transformations needed between different software tools, as 

everything is done within one tool (MAXQDA 2017). 

3.4.4 Generate data to inform actionable knowledge 

Within this project, as presented in the previous chapter, the themes emerging from 

the literature review and my defined hypotheses have influenced the interview 

guide being used. Based on the interview guide, themes will be presented in the 

narratives of each participant. The themes will further form the first stage during 

the coding process, as they will give a basic starting point to identify meaning within 

the interview transcripts. Within the analysis, MaxQDA will be used as a software-

based tool to process the interview files. With the build-in function of transcribing, 

I will start the analysis process within MaxQDA by transcribing the interview 

recordings. During the transcription process, memos will be taken within MaxQDA, 

if needed. After transcribing, the coding process of MaxQDA will be used to identify 
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the basic themes within the transcripts. Therefore, the initial coding list will be 

created; colour codes will be used to visually differentiate the coded themes. During 

different reflection cycles, as presented in the next chapter, this list was refined, 

detailed, and re-applied to the transcripts. With the help of MaxQDA’s analysis 

tools, connections and relations between different codes will be visualized and 

presented. Those tools mainly represent the occurrence of codes within transcripts 

and link the occurrences to each other or analyse the occurrence of selected 

combinations. The usage of MaxQDA is mainly helpful to visualize the outcomes and 

analysis and to have a supporting tool for keeping track of codes and where they 

are applied. Furthermore, does MaxQDA offer the needed tools for the analysis 

process within one application without the need to switch applications to have a 

risk of losing data or information while switching applications. 

With the themes identified and the refined coding-list ready, results are interpreted, 

and topics to be discussed with the learning sets are defined. If the interviews give 

the potential to already suggest potential actions or focus on a specific topic, this 

will be included in the learning set meetings and discussions.  

3.5 Ethical issues and Limitations 

Following Coghlan and Brannick (2014) as well as Coghlan and Shani (2008) doing 

action research within the own organisation, namely being an insider action 

researcher, always includes ethical issues and considerations. Depending on the 

different potential roles of a researcher, power conflicts, as well as conflicts related 

to data access, can arise from a research project. Having my position in mind within 

the organisation as well as the access that I currently have to different data, does 

not show a potential conflict related to roles, power, or data access. As already 

presented in Chapter 1, I am working as a consultant and project manager with no 

disciplinary power over potential participants within the study. In addition, as not 

being a member of the workers council, side effects, and potential influence during 

meetings within the council can also be ignored. Nevertheless, will any issue that 

might occur being reported within this research project. 
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Besides those implications related to the researcher, in general, do qualitative 

research projects involve further critical ethical implications, based on close 

collaboration with the participants. Within the qualitative studies, several basic 

principles are established and described by multiple different authors as being 

essential related to research ethics. Those principles include taking informed 

consent from the participants, giving them the chance to refuse taking part. 

Furthermore, should the privacy of the participants be respected. The leading 

principle during the research should be the accuracy of the data and the 

interpretation (Eriksson, ivi & Kovalainen 2008; Flick 2007; Ryen 2004). 

The commitment of the researcher to follow the ethical principles is acknowledged 

by the ethical approval gained from the ethical committee of the university. For this 

research project, all participants will have the possibility to withdraw from the study 

and interview at any time if they feel uncomfortable. No pressure will be built upon 

them, and their decisions are respected. The transcriptions are, as already 

described, anonymised to maintain the confidentiality of the participants. The files 

used within this research project are secured to ensure only the researcher has 

access to all the data. 

The limitations present within the current study are mainly related to the small 

target population of about 160 employees present at the research site. This reduces 

the diversity from which samples can be invited and chosen. Being based on a 

qualitative study with an underlying constructionist paradigm, the biases that might 

be present within my thoughts might influence the analysis and interpretation 

stage. Although this can be seen as a limitation, I follow and emphasise the 

constructionist paradigm stating that everything is constructed and created. 

Therefore, as every analysis is based on different paradigms and methodologies, 

everything within a research project is interpreted, including the biases and 

assumptions of the researcher. Therefore, I would argue that every research might 

be biased in some way. 
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3.6 Summary 

For the research presented here, I chose the purposeful sampling approach. Using 

this, the target population of the research study is formed by all 160 employees at 

the research site. Based on this population, the 20 employees being related to 

general administrative tasks were excluded as their relevance for the research topic 

can be neglected. The remaining employees, forming the sample, were invited to 

take part in the research study. Based on their belonging to either the consulting or 

technical group, a weight of 2/3 and respective 1/3 of participants were randomly 

chosen based on the willingness to participate. Based on this, seven consulting 

employees and three technical employees were chosen as participants. The 

participants of the learning sets were chosen based on their membership within the 

workers council because those members will work, decide on, and implement 

actions during the action research cycles. 

The interviews conducted within the research are semi-structured interviews using 

open-ended questions. The interviews are recorded and transcribed by the 

researcher. To maintain the original content, translations by the researcher are only 

done to summarise the outcomes of the interviews and to present important 

potential quotes. 

The Action Research part of this research project is present twice. First, as the thesis 

action research project, consisting of one cycle, as presented, and second the actual 

research project, consisting of two cycles as shown. 

. 
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Chapter 4 

Research Practice and Findings 
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4.1 Overview 

Within this chapter, I will present the analysis process of the interview 

transcriptions, which applied a form of coding to identify key themes within the 

meaning of the interview files. The themes were further refined during multiple 

coding cycles. The results of the coding process as well as the identified themes, will 

be discussed during this chapter and linked to the hypotheses created from the 

theoretical literature.  

The general starting point concerning the engagement of the employees is related 

to their working environment and the work of the workers council in particular, 

which will directly be linked to satisfaction at the workplace. (Bhatt & Sharma 

2019)During the interviews, it was evident that many participants linked their 

experiences at the workplace with workers councils directly to the presence and 

work of the trade union presented within our organisation.  

While the authors and the literature presented in chapter two mainly generalised 

the findings and related them to the overall trade union and workers council world 

within the German system of co-determination, I aimed to dig deeper and relate 

those findings to a qualitative approach respecting the individual thoughts of 

employees. My intention was more focused on extracting the real meaning from the 

thoughts of employees instead of letting them fill surveys. While authors like 

Addison et al. (2013; 2007), Schnabel (2008a; 2008b) or Pyhel (Pyhel 2004) base 

their research on available figures and data related to previous research or the 

ALLBUS and IBA panel data (continuous surveys in multiple organisations), I 

followed a different approach and looked for deeper meaning within the world of 

co-determination especially in the context of my organization. This approach might 

be limited to the specific context within my organisation, but I’d like to argue that 

also the quantitative research based on the panel data might be limited due to the 

low figure of researched organisations, as stated in chapter two.  

Before starting with the discussions, I will further present some statistical figures to 

get a deeper understanding of the structural belongings of the participants chosen.  
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4.1.1 Statistical figures 

When conducting the interviews, my first intention was to collect some primary 

demographic and background data of the participants. This will include the age of 

the respondent as well as the length of employment in my organisation and the 

number of organisations the participant belonged to in the past. I will present those 

raw data also visually in the form of pie charts to demonstrate the overall 

distribution of the sample and participants within the different groups. Although the 

participants are distributed quite diverse, as shown by the charts, the answers often 

transported similar meaning across the groups. During the selection and sampling 

process, it was vital for me to generate a mixture of both council members as well 

as trade union members, including their combinations. 

Following the history of co-determination in Germany and especially Müller-Jentsch 

(2008, 2016), who presented the coal-mining industry as one of the first to 

introduce the concept of co-determination and trade unions, I wanted to find out, 

if the participant is an active member in the coal mining trade union. Looking at the 

history of the organisation in combination with the literature, I assumed that the 

unionisation is still high in organisations with a mining background, like the one I 

work in. This assumption was mainly proven, giving general unionisation of 90% 

within the organisation and the following distribution being present within my 

interviews (see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Trade Union organisation 

 

It might be evident that the colleagues in the Ruhr area are well organised, based 

on the historical developments during the industrial revolution as presented by 

Müller-Jentsch (2008, 2016). Therefore, having answers to the degree of 

unionisation in the Saar area is even more interesting as this area belonged to 

Prussia and Bavaria when the concepts were introduced but were later part of 

France after World War I and even independent after World War II. The research 

showed that those acts of independence and country-belonging did not affect the 

amount of unionisation. This strong unionisation that I found is also linked directly 

to the traditional fields of mining and chemistry, exactly the fields our major trade 

union is active in, following Addison et al. (2007). 

This high percentage of unionisation within the organisation is also being 

emphasized by participants explaining how the process to join a trade union worked 

in “older days”: 

“I joined because of my father, who also was council and trade 

union member. In the earlier days, it worked in a way that you 

went to an onboarding training when you joined the company. 

Trade Union

actual former not organised
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In this training, you also received your membership application 

to join the trade union – and you did.” 

Others confirmed this in easier words: 

“I am member since I work. I became member during the 

apprenticeship and stayed since then.” 

The main reason to leave the trade union was related to the lack of taking care and 

looking after their members: 

“I did leave because I got angry about them. I had a problem 

and they told me that it is not their part to help here, if the 

organisation made a problem, so I saved the membership 

fees.” 

Another vital background fact in my research is the membership in the workers 

council. Therefore, I wanted to know further if the participant is a member of the 

institution and why or why not the participant decided to become a member of the 

institution. Linking this to the fact found in literature, that union density is high in 

the mining industry, I wanted to know further if the participant feels, that there is a 

strong link between the work of the council and the trade union representing the 

employees.  

Figure 8 shows how the participants are related to the current workers council being 

re-elected in April 2018. 



   
 

74 
 

 

Figure 8: Workers Council members 

 

As explained within my literature review, trade union members have to pay 1% of 

their gross wage as a membership fee. Nevertheless did my research reveal that 

there generally are also direct negotiations with trade unions possible: Employees 

pay a direct amount monthly to the trade union in order to be a member, divergent 

to the statutable fee they should pay as given for example by IGBCE (2012), IG Metall 

(n.d). or ver.di (2017).  

Goerke and Pannenberg argue that one could compare a trade union membership 

with purchasing a good. My research in this point shows that one can mostly agree 

with their definition, but that it is nevertheless also possible to bargain with the 

trade union, comparing this not directly with a direct market but more like a bazaar. 

Following Addison et al. (2007), who show that the unions are still strong in their 

traditional fields like mining, my research proves their observation of the union 

world within Germany. As said before, with mining history and still related to the 

mining trade union, a union density of about 90% and a density of 70% actual 

members, as well as 30% former members within this research, underlines their 

statement. Even among younger employee not related to the history of the 

organisation, the density is still above the average in Germany.  

Workers Council

Member non Member
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Having an overall density within the organisation of about 90%, meanings of 

Addison, Schnabel and Wagner (2007) cannot be found within my organisation in 

general. We do not see a real decline in membership rates. In general, one can say 

that many of the theoretical literature available is looking at the topic too generally. 

My research shows that union Density, as well as unionisation and different 

behaviours, are strongly related to the unions involved and their acting within the 

organisation and the general environment. As was said by about half of the 

participants, having more than one union within the organisation led to power 

struggles within the organisation. Fights between trade unions were taken into the 

organisation and unions used to abuse their members to fight for the respective 

union within workers council meetings, leading to further separate meetings split 

among the unionisation. One participant made a strong connection here by pointing 

out how unions tried to exploit their members while discussing topics within the 

organisation. 

One crucial point for me was to find out whether Pyhel (2004) is right by stating that 

the cost/performance ratio is lowering the attractiveness of trade union 

membership. This is especially interesting within the Saarland, where my company 

is located, as we have a working chamber, as every Bundesland in Germany has, but 

employees here are forced to be a member within the chamber if they work here. 

As the working chamber offers many of the benefits of trade unions in Germany, 

like insurances, legal advice, and consultation services, the two institutions can 

directly be compared based on the service they offer. It is mainly the strike benefit 

that separated the service of trade unions from the ones the working chamber 

offers.  

Nevertheless, do the participants see a silent benefit within trade unions: 

»If I compare this to travel insurance, I pay a certain amount 

per year and know something is there. I am glad if I do not 

need it, but just in case, someone is there to help. « 

This can be found generally within my transcriptions and analyses: 
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» It is like household insurance; I pay €500 to €600 per year and 

have someone to help me but hope that I will not need it. I do 

not do any cost-benefit analysis; I just want to know someone 

would be there. « 

As said above, this can hardly be generalised as done by Pyhel (2004), as it is strongly 

tied to the different unions as well as the historical heritage of the organisation. As 

mentioned earlier, the strong relation to the coal mining industry and the fact that 

many colleagues worked within this industry for years forms and influences the 

thinking of them related to “their” union. This is even more proved as this mindset 

is commonly shared among older employees within the organisation. This mindset 

is also present when the participants were asked why they are a member of the 

union. Younger employees talked here about the basic idea behind the union, like 

being represented and believing in the system, while older employees, being 

members for decades stated that they became members just because it was done 

this way in the early days. To support Pyhel’s (2004) statement on the other side, 

those who left the union several years ago mentioned that it was mainly because of 

the price they had to pay in contrast to what they received so far. 

4.2 Coding 

In my coding process, I went through the data, and my purpose was to extract 

patterns and themes. In this research, I followed the main principles of action 

research, as the coding process itself followed the multiple action research cycles, 

including planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. During the initial planning 

stage, I created an essential coding list, based on the main topics included within 

my interview guide and previous research and derived from the hypotheses 

presented in Chapter two and three (Dörre, Holst & Nachtwey 2009; Grund & 

Schmitt 2013; Hübler 2015; Müller-Jentsch 2008; Visser 2007). My initial coding list 

is as follows: 

- Workers Council 

- Trade Union 

- Satisfaction 
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- Labour Agreements 

- Information flow 

- Influence on management 

- Relationship between colleagues 

While working on the initial coding list, I used a mixture of values coding and versus 

coding strategy. The last three codes in the initial list do not relate to the basic 

strategy used in grounded theory but relate to the a priori coding strategy. It was 

essential to include those three, as they will link the answers of participants to 

Hüblers (2015) as well as Grund and Schmitt’s (2013) findings of their research 

articles. Moreover, this was one of the issues I wanted to test within my interviews.  

During the next step, reflecting the acting stage in the action research cycle, I started 

to apply the initial coding items to the interview transcripts. After finishing my initial 

coding, I started going over the transcripts again and looking more closely at the 

assigned codings as well as the non-coded segments. While doing so, different codes 

and groups emerged, and I started to refine my initial list and add further subcodes 

if important content could be discovered in more than two transcripts. This stage is 

related to the observation as well as the reflection part. The reflection part further 

led me to refrain my coding list and creating a more detailed one. Figure 10 will 

show the second coding list after I went through the first cycle.  

As a general approach, I went through the text and used a mix of word repetition 

and frequencies, as well as how words were used within a specific context. To gain 

information from that context, I included the preceding and following sentence. The 

themes covered and found within the text were marked with codes, where the text 

passage did not have to include the corresponding code keyword, but more is 

connected to the code within the meaning of the sentence.  
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Figure 9 - Coding example 

 

I started applying the initial codes to the segments relevant to them within the 

transcripts. Looking further, if the meaning related to the code was transferred, the 

segment is also coded.  

“I think this is also the problem. It is quite mixed here, especially 

in our site. Because of A being head of the council as well as 

being head of the local trade union representations group. This 

is difficult, but I think one can divide between the roles.” 

Looking at this example let me identify relations to both the trade union (which is 

represented by the red code in the figure) and the workers council (being 

represented by the purple code). Furthermore, the participant is talking about a 

conflict here between different roles. This theme of conflicts is found further in 

other interview transcripts: 

“As a manager, you have a certain responsibility that is not 

directly equal to what you have to look for as a council 

member. You are between roles and have to differentiate.” 

“The council is also prune to conflicts of interest. Being a 

manager and council member is difficult as both roles need to 

be satisfied.” 

But also, the election system, which is mandatory in Germany, introduces potential 

conflicts.  
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“The current council is the same as the old one. Nothing 

changed. I have some problems with the current one as well as 

the previous one, with individual people. I think the council is 

too quiet, too few information.” 

This observation introduced the need to refine the coding list in a further cycle. 

Within the further analysis, I did only use the marked text, excluding the non-

marked text. If needed, the non-marked text might have been included to define 

the context of the coded passage further. Within this process, the coding procedure 

was not limited to finding keyword within the text, but to dive more into the 

meaning and experiences the participants explained and expressed during the 

interview with their answers.  

 

Figure 10 - First coding cycle 

 

Within this first revision, I recognised that the differentiation at the satisfaction level 

between satisfaction related to the workers council and satisfaction related to the 

workplace, in general, is needed to link the findings to the literature and to identify 

potential answers that might increase one of them but not both items. 

This differentiation is needed, as participants did share different perceptions among 

their satisfaction level regarding workers council and work in general. One 

participant responded regarding the workers council: 

“At the moment, I am very satisfied with the council’s work. I 

think the current constellation will also be very good in future.” 
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An optimistic and positive experience not directly linkable to the perceptions 

related to the work in general:  

“There are things that make me less satisfied at work. But this 

is kind of special, I am not satisfied if I have work that makes 

me unhappy.” 

Furthermore, related to trade unions, for example, the topic of seeing the 

membership as insurance was mentioned several times so that I saw this as an 

essential element for further satisfaction as well as reasoning to become a member. 

“I don’t do a cost-benefit analysis. The council and trade union 

are for me something like a household insurance. If I need 

them, I am glad to have them. It is not my intention to say, that 

I want the fees back, that’s not the way I think about it.” 

“It is like a solidarity group and I don’t have the need to receive 

support at the moment. It something, everyone has to decide 

himself. If I compare it to a travel insurance for example, I pay 

€8 per year. If I need this only once in the USA, it is worth the 

cost. It can be a lot to pay here for trade unions as the calculate 

per gross wage, but as I said, it is the solidary thought in focus 

here.” 

With those enhanced codes in mind, I started the second cycle again by going 

through the transcripts and assigning as well as reassigning parts and answers to the 

newly created codes. Through the help of MAXQDA, I started each cycle by 

redefining my coding list. The software helped to keep track of already assigned 

codes and moved them within the new groups as I created and altered them. 

After the second acting part, I started going through the transcripts again and began 

to observe and reflect. This led me to the third list, presented in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11 - Second revision of my coding list 

 

The most important part of this revision was adding the “potential actions” code, as 

there were several suggestions on how to make workers council work better 

throughout the interviews. Those suggestions, for example, included: 

“As many employees travel often, the best way to share 

information are newsletters in my opinion. It must not be big; it 

is simply to inform the employee what is going on in the 

organisation and what is the council working on.” 

“A more agile workers council would be great. If they take care 

and look after the people. It would be interesting to have some 

open round where topics could be easily discussed.” 

Furthermore, I needed to add more on the labour agreement side and especially on 

the trade union side, as multiple different suggestions and thoughts were raised on 

being a member or not. Nevertheless, I decided to let “Insurance” out of the 

Membership group as this is related to a fundamental concept, adding to Pyhel’s 

(2004) research and findings the ratio between price and performance related to 

trade unions.  
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During the third cycle of going through the transcripts and reflecting on the codes 

again, the coding list was altered again and lead to the final list I applied to the 

transcripts, as shown in Figure 12. 

 

Figure 12 - Final coding list 

 

During the multiple coding cycles, the coding was refined, reordered, and also 

grouped to form codes and subcodes. The subcodes emerged from what the 

participants said during the interviews, as there were many familiar and similar 

thoughts found in the transcripts, being worth even to detail a coding into more sub 

coding to be able to derive the actual meaning of what was said. 

The final structure that emerged from my analysis is structured, as shown in Figure 

13. 
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Figure 13 - List of codings 

 

This list was finally applied in a last round to the transcripts and checked again in a 

validation step. In addition to the coding process described above, I used a form of 

memoing during the coding stage as well as during taking the interviews, in general, 

to extract meaning from what was said in the interviews, as described by Birks, 

Chapman and Francis (2008). Following their approach and definition, the 

researcher extracts meaning from data by filtering it through its interpretation. This 

agrees to the thoughts of Ford and Ford that all research may be biased and 

depending on the researcher in general, as all data is interpreted by the researcher 

and therefore depending on his beliefs (1994). Having this in mind makes me to an 

additional research instrument, adding to the ones used within this chapter. I mainly 

used the process of memoing as an analytical process to achieve abstraction, as also 

emphasised by Birks, Chapmen and Francis with the help of the memo taking 

functionality presented by MaxQDA as this enables me to analyse the memos taken 

like the codes applied. Figure 14 presents an example note-taking during the 

analysis within the software. The screenshot shows a part taken from an interview 

dealing with trade union relationships and the comment I added that the meaning 

of the marked part is related to the trade union in question, it cannot be generalized. 
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Figure 14: Memoing example in MaxQDA 

 

As said in the last chapter, my transcripts were analysed within their original 

language to avoid potential translation errors. The memo shown above tells me that 

the code applied, and the context within the transcript cannot be generalised but is 

depending on the trade union present within an organisation and their specific 

behaviour.  

I did a limited use of the automatic code detection available in MaxQDA. The main 

reason for this is the loss of context. At the beginning of my analysis, I used 

automated coding available through the lexical search build into MaxQDA to help 

me find occurrences of the main topics being relevant for my research. 

Nevertheless, as this only shows the occurrences of words, I marginally based my 

research on the feature because this lacks the context within the word was used. 

Furthermore, I reviewed every finding to determine if it is suiting or not. Not every 

word mentioned is also relevant for my research; the main reason why I switched 

to manually coding after the initial cycle. I went through the transcripts and decided 

whether the coding was appropriate or not. Furthermore, having metaphors and 

meanings hidden between the lines, I engaged in the manual cycles. 

After finishing the coding process, the code matrix, seen across all applied codes, 

looks as it is shown in Figure 15. This represents the distribution of codes among the 

different transcripts that were analysed.  
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Figure 15: Code-Matrix 

 

The figure shows the presented coding system, including subcodes and a hierarchy, 

based on the German expressions. The numbers above represent the different 

interviews being conducted. The size of the square in each column represents the 

distribution of the codes within the interview. A big square represents a code that 

is often found within that specific interview. 

 

4.3 Reflecting on the hypotheses 

4.3.1 H1 and H7 – positive organisational behaviour and taking care 

within the organisation 

Workers councils can create and increase positive organisational behaviour within 

the organisation, which will also optimise human capital. 
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Workers councils should care for the employees within the organisation. 

Through taking care, employees are given voice and satisfaction can be 

raised, leading to increased performance, and reduced turnover rates 

Thinking again about the literature, organisational behaviour relates to the interactions of 

the different groups within the organisation. Employees, seen as human capital are part of 

those groups and can be optimised if they are looked after if the groups collaborate and care. 

During the interviews, this caring was also mentioned and related to by different 

participants. 

Council members stated: “We have to think about how we communicate different decisions 

and outcomes of the organisation and, even if they might sound bad, how we can explain to 

you that they are good.” 

This shows, as beginning within this reflection, that the council members know about their 

roles and think about how they can use their roles to positively influence the organisational 

behaviour: “It was and is our intention to make sure that the employees feel well and are 

satisfied”. 

Going further looking at the individual employees, the feeling of care is present, and 

employees seem to support my hypothesis, that the council can increase positive 

organisational behaviour:  

“The council is included in the employer discussions. But this 

will not be a question if or if not, but a question when it will be 

done.” – Employees feel and know that the councils might care, 

but it might take time. 

It is not only about knowing that something is done but more the knowledge 

someone cares. 

“It was not the question if it is constructive, because I know that 

it will be positive. And I think it is a calming thought to know 

that someone is there, who might fight for my needs. But this 

does not mean I always have the expectation that a council can 

help myself. This won’t be possible.” 



   
 

87 
 

Although employees demand some help and care, do they see the circumstances in 

a realistic way, knowing that not everything can be done by the council. 

Nevertheless, do they acknowledge that the council can positively influence their 

experience. One participant did quite well summarize: 

“So far, it was the case that we said: <I don’t need the council, I 

can handle my stuff by myself.> But the fiduciary duty the 

council has related to employees, which act weaker or have 

personal problems, I see as important. That the council actively 

supports them in discussions with the employer. But the tasks 

have to be … done, and the employee doesn’t have to 

remember that something is there.” 

This summary perfectly describes and supports the hypothesis one I created by 

showing that the council can help to improve the behaviour, but the council has to 

be aware of this fact. Therefore, discussing this topic will be one of the points taken 

to the learning set sessions. 

4.3.2 H2 – reactions at organisational levels 

Every action taken by the council or council members will introduce reactions at all 

organisational levels, that should be taken into account.  

 

Following the participants during my interviews, there should be a connection between the 

council and the organisation and actions taken should be accepted and supported. 

“The council can be there as a mentor, to mediate. And I think 

that we have a good council on both sites. And a good 

management as well, which accepts the work done by the 

council.” 

Following the participants, no institutions should and can be seen individually within the 

organisation. It is the network of different relationships that define what is going on within 

the organisation. Looking again at a quote given previously even emphasizes this: 
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“The council is also prune to conflicts of interest. Being a 

manager and council member is difficult as both roles need to 

be satisfied.” 

And those roles will introduce different actions and reactions. Being a council member might 

need to react differently than being a manager, as different interests have to be followed. 

Participants mainly show that collaboration within the organisation is needed. 

“I see this as a task of the organisation. But the council has to 

play part in this by demanding. The organisation should handle 

for the wellbeing of the employees.” 

Participants see the organisation being responsible for the wellbeing, but the council can add 

to this.  

4.3.3 H3 and H4 – positive influence on employee engagement and 

participation 

Workers councils can positively influence employee engagement at the workplace 

and therefore increase employee satisfaction and commitment by engaging at least 

one of the dimensions. 

Workers councils can influence how employees participate within the organisation and 

reduce potential intentions to quit by representing their voice and communicating directly. 

 

Remembering the discussions of Bhatt and Sharma (2019), the dimensions to positively 

influence employee engagement are on the physical, cognitive and emotional level but not 

all of them need to be engaged. The more the employee engagement on one of those 

dimensions, the more is the personal engagement of the employee influenced. 

Following their observations, I would argue if one of the dimensions is negatively influenced, 

the personal engagement of employees might suffer. Related to my interviews, especially 

the cognitive level, was something that caught my attention and might provide a potential 

to work up. 
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“There is this trend that one is more and more seen as a 

number. The number or figure one bills to the customer. And if 

this figure is too low, pressure is built, which is passed directly 

down to the employee, which is not pleasant because one loses 

motivation and engagement at work. Here, I would wish more 

engagement from the council’s side.” 

Looking at the statement shows that the hypothesis points in the right direction. The council 

could work against the loss of engagement at the employee’s side by caring more at the 

emotional and cognitive dimension. 

“If I look at the workplace and environment in general, my 

satisfaction is at about 50%. But the council is aware on this 

and working with me to increase it again, the are engaged in 

the process. They didn’t know about not being satisfied, so I 

don’t blame them.” 

“In general, I am satisfied. Financially, everything is ok. The 

social benefits could be more, but they try over and over again, 

but it won’t last long. If it is about memberships in a gym, extra 

payments for lunch or language courses. The council could take 

those topics and move them forward, work on them.” 

 

It is not only about work; the participants prove that the different levels could and need to 

be addressed to increase and influence their engagement at work. Fulfilling their needs 

might increase the overall productivity and lead to an increased benefit for the organisation. 

4.3.4 H5 – new forms of communication can enhance the relationships 

The use of social media and new forms of communication can further enhance the 

relationship of workers councils with their employees and positively influence the 

experience of employees at work resulting in increased productivity. 
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Social media within organisations is seen as a potential benefit for the organisation as well 

as the performance of employees. Therefore, transferring the concept of a general social 

media representation and using it within the context of workers councils to engage 

employees into discussions and to share information seems obvious. Especially within IT-

related organisations with a bigger consulting range makes it hard to engage in face-to-face 

communications with every employee. The general idea of using modern electronic 

communication tools is also supported by the participants during the interviews.  

“There is a huge potential for improvement, which could be 

made use of. I could think of electronic newsletters, virtual 

communities and pages of the council to share information and 

discuss topics.” 

“The electronic way can be the preferred way, due to the fact 

that many are not often in the office, due to customer 

projects.” 

Not only do those services help to reach the employees in general but also the discussion 

aspect will positively influence the relations between the council and the employees.  

“Today, one only notices them if there are problems. Using 

online platforms to have a regular information flow and 

discussions might improve the relations.” 

But not all participants do support enterprise social networks. The form of open discussions, 

as already present within today’s social media, might not be suited for everyone. As the 

council's task is to take care of the people within the organisation, especially the weaker 

employees, might resign and avoid contacting the council through the new technologies.  

“Thinking about the council and their work, mostly the weaker 

employees need their support. And I think they might have 

problems publishing their issues within such an open group or 

community. If the council stays on a private level related to 

modern communication means, might help and generate a 

certain effect.” 
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“I could think of such a platform, but I think that only those 

would participate who are unsatisfied. This brings a negative 

flavour, just how it is with social media.” 

“Some will use it and others not. “ 

There seems to be no clear answer related to the hypothesis coming from the 

interviews. It might depend. Social networks might work well within startups or 

organisations, having many young employees. Within a bigger enterprise, it might 

hard to get employees engaged within the discussions. One benefit still present for 

all employees is the potential of sharing information through social networks and 

reaching every employee, no matter where they currently are.  

4.3.5 H6 – role dualities between trade union and councils 

Workers councils, as well as trade unions, play a role within the organisation as there 

might even exist role dualities being present.  

Based on the German co-determination system, if an organisation is related to bargaining 

agreements, trade unions are present within the organisation, at least during the 

negotiations. Councils furthermore can be present if employees demand them. Based on 

this, within an organisation fully equipped following the co-determination system, both 

organisations are present within an organisation. Following the interviews, this is 

experienced by the participants who see even more engagement on the trade union’s side 

than only negotiating for wages.  

“I think that employees see councils being equal to trade union 

is related to the old days. The co-determination introduced a 

collaboration between them, and the trade union was 

powerful.” 

“In general, the council is enough within the organisation. One 

hopes that we do not need the trade union within the 

organisation, but for the bargaining. But I see it positively of 

the council is organised within the trade union and if there is a 

trade union present.” 
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“I think it is good, that a council has a trade union sitting in 

their back to support them. For example, if a lawyer for 

consultation is needed.” 

The fact that there is a clear separation requited by the German law seems to be hard to feel 

for employees, based on some role sharing of workers council members. 

“If I look at the members of the council and the bargaining 

committee, those are the same people. “ 

 “Yes, for me, the council is equal to the trade union.” 

“There is no connection between the institutions, they are the 

identical.” 

The participants see the role conflict that might be created by those constitutions, but there 

are role conflicts identified that are worse in the eyes of participants. As representants of 

the trade union cannot excess power within the organisation but only be influenced by 

knowledge gained as a union representant, they might not directly influence the 

engagement or productivity of the organisation.  

“There might be a conflict of interested, but in my opinion, this 

is less significant than the one if I was a manager and would 

create potential problems by decisions made as a council 

member.” 

Being a member of the council and in parallel, a manager might introduce a more critical role 

conflict, following participants, as both roles have a direct influence on the organisation and 

information gained in one role might influence decisions of the other role. This conflict can 

be compared to the conflict of an insider action researcher, as Coghlan and Brannick (2014) 

present. 

4.4 Discussion of interpretation 

As the interpretations presented here are based on the assumptions and 

observations that I experienced within the organisation, other researchers might 
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find rival positions within my interpretations and analysis of what was said during 

the interviews. I, for example, try not to weight the fact that councils and trade 

unions seem to be represented within the organisation equally, nor do the 

employees. Based on my experience over the past years working within the 

organisation let me see a form of co-determination that strives for harmony.  

Most of the council members are members of the trade union being present within 

the organisation, and so are most of the employees, with an unionisation rate of 

about 90%. Nevertheless, did I not notice that trade union-related topics of 

discussions are taken to the workplace. Instead, a site group exists, being formed by 

members of the trade unions, a relatively common concept in the co-determination 

field in Germany. Organisations might have site groups of their trade unions as well 

as there are location groups in almost every city in our area. Within those groups, 

trade union specific topics are discussed and decided. The site group in our 

organisation, for example, helps in organising events after work for all employee, 

not looking at their unionisation level. The organisation furthermore accepts the site 

groups and gives them the possibility to meet in the organisation’s buildings. 

Looking more closely at the relationship between the organisation and the council, 

there is some peaceful collaboration being established.  

“The last strike was in the early ’90s.” 

 

“One notices that organisations are open to talk and to discuss 

solutions if the council is open. We don’t seek confrontation but 

want solutions in collaboration with the organisation so that 

employees can benefit.” 

Those quotes show that I did not experience the classical connection of workers 

councils and organisations one might know or think off. This is more related to a 

collaboration on the same level, where both participating institutions work together 

to make the most out of the situations. Especially the long time span since the last 

strike emphasizes the overall positive narratives taken from the interviews.  
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4.5 Moving to learning sets 

Looking back at the different hypotheses and reflecting on what was said in the 

interviews lets me create different concepts build upon themes derived from the 

analysis presented within this chapter. 

Reflecting on H1 and H7, which generally deal with taking care within the 

organisation let me think about how this can be further enhanced and been 

reflected by the workers council. Following the interviews, the effect I stated within 

the hypotheses on caretaking seems to be reflected by the participants. By 

introducing potential actions that might help to realise the missing pieces will 

eventually introduce the expected reactions within the organisation. 

Combining those observations with the hypothesis H5, being about the usage of 

new media helped me getting an idea. Reflecting on them was the point when I 

realized that the workers council could be seen as an organisation within the 

organisation. And how can organisations be more successful? Through advertising 

and public relations. What if I enter the learning set and we act like being an own 

organisation? I created the idea to use methodologies and techniques derived from 

the fields of organisational communications and internal marketing to further 

enable the workers council to engage with the employees. Therefore, during the 

next planning and construction cycle, further research within those academic fields 

is needed to develop potential actions and activities that will be introduced with the 

learning set.  

Reflecting further on hypotheses H2 and H6 calls for some learning sessions with 

the council members. Those hypotheses reflected on the roles of council members 

in relations to trade unions as well as the organisation. While working with the 

learning set, one task would be to create learning paths for existing and new 

members to sensibilise them about their roles and their tasks.  

Lastly, thinking about hypotheses H3 and H4 open the world of social responsibility. 

Although this also adds to the actions above related to learning, discussing with the 

learning set about different events seems to be best here. Employees need to be 
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also engaged on the emotional side, and different participants raised that events 

besides work helped them to get to know their colleagues better. If the organisation 

is not taking care in this domain, I think the council should not ignore that it is 

missing but instead take care by themselves. As this is linked to organisational 

communications and marketing as well as the mentioned learning, I will discuss the 

ongoing plan on what to engage with the learning set members in the first meeting.  

4.6 Conclusion 

While the initial coding process, different themes within the narratives of the 

individual participants were identified and further refined into a more detailed 

coding list during different cycles. As the themes created from the analysis were 

related to the hypotheses created during the literature review, I was able to directly 

look at the meanings and link them to my hypotheses. Based on different answers, 

I could either accept or decline the hypotheses based on the particular context of 

my organisation in which the research took place. 

By giving an example of how the institutions collaborate within my organisation, I 

tried to give a reasoning and solid base to explain why I interpreted the interviews 

in the way I presented. 

 

By reflecting on the hypotheses and the links drawn from the interviews, I created 

a plan on how to engage the topics with the learning set during the next action 

research cycles. I identified new research fields that should be taken into account 

when working on potential actions and solutions to the issue. 
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Chapter 5 

Story of Action Research 
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Based on Lewin’s (1947) model of Action Research, I used the steps of Constructing, 

Planning Action, Taking Action and Evaluating to conduct the research presented 

within this thesis. While Action Research can be done and defined in multiple 

different ways, I follow the approach Zuber-Skerrit and Perry (2002) present by 

splitting the actual dissertation into the two distinct types of action research 

projects. The core action research project, following the classical approach of insider 

action research as presented by Coghlan & Brannick (2014) and the thesis action 

research project, in which I find myself within a learning set with my supervisor. 

 

Figure 16: Action Research Cycles within the research project 

 

Figure 16 shows the general structure that was followed within this research 

project. The thesis action research project follows the classical four cycles approach, 

consisting of Construction, Planning, Taking Action and Evaluating Action. Each of 

these cycles mirrors the action research cycles as well, by being built upon the same 

steps to create content within the cycles.  

While the thesis action research project will follow the creation of the actual thesis, 

the core action research step will be closely linked to the third cycle of the thesis 

action research project, taking its planning cycles as the construction. The actual 

third cycle within the thesis action research project is split into subcycles, as 
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presented by Zuber-Skerrit and Perry: Action and Observation, whereas the action 

step involves actual fieldwork. 

5.1 Action Research Cycle 1 – Construction 

The beginning of my action research project was about identifying the issue being 

present within the organisation and to narrow the topic further down to be suited 

as an action research project, being small enough to fit within this research project. 

The identification of the final project – what can workers councils do in order to 

increase and positively influence employee engagement and satisfaction at the 

workplace level – was related to the previous labour agreement negotiated with the 

organisation. Furthermore, did several actions or the ignorance of certain facts by 

the council members lead to some dissatisfaction across colleagues.  

While thinking about potential projects and narrowing them down, I initially wanted 

to research how trade unions can influence employee’s satisfaction through 

bargaining results. While reflecting on the thoughts and researching about the 

nature, I realized that looking at the trade union alone might not work during the 

project, based on the fact, that the trade unions is an independent organisation. 

While being an insider researcher, I might execute potential influence within the 

organisation, but will not have an opportunity to implement change within another 

closed organisation. Therefore, I shifted my thoughts and moved from focusing 

trade unions to the workers council within the organisation. Following Syptak, 

Marsland and Ulmer (1999) money is not all that influences satisfaction at work, so 

I realized that focusing on the trade union might only represent a small amount of 

the real potential of the research. With this in mind, I looked more closely at workers 

councils within the organisation and came up with the idea that they might have a 

much more significant influence on the employees through their work than trade 

unions could have through bargaining negotiations.  

Built on this primary issue, initial research was done to build up a research 

framework and to start with a research proposal, forming the base of the research 

project to be conducted during this project. Although a basic action research project 
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is started with a team, according to Zuber-Skerritt (2002), I decided to follow 

Coghlan (2008) by starting an insider action research project with myself as the 

researcher and including further participants during the third cycle of the thesis 

cycle as part of the learning set. 

The initial construction of the research was based on my literature review, as given 

in chapter two. The literature leads to the creation of multiple hypotheses derived 

from existing research. Based on those hypotheses and the fact that the thoughts 

and feelings of the employees will be crucial within this research, I decided to take 

a qualitative approach to do the initial data collection, as also presented within this 

dissertation in chapter three. 

This qualitative approach enabled me to go into a direct discussion with the 

participants and generate further meaning out of their contribution instead of 

having simple answers being related to a quantitative approach. Furthermore, after 

looking at the available literature, qualitative approaches, especially in combination 

with action research, are missing within this research domain in this particular 

German context which was also mentioned by different authors. Going further, as 

presented in chapter two, I’d like to challenge the quantitative panel data most 

research within the German co-determination context is based on, as the panel 

data, compared to statistical data in Germany, seems only to represent a non-

significant part of the organisational landscape related to co-determination 

constructs. 

To focus more on the action research and action learning paradigms, I decided to 

take the discussions and interviews derived from the qualitative approach and use 

this data as a base for further discussions and actions with a learning set, being 

constructed by members of the council in question. 

Approval and informed consent 

Nevertheless, I needed several approvals to conduct this research project. Before 

asking for official approval at university site, I did speak with the CEO of the 

organisation about the potential research project as well as with my line manager 
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and the workers council, as the council may also authorise such research project in 

Germany if employees are approached. 

After getting final approval by the council as well as the relevant managers named 

above, I started the process of getting both overall and ethical approval by the 

university. By obtaining this approval, I started with my literature collection, as 

presented in chapter two of this dissertation. 

Following the formal approval of the council and the organisation, I needed ethical 

approval to conduct the actual research. The main focus here, after following 

standard procedures related to data protection and privacy, was based on framing 

the potential risks participants might encounter and finding potential methods to 

minimise the possible risks.  

Another important aspect during the ethical approval process was to create the 

Participant Information Sheet (PIS) (Appendix B) and the Participant Consent Forms 

(PCF) (Appendix D) which explain the purpose of the research to the participants 

beforehand and also show them the options and rights they are granted during the 

research process. To give participants the chance to prepare, ask questions and also 

take their time to decide, if they want to take part, I distributed the PIS via e-mail as 

an attachment to the anonymised invitations. 

Learning set construction 

Learning sets are commonly used within the action learning field of action research 

and try to enhance the action research experiences based on group discussions, 

action plans and collective problem-solving. Within this research project, I use 

learning sets as part of the action research process applied to the research 

foundation. The sets will base their discussions on the findings related to the 

previous qualitative part of this thesis. 

Thinking about the learning set in general, I will interact with the members of our 

local workers council to form a set. As 85% (6 out of 7 members) are also members 

of our trade union and involved in labour negotiations, I will not only discuss and 
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address all council-related issues but also the trade union and labour agreement 

specific ones. 

Following Pedler and Burgoyne (2008), I meet with this setting their mentioned key 

points for learning sets. I have about 7 set members, depending on the viewpoint, 

and will discuss and take actions on real tasks and work problems. During the 

discussions, actions, as well as reactions and outcomes, will be questioned and 

reflected on.  

Before presenting the outcomes and the base for further discussion to the set 

members, it is essential to let them know about the basics of action research and 

action learning. The central mindset is that they are learning instead of knowing.  

In a first meeting, I presented the theory of learning set, action learning and action 

research to the council members and created together with them a learning set. We 

discussed their understanding of the process and defined a regular meeting 

schedule of every two weeks to discuss the work that was done and to evaluate the 

steps being taken. Within those meetings, actions will be planned, and findings, as 

well as learnings from previous actions, will be reflected on and discussed. Based on 

those observations, the set further discusses how future actions are implemented 

and if actions need to be adjusted and re-implemented. Based on the list of planned 

actions, smaller groups within the learning set were formed that worked on taking 

the specific actions. This approach is more comparable to the agile software 

development approach described later than to the individual action taking step, as 

described in the literature. 

5.2 Action Research Cycle 2 – Planning 

The literature review used within this research project partly follows the systematic 

literature review described by Pittaway (2008) as it serves the need being created 

within research projects. As stated in Chapter 2, I used a defined approach to build 

my literature list and conduct the literature review. Within this approach, specific 

inclusion and exclusion criteria were defined and applied as well as strategies to find 

the relevant literature within the field. The research initially applied to this research 
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helped me to identify the current scholarly as well as practitioner knowledge being 

available related to the topic. Further, I was able to gain a broader overview of the 

topic and include linked research topics. 

Based on the issue defined, I started researching literature written within the 

German academic community related to the concept of co-determination, before 

increasing the field to the general topic of employee representation. As the 

literature did reveal further concepts and links from employee relationship research 

as well as employee participation, I did further include those concepts and finally 

ended up mixing in research theories also borrowed from organisational behaviour 

and employee engagement fields.  

Based on what I found during the literature review, I was able to identify a certain 

lack of closer qualitative research as well as action research topics that try to change 

something. Many critical and judging articles were available, most based on 

generalised quantitative data, ignoring the fact of the individual characters of 

institutions and employees within an organisation. The research on literature 

resulted in hypotheses that I created based on a mixture of my experience within 

the workplace and the assumptions and theories presented within the literature. 

Furthermore, the review was conducted continuously, which means that I 

continued to review and research literature during all cycles of my action research. 

I did link the findings and continuous research with outcomes of evaluations, 

discussions, and the interview results. Furthermore, after the mentioned focus shift 

and adjusted frame during the initial literature review process, further review of 

new emerging topics helped me in getting a deeper understanding of the topics and 

the links created and allowed me to come up with potential actions that link 

different theoretical concepts to contexts outside of their original scholarly practice. 

It was for example during the analysis and early stages of the learning set work when 

I realized that further research within the fields of organisational communication 

and internal marketing is needed for specific actions to be applied successfully. 

While writing on the literature review chapter, new thoughts emerged, and the lack 

of potential research within the field related to qualitative approaches and action 
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research became obvious. I tried to get a broad overview of the existing research on 

the topic, as described within the literature research and started to think more 

about what might be possible to change within the organisation related to the issue. 

Based on the literature and hypotheses, an interview protocol was created, to guide 

the interviews and get answers to the related questions (see Appendix F). The 

planned interview was discussed with the council members again (without revealing 

the actual content) to get final approval by their side to approach the employees. 

Although the research is not conducted within my role as an employee of the 

organisation, the council and organisation have to agree that employees are 

interviewed. The presentation and agreement were given without discussing the 

final participants that were selected as well as the interview protocol in order to 

avoid the introduction of potential bias at this stage. 

Before reaching out to the employees, a sampling strategy was created and applied 

within the organisation as presented within the methodology section of chapter 

three. 

5.3 Action Research Cycle 3 – Taking Action – Core Action 

Research 

5.3.1 Core AR Cycle 1 – Construction 

Within the first action step in the thesis action research project and for the start of 

the core action research project, I decided to step into the field and conduct an 

interview covering the identified topics during the literature review, related to my 

research questions. Based on the lack of comparative qualitative research, also 

mentioned within the literature (Addison, Schnabel & Wagner 2007; Frick 2008; 

Schnabel 2008a) as well as the direct interaction and feedback from participants, I 

decided to start the initial data collection with interviews done within the 

organisation.  

The core action research stage began for me with the definition of the methodology 

being used. As already presented in chapter 3, I decided to use a qualitative 

foundation, based on concepts of grounded theory and the phenomenological 
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approach, with semi-structured interviews as a primary data collection instrument. 

As participants for the interviews, sampling was applied within the organisation. As 

described in chapter three, purposeful sampling was used, based on the target 

population of 160 employees. From them, 10 participants were chosen to take part 

in the interviews. 

After having defined the sampling strategy, I started with the recruitment of 

participants by sending out invitation e-mails and scheduling the interviews, having 

enough time blocked for more extended discussions. As presented within the 

methodology chapter, the interviews were recorded using a mobile device and later 

transcribed. The interviews, in general, took about one to one and a half hour and 

included several discussions related to the interview questions being presented 

within the interview protocol. 

The participants were open during the interviews, being also related to the private 

atmosphere that was created at a neutral place and the anonymity and privacy 

granted to them based on the consent form and information sheet they received. 

To make it easier for the participants, the forms were translated into German, and 

the interviews were conducted in the German language. The forms can be found in 

Appendix C and E. 

After the interviews have been conducted, the recordings were transcribed and 

anonymised as also described within the participant information sheet. Those 

transcriptions were then loaded into MaxQDA to start the final analysis and 

evaluation stage of this cycle. 

Throughout the coding process, as described in chapter four, new ways to view the 

issue emerged and potential actions were discovered or directly given by the 

participants. Those views and actions were synthesised and summed up within a 

first presentation that was given to the workers council. The presentation aimed at 

giving them a first overview of what happened and how their work is seen, before 

going more in-depth and creating learning sets to analyse the overall outcomes of 

the coding process and to work together on actions within the set. 
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This first presentation, telling the council about hypotheses created and how 

participants’ answer can be related to the hypotheses to prove or deny them, 

defined for me the movement away from the initial construction cycle to the 

planning cycle of my core action research project. As the analysis presented in 

chapter four will build the base upon which further research, as well as action 

creation, is done, I define this as still being part of the construction cycle. Further 

discussions with the creation of potential action plans with the learning set will 

result in the planning cycle, followed by the description of what happened within 

the organisation when action was taken. 

5.3.2 Core AR Cycle 2 – Planning 

During the initial discussion of the issues identified and presented in the last 

chapter, the learning set decided to form a task group, only dealing with marketing 

and public relation topics. As it is common within the world of workers councils in 

Germany to form such task groups for specific topics, this group will mainly deal 

with the identified communication and presence topics. Nevertheless, is this task 

group only the formal name within the council's hierarchy and still represents the 

learning set within this thesis project. 

I support this decision as it works as a PR department within the workers council. As 

per my belief, individual parts within an organisation have to be seen as individual 

organisations in order to promote what they are doing, make them present within 

the organisation and tell people about what they are doing. Having silent 

departments, like it was done in earlier times, will result in resilience rather than in 

success. Times are changing and so are demands on organisations and parts of it. 

During this action plan and the introduction of potential actions, theoretical 

concepts will be used that are related to the organisation as a whole and transferred 

to the work of the council, by seeing the council as an organisation within the 

organisation. The task group in this plan will act as a department within the 

institution.  
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While discussions went on, the learning set decided to have a more in-depth look 

again at different theoretical concepts, mainly derived from the fields of internal 

marketing, public relations, and organisational communications. 

Following Baines, Paul et al. (2003), the purpose of public relations is to create 

understanding. Moreover, it is this understanding that is needed as a base for 

further communication. The understanding of what the council is doing and what 

the members are working on seems to be missing in this case, relating to the results 

of my data collection. However, understanding (following Baines, Paul et al.) is not 

all, more important is mutual understanding here. Furthermore, do they describe 

that objective should follow the SMART principle, meaning that all objectives should 

be specific, measurable, actionable, relevant, and timely. This principle suits well 

into the context of action research, which indirectly relies strongly on the different 

aspects a SMART objective will have. 

Looking deeper into the concepts presented by Baines, Paul et al., a public relations 

manager should be able to ascertain how satisfied employees feel. This satisfaction 

has been measured within the data collection stage and will be the foundation for 

the actions being defined in this first action research cycle. If employees do not 

understand the mission or vision of an organisation or an institution like the workers 

council, loyalty will be low, and therefore, employee satisfaction will suffer. 

Public relations in this research action plan, as the main topic of the new to create 

task group, will borrow its leading ideas and activities from academic literature and 

research on proven concepts within the domain of public relations. Although 

distinguishing from marketing, this field will deal with the interaction of the workers 

council with the public, in this sense, the employees in the organisation. Through 

discussions, the members within the learning set share the common idea that even 

small parts within an organisation, like workers councils, should consider 

implementing at least some of the public relation concepts that are proven on the 

market and used by many more prominent companies. 

An essential aspect of working public relations is internal communication. Following 

Baines, Paul et al. (2003), the climate has changed from old industrial behaviour 
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within an organisation to newer information and knowledge-based age. I believe 

that this change is essential to have in mind, as the organisation, in general, has a 

long industrial history but is now working with new technologies. The change that 

has been going through the organisation has to be installed into the minds of the 

employees. Change programmes in earlier years were seen as something needed 

but not as important as they should have been. Following the mentioned MORI 

research, about a third of all employees within the UK are brand-neutral, 22 per cent 

even brand saboteurs, showing that branding is getting more and more important. 

People have to identify themselves with the organisation, and the council has to act 

as an ideal within this domain. If people feel that the council seems to be not 

interested in the organisation or the site and what is going on, why should the 

employees? The council has to support the local labour force and transport the 

feeling that they care about the people and their problems. Although many 

organisations do care about their outside image, they do not pay equal attention to 

what is going inside. It is this gap that councils could fill with their internal PR work 

in order to maintain and even raise employee satisfaction. 

Following further Edwards (2013), a practitioner often sees PR directly related to 

organisational communication. Within this field, there exist different definitions of 

PR, especially if comparing academics and practitioners. Based on the various 

definitions, PR can mainly be linked to excellent communication and the 

establishment of a mutual understanding between the organisation and its publics’. 

Based on this and seeing the council as a separate organisation, the understanding 

has to be transferred to the employees. They have to get an understanding of what 

the council is doing and why a council is acting in a certain way. This definition will 

be the base for further actions as it incorporates the presentation of the institution, 

involving marketing and communication concepts. Furthermore, is it essential to 

present the employee the real difference between the council and the trade unions, 

as, following my findings from the interviews, this difference seems to be blurry, if 

even existing. 

Edwards suggests using different analysis instruments to plan further actions. The 

first step is described by defining the big picture, describing the macro environment, 
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forces the organisation has no control over but can impact on. One very well used 

analysis tool is the PEST analysis, which divides the environment into the categories 

Political, Economic, Social and Technological. 

Within the learning set meetings, the key categories were written on a chart and 

discussed with the set members. Within those discussions, the set members defined 

the common understanding that is presented within the following figure. The 

environmental parts were perceived as important, relating to the set members and 

will be in consideration while thinking about potential actions that should be 

implemented. 

 

Figure 17: PEST analysis 

 

Although PEST is seen as already outdated, it is sufficient within this research as the 

new fields related to the more improved EPESTLE, which are Legal and green 

Environment will only have minimal impact on the topic as discussed by the learning 

set.  

While the political topics identified may have an impact on the council's work, it is 

more the social dimension that needs to be concentrated on. The social attitudes of 

employees that are changing as well as demographic changes, also leading to 

different generational aspects that need to be considered are essential when 
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thinking about how to reach the different employees. Having a mixture of different 

generations demands different approaches to making them more satisfied at work. 

This goes in hand with technological aspects. Although generational differences 

imply different usage of technology, the developments in this field can nevertheless 

be used to address all employees being within the organisation. The economic parts 

identified resemble many points being said during the interviews and a focus on the 

inflation rates related to the future labour agreements is essential. The following 

web of relational actors will further help to understand how the council as an 

institution is linked to different groups within the organisation: 

 

 

Figure 18: Relationships analysis 

 

Based on the analysis of existing relationships, the horizontal relations are the most 

important within this issue, being researched in this thesis. The work of the trade 

union and especially of other councils will directly influence how the council is seen 

within the organisation. If labour agreements of colleagues, being related to other 

council and trade union institutions, are perceived as better, then employees will 

be less satisfied with the work of the current council. Those two initial observations 

helped the learning set members to define their shared understanding of where 
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they are positioned, and which forces might impact both their current work as well 

as the planned action implementations.  

Following those two more describing analysis, Edwards (2013) suggest to include a 

SWOT analysis in order to identify the topics the organisation, in this case, the 

council has greater control over. This analysis was further done in a second learning 

set meeting. The timely differentiation should help the learning set members to 

understand and further observe their common understanding based on the 

previously defined PEST and relationship analysis. With this newly defined 

understanding, the set members engaged in the SWOT analysis to define their 

currently experienced and perceived Strength, Weaknesses, Opportunities and 

Threats. 

 

 

Figure 19: SWOT analysis 

 

While working on the SWOT analysis, the council agreed to what was found within 

the interview analysis: it agreed that there is a lack of information and bad 

communication is happening as well as that the council is not present enough within 

the organisation. Nevertheless, did they identify some valuable strengths here? The 

high diversity seen from a generational aspect might help the council to address all 
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generations within the organisation and prevent that some employee feels left 

outside. A potential threat of feeling resistance of the organisation might be 

eliminated by the strengths that the council is well recognised and respected by the 

organisation. Potential opportunities to increase the overall satisfaction, besides 

better communication, and the usage of new technologies, will be the introduction 

of certain benefits for employees and the focus on ideas from younger members. 

Also, the usage of new technologies will be increased by offering the employees 

specific self-service tools like an electronic payslip, a project being done by the 

workers council in collaboration with the organisation. The planning approach for 

implementing and starting actions, which is described by Edwards as RACE 

(Research, Action, Communication and Evaluation) will follow the here used Action 

Research approach and be used through the learning set meetings (Edwards 2013). 

 

Although borrowed from different “foreign” fields, the instruments presented 

helped the learning set to position them within the bigger context and get an 

understanding of the world surrounding them. 

Thinking again at the communication aspect, De Nobile (2017), as well as Taljaard 

and de Beer (2019), show that communication, especially organisational 

communication can have a positive influence on employee satisfaction and 

engagement. Gautama So et al. (2018) further prove this by showing that 

organisational communication not only increases employee motivation but further 

influences employee performance, which will introduce benefit for the organisation 

By transferring the communicational task also to the council, which, as Gautama So 

et al. suggest, can communicate openly, organisational commitment can be 

influenced and engagement increased, which will finally further affect performance 

and organisational behaviour, when referring the theories given in my literature 

research. Looking further at Dupe (2015), another aspect important for workers 

councils can be drawn from organisational communication, as she shows in her 

research that also conflicts can be reduced.  
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5.3.3 Core AR Cycle 3 – Taking Action 

Based on the previously presented and discussed theoretical concepts, the initial 

action plan coming from learning set discussions will be presented within this 

section. 

Based on the additional literature, that was presented during the planning stage, 

the learning set members decided to start working on the communication side to 

increase the employee engagement and the internal communication initiated by the 

council. 

Therefore, the set decided to rework and recreate the internal workers council 

intranet site to represent the current council members and the work they are doing. 

Besides, multiple different information will be provided, for example, about the 

differentiation between workers councils and trade unions. In addition to this, a 

monthly newsletter was set up, informing all employees about the current work, 

the council members are doing. This information will be as detailed as possible and 

allowed, regarding the laws in Germany. The concept of the newsletter follows 

Gautama So et al.’s (2018) suggestions of openness during communication.  

Looking closer at Ocak and Marangoz (2019), Balta (Balta 2018) and Chiu, Won and 

Bae (2019) internal marketing can be used as a measure to increase satisfaction and 

commitment of employees. Here, employees have to be seen as customers within 

the organisation. Their needs and wants need to be satisfied in order to create a 

positive feeling. Out of the different dimensions of internal marketing as presented 

by Kacarski and Kovachevski (2019), the motivational side is the one, the learning 

set agreed upon being most influenceable by the workers council. Based on the 

theories provided, the learning set sees the redesign and new intranet side as a 

starting point of a refined internal marketing strategy.  

Combining marketing approach with the action research approach leads to a robust 

communicational approach, telling the employees about what is going on and 

presenting them the benefits they will have from different actions. Although these 

approaches form the necessary thinking of marketing, thinking more from an agile 

point of view seems even better suited for an action research-based project.  
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The agile view of marketing involves the definition of hacking the Facebook way. 

Mark Zuckerberg defined it as follows: 

“The Hacker Way is an approach to building that involves 

continuous improvement and iteration. Hackers believe that 

something can always be better and that nothing is even 

complete. They just have to go fix it – often in the face of 

people who say it is impossible or are content with the status 

quo.” (Brinker) 

Why is this important? The concept Facebook showed is scalable and nowadays 

present in terms like Scrum and Agile Development. Moreover, those principles can 

be transferred to almost every project and the task being worked on. The agile way 

can be seen as an emphasises of the action research approach used in the academic 

world. The division of tasks mainly characterises it into short phases of work and 

frequent reassessment and adaption of plans. 

Moreover, it is this aspect that should be used within this action plan. It makes no 

sense to introduce all planned tasks in a usual big bang approach, as it takes time to 

plan and prepare. In other words, splitting some approaches into smaller parts will 

make it easier and faster applicable to the employees. Small sprints will be used 

here instead of the old-fashioned waterfall model. 

The learning set has identified the creation of a new communication platform as 

well as a self-service toolset for employees as a starting point. 

The steps to introduce those will involve designing a new intranet site as a landing 

page for all interested employees, regularly updating the news page with relevant 

information and creating a universal design to create some kind of corporate 

identity within the organisation – without logos of trade unions. The subtopic will 

further be enhanced through market research and regular surveys about the current 

work and expectations as experienced by the employees. Also, an important point 

will be the enhancement of presentations within employee meetings. 
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The toolset containing self-services will be split into smaller parts to be faster “on 

the market” and offer a direct benefit for employees. The first wave or sprint will 

introduce a time booking and time correction system for employees, an opportunity 

to be self-determined and not dependent on the HR-department within the 

organisation. A second step will further enhance this system by offering an 

electronic payslip for employees to be downloaded and printed whenever they like 

to. 

Furthermore, our internal social network will be used as a secondary distribution 

tool to enable virtual discussions related to the topics being presented in the 

newsletters. This tool also serves as a base to start other discussions and introduce 

polls. 

To tackle the additionally mentioned lack or presence among the council members, 

the learning set agreed to install a regularly round table meeting with the council 

members. This is done in a way that the meetings are offered weekly for a one-hour 

minimum duration. If discussions take longer, the duration could be adjusted. 

Within those meetings, employees can come and go as they like and listen or take 

part in the discussions. All topics can be addressed and discussed.  

Following the agile approach, the big concept of reworking on the council 

representation will be realised by realising small ideas after each other in the form 

of smaller sprints. The learning set agreed to introduce a prioritised backlog, 

containing all tasks that will be approached during sprints. A sprint will have a 

duration of about three weeks, to be able to have a relatively fast implementation 

of the task. This quite long timespan is set because all members have to work on the 

tasks besides their regular work. Following the general procedure, there will be daily 

scrum meetings of about 15 minutes answering the following questions: 

- What did I do yesterday? 

- What will I do today? 

- Are there obstacles that prevent me or us from accomplishing the task and 

sprint goals? 
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After the sprint ends, a sprint review, as well as a sprint retrospective, are done, 

letting the team members resemble on what went well during the sprint, what was 

achieved and what could be done better in the next sprint. As a next step, the next 

sprint is planned and the tasks to be accomplished in this timespan are assigned to 

the team members (Brinker). 

To visualise, a Kanban board will be used, which is adapted to the agile process. 

Most simply, to avoid costs like setting up a server and implementing software, this 

can be done via cards and a whiteboard in the workers council office. The board 

resembles the backlog, presenting the prioritised ideas in a “To do” column. Tasks 

currently in progress are shown by their card in the “Progress” column, which is 

followed by “Review” and “Done”. With this board, everything can be tracked and 

directly visualised. In a further project, the usage of appropriate software tools for 

agile project management, like Jira, for example, would be a further option. 

Different colours and shapes of the cards will resemble teams and sprints, as shown 

in Figure 20. 

 

Figure 20: Backlog Example 

 

Within the following section, I will look closer at what happened within the 

organisation. Therefore, I took a look at the backlog and agile board that was used 

by the learning set. While the initial brainstorming with cards was good enough, 
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things got messed up soon and had to be moved when the meetings were over. 

Therefore, the learning set decided to use an online board version provided by 

Microsoft Azure in their DevOps solution.  

 

Figure 21: Backlog before first sprint 

 

The figure above is representing the backlog before the first sprint, showing that the 

learning set committed themselves to work on the newsletter and the new intranet 

site as stated. The yellow points represent the individual tasks that were identified 

by the learning set member that need to be done to fulfil the backlog item. 

Furthermore, did the set members approve the implementation of a new social 

media page as well as the planning of a summer festival for the employees. The 

point of introducing several benefits as also suggested by the interviewees was 

considered as a new point, not valued at the moment.  

Based on those items, the first sprint was planned. The following figures represent 

a work in process view during the first sprint. In the first figure, the social media 

page is represented. The initial creation of the page is already finished, the first 

content is in the stage of creation, while the marketing of the page has not started.  
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Figure 22: Sprint planning - Social Media page 

 

The same can be seen for the newsletter and the intranet site in the next two 

figures. Here, the topics to present were decided, but the content had to be created. 

 

Figure 23: Sprint planning - Newsletter 

 

 

Figure 24: Sprint planning - Intranet site 

 

A particular point is related to the summer festival. As participants called for more 

communication, more regular employee meetings, and different chances to meet 

besides work, the learning set decided to plan an employee meeting with a summer 

festival following the official part. During the sprint, the location was defined, and 

the employees were given a survey to decide upon a date via mail. After having an 

estimation of employees and a potential date, the learning set members continue 

to plan the food and beverages as well as how the festival can be financed.  
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Figure 25: Sprint planning - summer event 

 

5.3.4 Core AR Cycle 4 – Evaluating Action 

Reflections on the planned actions or tasks are done within the sprint review and 

retrospective meetings. After implementing the first few steps, it seems that within 

the organisation, especially among the employees, the awareness of the council is 

rising. Employees seem to recognise that the council is working on a solution to be 

more interactive within the organisation and among the employees. Especially are 

the monthly newsletters recognised, and the feedback received so far is quite 

positive.  

The next tasks following in other sprints will set up the round table meeting, which 

will be advertised within the social network and the newsletter. Also, the planning 

of more regular labour meetings started, and the information sharing among the 

employees is seen more positively.  

5.3.5 Going back to the field 

A couple of weeks after the first sprint and the first agile actions that were 

introduced within the organisation, I stepped back into the organisation and did talk 

again with the learning set as well as take another set of interviews with my 

participants. The interviews were more open, having only a few questions related 

to the actions, to have a more open conversation about how employees feel after 

introducing some change. 

After talking to the learning set, they reported that the agile method proposed is 

working good for taking actions and working on different action items, still in their 
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backlog. Furthermore, they admitted that some training courses designed for 

workers council work seem to also suggest and present the agile method as one 

being able to support the work of councils and introduce fast changes and actions 

within the organisation. 

A couple of weeks after introducing the first changes within the organisation and 

letting the learning set work on further implementations, I decided to go back into 

the organisation and review what has happened so far. Based on this, I decided to 

schedule interviews again with the initial participants and ask how they experienced 

the changes and if they noticed some change going on. 

Therefore, I decided to do an open interview with minor guiding questions in order 

to dive right into a discussion with the participants. I asked for some specific actions 

after receiving the confirmation that they noticed some change within the 

organisation.  

5.3.6 Interview evaluation 

As already said, the interviews on introduced actions were conducted using the 

same participants of the original interviews. The interviews were again recorded 

and transcribed as well as anonymised afterwards. Again, MaxQDA was used to 

analyse and code the transcriptions for further evaluation and analysis. 

Looking at the interviews being made as a reflectional part; all participants see and 

feel a change going on within the organisation. All of the participants stated that 

there is a change going on and that communication of the workers council has 

improved. Furthermore, some, but not all participants see that the presence of the 

council members is increasing. This is resulting from the actions being taken so far, 

as the actual presence at the organisation’s site is still the same as before, only the 

experienced presence of the council has grown. 

The newsletter for examples is seen as a perfect way to spread information across 

the employees, although some participants note that the content related especially 

for the site could be increased, as currently, the workers council presents a mixture 

of information related to the site and the whole organisation. 
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As the round table meetings were not regularly introduced so far, I asked the 

participants about their thoughts. Those that did not feel the presence being 

increased so far stated that those meetings would be great to have the possibility 

to talk directly to the relevant colleagues. All of them furthermore said that those 

meetings would be a great benefit because it would enable all colleagues to discuss 

problems in a more significant dialogue and share the different feelings and 

thoughts that might be present.  

As also the first employee meeting, also as requested by law, was held without our 

CEO (according to the German Works Constitution Act, the CEO only has to attend 

at least once per year), people appreciated the open conversation and dialogue that 

happened there. According to the participants, the more private surroundings 

without the CEO made the council members talk more openly and enabled us to 

have an open, honest, and direct dialogue to share fears, concerns, and address 

problems. 

To summarise the reflectional interviews, I did after introducing the first actions, I 

would like to cite one participant: 

“If the development and change continue in the way it has 

evolved over the last couple of weeks, it should be enough. The 

actions workers councils are granted by law are restricted, so 

what happened so far is a great overall improvement.” 

Looking at this comment shows me that the actions being taken so far are working 

and are increasing the overall satisfaction. The employees are noticing the change 

and react more open to actions being taken. 

5.4 Action Research Cycle 4 – Evaluating Action 

The last cycle within the action research project evaluates and reflects on the results 

and outcomes of all other cycles. The cyclical approach within this research project, 

allowed a continuous evolution of the topic and a quick adjustment of central 

themes if needed. Especially the learning set work, being based on theoretical 

concepts derived from different domains, seems to be a key driver within the action 
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learning and action research area. Stepping back and looking at the overall project, 

after implementing the actions and change with the council members, makes me 

see something happen, as also said by participants. The first-round table talks were 

held so far, and the participation of employees was relatively high. It was evident 

that employees enjoyed the possibility to have a quick or more extended chat with 

council members about topics they are interested in. 

Coming originally from the software development domain, I had to think about the 

concept of continuous delivery (Dullmann, Paule & Hoorn 2018; Shahin et al. 2017) 

while working and especially while reflecting on this project. The process reminded 

me of this concept, especially the automation part. By having the roundtable talks, 

for example, employees are enabled to interact directly with the council in a way 

never known before. By this interaction, critics and requests for improvement can 

be expressed on which the council can work and implement. This is comparable to 

automated software tests and build processes. Furthermore, the whole project was 

for me as an ongoing development project. Every step adds, and each cycle might 

reveal problems that it fixes and introduces change to the whole product. 

5.5 Conclusions 

Deciding to take the agile approach used in software development projects and 

transfer it to the renewal of the council activities helped the workers council to be 

more agile. By dividing the big topics into smaller tasks that can be executed in a 

short period, the council can prove that change is going on without having a complex 

project managing structure and acting behind the scenes until everything is ready. 

The agile approach proved to give them a faster ROI in a more abstract sense of 

meaning. By using pools and asking for further suggestions and improvement ideas, 

the tasks for the next sprint can be directly adjusted within the sprint planning 

meeting. This way, the employees feel that the council is acting much faster and 

working more directly on what the employees are concerned. Using the agile 

approach means resolving one of the most prominent critics found during the 

interviews: the council is looking more at the big political picture and less at the 

employees. 
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Chapter 6 

Outcomes and Conclusion 
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6.1 Fulfilment of research objectives 

Thinking back at my initial objective, to find out if workers councils can positively 

influence employee engagement and organisational commitment, I can answer this 

question with yes – thinking about this objective, the research fulfils it. But this 

answer also depends, as it is not generalisable. Although the actions taken by the 

learning set and presented during the action research cycle within this dissertation 

introduced a change within the organisation that positively influenced the 

engagement at the workplace, the results depend on the specific setting. To 

experience an effect derived from the actions, employees, as well as council 

members, have to be open for change. Following Ford and Ford (1994), I would say 

it all depends on the attractiveness of the change to the individual. The results are 

strongly dependent on the setting, namely, the research site. Nevertheless, does 

the council and their attitude play an important role as well as the fact that a council 

exists. Further research with different settings will be needed to derive a more 

generalised theory, as explained later within this chapter. 

Before closing the study, I will reflect again on the hypotheses created in chapter 2: 

H1: Workers councils can create and increase positive organisational 

behaviour within the organisation, which will also optimise human capital. 

As organisational behaviour within this dissertation follows the general definition of 

the interplay of different groups within an organisation, based on the context of the 

research did the workers council positively increase it through the implemented 

actions, as already assumed after analysing the interview transcriptions. As human 

capital is depending on employee satisfaction, increasing satisfaction through 

motivation and fulfilment of their needs, human capital will be optimised.  

H2: Every action taken by the council or council members will introduce 

reactions at all organisational levels, that should be taken into account. 

This is already based on the physical principle of action and reaction. Actions 

introduced within this research project proved that reactions were forced at the 

employee level. Furthermore, different reactions are even given by law, for 
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example, the requested employee meetings that require representants of the 

organisation being present as well as regular meetings with the organisations’ 

management.  

H3: Workers councils can positively influence employee engagement at the 

workplace and therefore increase employee satisfaction and commitment 

by engaging at least one of the dimensions. 

Taking the round table talks as an example here, the number of employees that 

participate shows that the engagement is positively influenced by the council’s 

actions. This observation is further a mixture with the reaction hypothesis presented 

above, as the positive action taken by the council is accepted by the employees.  

H4: Workers councils can influence how employees participate within the 

organisation and reduce potential intentions to quit by representing their 

voice and communicating directly. 

H7: Workers councils should care for the employees within the organisation. 

Through taking care, employees are given voice and satisfaction can be 

raised, leading to increased performance, and reduced turnover rates. 

I see a strong correlation between H4 and H7. Giving employees voice will introduce 

a form of participation within the organisation. If employees fear to directly 

participate and for example, engage management, giving voice will help them in 

raising their calls for equality. This support and care employees experience will raise 

the satisfaction level and increase performance. The round table talks, here again, 

are one possible mean to give employees voice, as different topics can be directly 

addressed and discussed. Those topics can then, if needed, be raised with the 

management by the workers council. 

H5: The use of social media and new forms of communication can further 

enhance the relationship of workers councils with their employees and 

positively influence the experience of employees at work resulting in 

increased productivity. 
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The use of social media has several positive influences on the experience of workers. 

First, especially in the context of my organisation, employees positively realized that 

the council uses new methods to be able to reach employees on different channels. 

Furthermore, does this option give employees voice without standing in the crowd, 

by using private direct messaged, for example. 

H6: Workers councils, as well as trade unions, play a role within the 

organisation as there might even exist role dualities being present.  

There is no direct action linked to the hypothesis, which was proved within my 

context during the interview analysis. Nevertheless, did the council try to address 

the existing separation by sharing information about the German co-determination 

system in their digital media representations. 

Coming back to my initially adjusted question, I can say that workers council 

initiatives can directly influence employee satisfaction. Adding small and soft 

actions and introducing small changes based on agile working paradigms, lead to 

continuous improvement and a higher maintained state of satisfaction of 

employees. I feel that employees need the certainty that someone is there to listen 

to them. Following the literature and even the law, this is one of the tasks of a 

workers council. One task that seems to have vanished over time, as the 

organisation grew and got bigger. With the additional workload put on councils, 

those tasks were neglected.  

By coming back to the roots and concentrating on the topics mentioned within this 

research project, workers council can introduce an overall satisfaction level within 

an organisation that will also benefit the economic purpose of the organisation 

itself, making the workforce more productive. Giving employees the chance to talk, 

to interact and also to complain makes them feel more valued as an individual 

within the organisation. 

6.2 Outcomes for the organisation 

Within the organisation, one can see change occurring. This is not some subtle 

process of introducing change, but it is visible. The council tried to make them more 
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present within the company by introducing a new design concept. As we have seven 

council members, they bought seven little garden gnomes, each equipped with an 

exchangeable sign. They are placed directly in the entrance of the company as well 

as on each floor and in the recreation room. The signs give information about 

current important news, like employees’ meetings, road blockings around the 

building or new agreements made with the employer. 

The actual change that is ongoing, on the other hand, is more subtle. From my 

discussions within the learning set, I noticed that the council members know, 

something is not working right, but they found themselves within a status quo not 

easy to leave. They seemed to need motivation, an impulse to start working. 

Besides, as I work for an IT-company, using the agile framework to work on change 

makes it easier for the members to introduce change, as they can continue like their 

daily work. 

Although not all of the change is directly related to the behaviour of the council, 

employees feel that something happened. During the interviews for my reflectional 

part, I noticed that employees started to change their mind about the council and 

valued for example an extended knowledge sharing that happened during the latest 

employee’s meeting. 

Concluding, I can say that the organisation directly benefits from an introduced 

change and actions introduced by the council members. However, this benefit must 

be seen on the personal, the emotional level. We, as employees, as well as the 

management within the organisations, have to get rid of thinking only about 

financial impacts. For sure, every action will finally result in a financial impact, but 

recognising and assessing actions only then is too late. The actions introduced 

during this research project, for example, will increase the overall satisfaction of the 

employees, which finally might lead to higher motivation and therefore higher 

productivity, enabling the organisation to increase the monetary turnover. 

However, the critical point here is not to wait, not to see this now as given, but to 

escape this current state of equilibrium and continue to introduce change, continue 

to work on actions. It is vital to introduce a continuous change in order to keep the 

impact high. 
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6.2.1 Workers Councils viewpoint 

From the perspective of the workers council, after having several talks within the 

learning set, I must say that the council’s view has changed. Through the interviews, 

the council received more or less direct feedback and reflection of how employees 

perceived their existence. One council member said: 

“We know that we did too less, but no one started to change 

something.” 

Then the council found itself in a state of equilibrium they had to break through 

before something could change and happen. The research project was the starting 

point they needed to introduce change. From their perspective, the actions needed 

quite a few efforts compared to what they might bring as a potential benefit, not 

only for the council but also for the employees and the organisation.  

It is now crucial for the council to get some routine with the actions implemented. 

The newsletters must be regularly, as well as the labour meetings and the 

information rounds.  

6.2.2 Employee viewpoint 

Thinking of what employees responded, they feel that something is different. 

Participants I talked with later confirmed that they see that the council is more 

present and cares about them. To be clear, it is not about taking more care, but 

about feeling that they take care of. This observation and experienced feeling gives 

the employees the feeling that something is happening within the organisation that 

people are listening and taking care of. Even if they do not get this feeling from the 

organisation, by having it from actions by the councils increases their satisfaction 

and engagement at the workplace, leading to better performance and higher 

organisational commitment. 

6.3 Implications for future practice 

Just being there, as it was in the “old” days is not enough. Organisations are 

changing, and so are institutions within the organisations. Addison et al. (2007) said 
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that trade unions have to think about their presentation, their strategies and the 

change they are experiencing, and I am adding: so, have workers councils within the 

organisation. It is not enough to merely focus on the whole organisation but to 

narrow the focus on individual parts and make them act like small organisations 

within the bigger one. 

It is this old-fashioned thinking that is hitting a changing world, which is facing 

enough other problems like generational conflicts and more stress at work. Our 

private lives are rapidly changing; people are getting used to immediate information 

and immediate access to all resources worldwide in their private environment. 

Facing an old-fashioned thinking and information culture at work will lead to 

dissatisfaction among the employees, different negative meanings are amplifying 

each other, making this movement even worse. The workers council should be the 

institution that could introduce a change directly, involving the employees and 

showing them that they care. It should be the councils own and direct interest to 

stand up and change something, to introduce a new way of teamwork and 

cooperation and to adapt to the changing world. 

It is on the councils and institutions to think about the change they want to bring 

into their organisation and to enhance the relationship to the employees. Every 

council member must think about how they can interact more successfully with the 

employees and how they can introduce benefit to the workforce. The council is the 

institution elected by the employees to help them, so the re-thinking needs to start 

here. The collaboration within the organisation is essential to face a re-thinking of 

how they work. Although the actions presented within this work have to be seen as 

examples that worked in a specific environment, the original context being 

presented is that the workers council should look beyond their noses and be brave 

enough to take concepts from very diverse and foreign areas. Using an agile 

approach taken from software development, no matter what industry the 

organisation is working in, will enable them to implement changes quickly and, 

much more important, test and review them without high expenses.  

It might be interesting for councils to look aside from the convenient roads. Taking 

different pieces of training, not directly offered to council members, will introduce 
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new and fresh ideas. Taking an agile training, for example, even if none of the 

members is related to software development, will introduce an entirely new way to 

look at their work. There are many quantitative studies dealing with workers 

councils and their perceptions within organisation and studies are demanding a 

more qualitative and detailed approach to look into the organisations and not only 

derive meaning from figures of surveys (Addison, Schnabel & Wagner 1999; 

Addison, Schnabel & Wagner 2007). I tried to deliver a first beginning point to look 

into organisations and to find more about how councils are perceived by simple 

employees within organisations. 

6.4 Implications for future research 

Having talked before about what creates a weak council will open the discussion for 

further research as well as introduce implications for other settings. Organisations 

and councils, in general, should ensure that every member is trained well and has 

received the knowledge needed for the position. One cannot influence elections as 

this would also harm the democratic idea, but one could ensure that every elected 

member is well trained to create a strong council. 

Thinking about the future of this topic and potential further research, I can say that 

more research is needed in other organisations with different constellations: other 

trade unions, other types of councils, non-unionised organisations with a council or 

organisations with multiple unions present. As those factors will influence how 

people experience their council and union as well as how different methods might 

work within an organisation, further qualitative research, ideally in the form of 

further action research-based studies in collaboration with the councils, is needed. 

I want to emphasise here especially the term “qualitative” and ideally in any form 

of action research, as most studies related to workers councils and trade unions in 

German focus on figures and present broadened results quantitatively. I believe that 

my study and findings show, that this thinking and generalising of simple survey 

figures, as well as mainly quantitative analysis in the classic “outside” way, is not 

applicable to gain an understanding of what is going on. Outside quantitative 

analysis will not give any details about “people that are in the council but would not 
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have been employed in the current stage” or “I do not distinguish between trade 

unions and workers councils, they are one, I do not care”. Being within, being an 

insider will reveal more relevant information related to the success and concept of 

co-determination in Germany than any quantitative study based on panel data 

would be. Thinking about the bias, I follow Ford and Ford (1994) by believing that 

every data is biased in some way. As soon as we start to analyse and interpret data, 

we add a bias in some way to it. Following Coughlan and Brannick (2014), being an 

insider will reveal much more information than numbers could do, at least within 

this domain. There are too many small differences and differentiations to think 

about, that cannot be measured during a quantitative study and would be neglected 

as some noise if even noticeable.  

Generalisation within this domain and related to my research project might be 

possible, but, as previously discussed, adjustments are needed to suit the different 

contexts within the organisations. Depending on the constellation of trade unions 

and workers councils, different methods might be directly applied to increase 

employee satisfaction. Other aspects might need further research and adjustments. 

If there are, for example, various trade unions present fighting against each other 

through the corresponding members within the workers council, an additional level 

of dissatisfaction among employees could be created that needs to be analysed. 

One point open for further research is the creation of a more general action plan or 

framework to implement as a starting point within organisations. Furthermore, it 

might be essential to emphasise the overall importance to see different 

departments as single states and organisations within an organisation. To remain 

vivid, organisations must adapt and so have departments, institutions, and 

individuals. 

Thinking further about research might also introduce researching the agile concept 

in different settings, as presented partly within this research project. As this will 

involve a more extended case study approach, further research on the success of 

this approach will be needed. 
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6.5 Limitations of the research 

The first limitation within the research, although an essential figure for the kind of 

qualitative research chosen, is the number of people used as participants for the 

qualitative interview part. Nevertheless, although the ten participants were entirely 

different, they did share many common thoughts and assumptions. Furthermore, is 

the trade union being present here one of the most historic ones being present in 

German. The trade union belongs to the mining industry, which was the first 

industry developing a concept of co-determination. Having this in mind, it is quite 

apparent to see and find in the interview transcripts, that the union has an entirely 

different relationship to the employer than other trade unions in today’s working 

environment have.  

Sticking with the trade union, do the results of this study mainly depend on the 

presence of this one specific union within the organisation. Looking at the results 

and transcripts, participants describe times with two or even three unions being 

present within the organisation. In those times, the unions were mainly occupied 

with fighting each other within the organisation and having more members than the 

other. So, the overall results of this study are always linked to the union or unions 

being present within the organisation as well as how the union acts within the 

organisation. Furthermore, this concept is transferable to workers councils. The 

results will also heavily depend on the influence of the council within the 

organisation as well as the type of the council. If the council tries to be open and 

works collaboratively with the organisation's management, the results are more 

applicable than with a fighting council. 

Kotthoff (2008) wrote that workers councils are a group of unsuccessful people 

within an organisation, seeking for an alternative career. I do not agree with him, 

thinking this way, but I agree with the concept behind this comment. One of my 

participants – council member and very actively engaged within trade union 

activities – said it that way: 

“There are members in the council that I would not have taken 

as employees.”  
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Although this sounds hard and similar, it is a different concept. Council members 

are elected by the employees and most of the time, are people elected that are 

popular, nevertheless if they care or know about the processes. Some members are 

engaged in learning, who do courses and attend seminars, who study economics 

and learn about laws, but there are also members who are not interested and only 

are in the position. This is dangerous for the organisation, as this results in a weak 

council.  

With that in mind, not all concepts apply to every scenario and every council. 

Everything presented within this research project is limited to the particular setting 

the research was done for.  

While looking at the organisational context, the site being researched has a strong 

relation to co-determination history, including a long history in general. 

Furthermore, the site’s population of about 100-160 employees base the research 

on a relatively small target population with a participant sample of 10% of the target 

population. The site’s population can be compared to larger startups and smaller 

organisations, while the strong relations to history and co-determination is more 

descriptive for older, traditional enterprises in Germany. This mixture might both 

include a limitation in the findings being presented here, but also offer a benefit and 

potentially interesting aspect to transfer concepts to both traditional and huge 

enterprises as well as to small startups with less co-determination or a lack of 

workers council. 

6.6 Closing remarks 

The study followed the first action cycle or sprint if I follow the agile wording. This 

means that there are some improvements, especially regarding satisfaction and 

perception of the council being recognisable, but the process is not finished with 

the end of this dissertation. The process is ongoing, and there will not be one final 

step or final milestone. As the actions must be reviewed repeatedly, the introduced 

change has to be seen as an ongoing process. Especially the election of a new council 

will demand additional work. If the council changes due to new elections, a 



   
 

134 
 

transition stage must be introduced, leading to an introduction of the established 

concepts and tools to new council members. 
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Chapter 7 

Postscript  
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7.1 Autobiographical nature of the project 

I am working within the organisation for 15 years. Within this time, I have been a 

member of the workers council for four years and an active member of the 

corresponding trade union for about ten years, before cancelling the membership. 

Having gained different insights into the academic world during my studies, I have 

always been a practitioner. It was this DBA programme that had the most influence 

on my personal development as well as my development as a doctoral practitioner. 

When I started the programme, I felt like having only some basic knowledge within 

the academic domain, although having written other academic papers before. The 

programme changed my way of thinking and experiencing the world and helped me 

to position myself within the ontological and epistemological paradigms. Being able 

to live in both, the academic and practitioner’s world helps to solve real-world 

problems, as one is not only limited to practical problem solving but also knows how 

to research and come up with theoretical concepts that could be translated to the 

faced problem. 

When I started the programme, I would see myself deeply tied within the positivist 

paradigm. I was mainly related to numbers and hard facts, maybe based on my 

computer sciences background. I believed in one single reality, that is true for 

everyone while findings made by researchers are true. My believes or thoughts 

were like “if the figures tell this, it is true”. While being in the programme, I was 

made thinking about the positions. Before, I was not even really aware of the other 

paradigms one could think about. Personally, I think Ford and Ford (1994) and their 

trialectics view, as well as their interpretation of change, made me really think about 

my position within the different paradigms. Seeing change and especially resistance 

not simply as something given but something that differs depending on the 

viewpoint made me think. For Ford and Ford, resistance simply means that the 

employee was not attracted to the change, so resistance is related to the individual 

viewpoints of employees. While reflecting on this definition that seemed 

understandable and comprehensible for me, I started to look at other paradigms. I 

cannot define the concrete moment when the switch in my mind happened, but I 
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began to feel that the constructionist paradigm seemed to suit the mindset I gained 

throughout the program. I began to see knowledge, and the perception of the world 

is gained through reflection and construction within our mind. The course of 

learning I experienced throughout the program as well as the different articles I read 

presented this construct even more in practice. Through learning and throughout 

the programme, my assumptions and observations of the world changed. While I 

was a figure guy, in the beginning, thinking now about qualitative observations 

opens an entirely new world. This fact, for example, shows me that the truth I 

experience and the world and reality in which I act is depending on my thoughts and 

interpretations. Reflecting deeper on this let me to the belief that even knowledge 

and research results are constructed. As everything, no matter if quantitative of 

qualitative research, is interpreted, the findings of every research depend on the 

viewpoints and assumptions of the researcher. This is something I also found with 

Ford and Ford, as they state that every research might be biased, as results are 

interpreted based on the believes and assumptions of the researcher. This does not 

mean that research is wrong or have failures but might not be interpreted the same 

way by other researches or used the same way by different practitioners. 

Assumptions might change over time, depending on different experiences. As those 

assumptions might change, perceptions and views will change. Therefore, I believe 

after what I experienced during the program, that the way we see the world is 

strongly related to what we experienced so far. We are changing, and so is the truth 

and reality we are experiencing.  

However, it is not only this. Especially in the last weeks of this dissertation project, 

I realised how my thinking changed and was influenced by the academic world and 

the programme. I always liked to solve problems and finding suitable solutions, but 

as said, based more on a practical approach. Whenever I encountered a specific 

problem in the last weeks, I started thinking about researching the problem, 

identifying potentially relevant literature and theories, and transferring them to my 

problem to take action. It is a creeping process, which one will not notice. It simply 

happens, and one day, one realises it. That is what happened to me, it hit me, and I 

suddenly realised that I adopted the way of thinking the action research way. I 

included action research principles in my life and daily routine during the 
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programme. But not only related to this project. Whenever I face problems or issues 

in general, I include academic research and theory into my solution-finding process. 

I started to include academic theory into customer presentations and into building 

potential solutions for customers. While working, and especially in my practice as a 

consultant, I noticed that there seems to be an entirely new world that has opened 

for me. While working on concepts, linking academic theories, and transferring 

them to help me solve problems and propose potential changes within customer’s 

organisations has helped me going further within my practice. It is this border that 

has been there for several years between the academic and practitioner’s world, 

the border that separated potential answers on both sides from questions on the 

other side. I personally feel that while working on this programme and this research 

thesis project helped me to demolish this border and to unlock an entirely new 

world. 

Maybe also the birth of my daughter a few months ago added further to this 

thinking and the beliefs. When I look at her, her reality exists mainly of my wife and 

me. We are here taking care, fulfilling her needs. As she grows, her world also grows, 

and she adds new people, new things she learned and new routines. Her world 

changes and her reality is adjusted by including other relevant people, later also 

friends and assumptions and perceptions based on what she learned. This reveals 

to me that the world we experience, the reality is constructed and depending on 

our mindset. 

7.2 Influence of Action-Research during the project 

When I first started learning about action research, it was hard for me to understand 

the terms and actual processes lying within this approach. While working on the 

research project, taking Zuber-Skerrit (2002) and Coghlan and Brannick (2014) into 

account, I realized that much of what we are doing seems to be already related to 

action research. Writing the thesis or an academic paper, in general, follows the 

process and cycles presented within action research. 
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With this changed and new mindset, stepping inside the organisation, developing 

action, and really taking those actions was a relatively new experience. It is this 

connection between academic theory and academic concepts, combined with real 

action and implementation of the developed theories that made this research 

project special in comparison to earlier academic work I did. By stepping inside and 

discussing with the learning set, theories are directly tested, and new viewpoints 

are shared, that the researcher would not have discovered, at least not in this early 

stage during a research project.  

Action-Research helped me in my project to get hands-on the action and directly 

test the outcomes that the research delivered. In comparison to other research 

approaches, the researcher can directly develop theories and approaches that can 

be tested, something generally done in further research projects. 

This was somehow like when I first learned about Scrum. The processes used in agile 

development and especially within the Scrum framework are quite common in 

many development processes and projects. Thinks are sometimes done intuitively, 

without having them planned. What makes it then a Scrum-based project is closely 

following the framework and implementing all the defined steps within the process. 

I would like to link this to the principles of action research, how I experienced and 

learned them. We often reflect on things we do in our daily practice and might also 

adjust our actions. Looking at children, for example, we call this learning from 

failure. If something went wrong, we learn and do it differently. Reflecting on what 

I did, I realize that also parts are used within project management. When I think 

about lessons learned workshops, I could compare this to the reflection and 

observation cycle within action research as those workshops are intended to create 

learning from what went wrong, to adjust things during the next project.  

Thinking again back about actions during my project, the interpretations I draw from 

the interviews helped me to create different actions with the learning set members. 

The actions presented that were implemented were relatively easy to implement 

and helped the workers council to gain a better reputation among the employees. 

Nevertheless, it was challenging. Having a background within the domain of 

software development, I am more hands-on than planning too much. I never was 
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much into a documentation of my code or writing long text-based concepts. Based 

on those characteristics, the initial planning and construction process took quite 

long for me and challenged me within the project. During my times as a practitioner, 

I was more used to research while implementing projects, like doing a quick Google 

search to find a solution instead of really researching academic papers and building 

or constructing upon the theoretical concepts being presented. But going through 

the process multiple times in the presented cycles helped me to learn that this can 

be more efficient. Having this solid plan and construct to build upon is more reliable 

and might even introduce faster results and solutions than the hands-on approach 

I was used to. It was a challenging change of thinking and acting, but, reflecting on 

it, I can say it was worth the challenge and effort. 

7.3 Learning process of the researcher during the project 

The learning set work that was done during one cycle of my action research project 

was quite interesting for me from the position of a learner. Thinking about life-long 

learning and action learning where every participant evolves within self-learning, I 

noticed that there is always a will for change being present among people. Everyone 

seems to be open to change, to learn and to take action, if an initial impulse is 

present. 

The learning set members, for example, seemed to know about some of the lacking 

actions that participants claimed, but found themselves being within an equilibrium, 

not able to start a change by themselves. It seemed that an external impulse, in this 

case, given by the researcher, was needed to start the introduction of change. After 

this first ignition of the process, new ideas emerged, and everyone was more and 

more passionate to continue the journey. Ignition seems to be a useful metaphor 

here, as it is comparable to a motor. The mixture of fuel and air needs an impulse 

to start burning and producing force, but after this initial impulse, it keeps running 

until the fuel is exhausted. 

Stepping back from the learning set mentioned here, my learning started with the 

very beginning of the project. As mentioned in the previous section, I always was 
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more hands-on and planning and constructing was a challenge for me. Nevertheless, 

did this challenge introduce learning and new viewpoints for my perspective to 

consider in my daily life. The whole project was for me about learning. Of course, 

the organisation and its members did learn, but the development I personally went 

through, introduced the most significant learning, from my perspective. The 

development I have undergone during the project brought some shifts of my 

mindset with me. I finalized more or less the shift mentioned in the paradigms I 

believe in and further experienced the power of planning from the academic 

perspective. While planning and doing customer workshops, this new mindset 

opened multiple different approaches and perspectives I can include during those 

workshops. The learning set work and the ongoing reflection I experienced during 

the programme and project are particularly useful to be applied in customer 

workshops. Furthermore, the ability to include academic research and transfer 

outcomes into the practical side at work adds another depth to the topic. 

Transferring the outcomes of the academic research to a real-world organisational 

issue and working with a learning set on the issue to create actionable knowledge 

was a new process that presented to me an immersive potential for future projects 

and issues I might face during my career as a consultant, as a manager or as a project 

manager. 

Following Ramsey’s (2014) presentation of rigour within research projects and 

management learning, I have to say that I experienced how thin the line could be. 

Following her, a simple idea or different thoughts can be no more than this, even if 

presented in an academic paper. It needs testing of the concepts and evaluation of 

the results to make the concepts scholarly. To make them differ from being just a 

simple idea. This viewpoint correlates for my understanding strongly with the 

concept of action research, where every action is tested and evaluated. The 

outcome of those steps further defines if the action can be used in a scholarly way 

or not. Action learning and action research for me are some guidance on adding 

inquiry to an idea while solving a problem. 

As mentioned within the introduction, I feel like telling my own narration of my path 

throughout the project, which is mixed end enhanced by academic theories and 
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methodologies to add to the academic world and create benefits for future research 

and practice.  

7.4 Reflections from the researcher 

Having worked with many different people in my organisation during the 

development of this study, it was one statement that I regularly heard, no matter 

whom I talked to about my study. This statement was: “This has nothing to do with 

IT, why did you choose this topic?” 

Reflecting now about this statement, I have to say: it is a good one. For the most 

time of my life, I have been fascinated by IT, sometimes almost obsessed. I have 

completed a diploma in business informatics related to the creation of a software 

product supporting the payroll processing, a Bachelor of Arts and a master of 

science related to IT security topics and am now researching about something as far 

away from IT as it could be: Co-determination in Germany.  

It is a good and obvious one, but I also feel connected to those “non-IT” topics, to 

the economic world and processes going on within the organisation. I have been a 

member of a trade union for over ten years before I decided to quit and was a 

member of a council for four years after I was re-elected. Therefore, and by looking 

at the changing environments, I felt that change was needed and thought about 

what might be possible. 

It is this feeling and the interest that guided me through developing this research 

project, but finally, it was this feeling to help people, like a participant said: “to make 

this world a little better”. 

Overall, the whole programme introduced a huge self-development path that I dealt 

with over the last years. The process was kind of smooth so that no change is 

experienced daily, instead, there were moments when I realized that my mindset 

had changed or my way of thinking or approaching issues changed. As mentioned 

already at the beginning of this chapter, the change of paradigms for me is crucial 

for everything I learned and experienced during this project. There were moments 

I struggled and moments I thought about possible failure, but the support I received 
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as well as the new mindset helped me to go through the process. It is not about 

having the next big ides worth a Nobel prize; it is more about introducing change 

about changing something in the organisation and making it better. Nevertheless, 

am I also an academic, so this change needs to be recorded, tracked and analysed. 

This is presented within this thesis, and I leave it for further projects to transfer my 

thoughts, my findings, and my actions to other contexts or even a generalized 

theory. My mindset did evolve, and I believe that my future paths will benefit from 

my new thinking and the academic skills I learned throughout this program. 
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Appendix E 

Consent Form (German version) 
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