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The aim of this article is to describe three cases of workers' participa­
tion recently introduced in Malta, and to repoTt on a pilot study of reac­
tions of workers. 

PART I 

TIIREE CASES OF WORKERS' PARTICIPATION* 

r.,iALTA is going through a critical period of social change, a major reason 
for this being the recent introduction of various forms of participation in 
decision making and ownership. In the government-owned Drydocks, with 
about 5,000 workers the largest concentration of industrial labour on the 
island, a system was introduced in 1971 that was rather similar to co­
determination. Later that same year, the management of a textile factory 
- employing some 200 workers - was taken over by a union when it ap­
peared that the factory would have to close down. In another instance a 
privately-owned cargo handling -company (86 employees and about 1000 
licenced dock-workers on contract) discontinued operations but was taken 
over by the unions who now own and manage it: three clerks and one 
dock-worker are fully involved in the management of the freight handling 
operations. 

Worker's participation in management, in varying forms, has been in­
stituted in many countries. In the case of Malta it is too early for an ad­
equate assessment; however, it seems appropriate to describe the coun­
try's first experiences even though this report must be incomplete since 
research is still under way. The purpose of this article is thus to inform 
rather than to evaluate. 

THE MALTESE SCENE BEFORE PARTICIPA TION 

Some information on Malta will help to understand the recent changes. 
Malta has a population of 320,000 living on 316 square kilometers, mak­
ing Malta one of the most densely populated countries of the world. Be­
fore gaining its independence in 1964, Malta had for a century and a half 

'Part I of this paper was submitted (in a slightly different form) to the First In­
ternational Conference on Participation and Self Management (Dubrovnik, De­
cember 1972). 

1 



been a British colony, where the majority of its labour force was em­
ployed directly or indirectly with the British military base. Today, after 

a ten-year programme of economic diversification, the distribution of the 
working population over the various economic sectors is rather similar to 
that of industrialised countries: relatively few work in agriculture (less 
than 10%) but many in (government) services and in industry. Although 
the industrial workforce is growing quickly, unemployment still poses a 
major problem and more money is continuously being pumped into the 
economy to stimulate industrial development. 

Industrial relations have become increasingly problematic 1 as was 
clearly illustrated by the rapidly growing number of strikes and, concur­
rently, of man-days lost. Since 1964 the number of man-days lost through 
strike action at least doubled each year. The issues at stake in most in­
dustrial disputes indicate at least two important causes: fear of unem­
ployment, and dissatisfaction with wages. Although unemployment has 
generally decreased since Independence, job insecurity has made itself 
felt especially in organisations affected by the 'run-down' of the British 
services, and in the Drydocks. Wage dissatisfaction has been mainly the 
resul t of changing reward structures; negotiations on conditions of work 
have been decentralised and conducted mainly on the enterprise level. A 
chain reaction of demands resulted, with continuously disturbed existing 
wage relativities; in short, 'progressive fragmentation'2 was clearly at 
work in Malta. Industrial action has been facilitated by the fact that 
there were no clearly agreed or legally binding procedures of dispute 
settlement. The legislative framework was highly permissive: when an 
industrial dispute arose, workers or managers had a free choice between 
conciliation, arbitration or industrial action; agreements, once reached, 
were not legally protected. Even though most negotiations were conclu­
ded without dispute or through government mediation, the need for new 
procedural forms was felt. The government in power in 1969 had proposed 
a new industrial relations bill to Parliament; this included legal support 
for collective agreements, establishment of an industrial court, compul­
sory settlement of disputes if conciliation failed and restriction of 

10n the state of industrial relation in Malta in the period under discussion, cf. 
Alternative Industrial Relations Systems for Malta (proc.eedings of a seminar, 
Royal University of Malta, 1971). A general handica p when describing industrial 
relations in Malta is that there is hardly any published material available on la­
bour-management relations or industrial relation~ in the Island. 
2As this process is described in: A. Fox, and A. Flanders, 'The Reform of col­
lective Bargaining: from Donovan to Durkheim,' in A. Flanders, Management and 
Unions (Faber. London, 1970), p. 241 ff. 
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strikes. Consultations on this bill were unsatisfactory to many interested 
groups, especially the trade unions, who very· strongly opposed the even­
tual and almost complete prohibition of strikes. 

At the time of Malta's independence, almost half the wage and salary 
earners were unionised. The degree of unionisation declined because of 
the many U.K. services which then came to an end, but by 1970 the same 
degree of unionisation was reached again. Currently, union membership 
is especially high in the larger industries and in government services. 
The General Workers' Union (G.W.U.) is the biggest union (70% of all 
union members, mainly industrial workers and clerks). Most other unions 
are combined in the Confederation of Malta Trade Unions and include 
mainly government employees and white collar workers. Unions operated 
at the enterprise level and were mainly concerned with collective bar­
gaining. In reaction to this, the employers associated to form one organi­
sation in negotiations. There was little ideological struggle regarding 
management prerogatives, or quest for democracy in production relation­
tionships. 

In the context of this paper, the Malta Drydocks Corporation represents 
a very important case of industrial relations in Malta, since participa­
tion started here. 3 The history of the Drydocks dates back to the era of 
the Knights of St. John. Under British rule a big naval dockyard was dev­
eloped, which for a number of decades was of major significance to the 
Maltese economy as an important source of employment. In 1957 the Yard 
was converted into a commercial concern since the British Navy no lon­
ger needed it. This shift from naval base to commercial firm was very 
ill Hi cul t; the labour force wa s recrui ted to serve an admiral ty shipyard 
and was consequently larger than could be productively employed in a 
commercial concern. 

Not surprisingly many industrial relations problems resulted, in which 
the G. W. U. generally followed a policy of opposition. Only once 'was an 
effective form of cooperation' introduced: in 1965 a 'Joint Consultative 
Committee' was set up to 'establish a consultative and advisory mach­
inery for the regular exchange of views between the workers' represen­
tatives and management ( ... ) on matters of mutual interest.,4 This com­
mittee worked satisfactorily for several years, but was dissolved in 1967 

3The history of the Drydocks is very complicated, and I merely summarise the 
most important events which are directly relevant to their present situation of 
participative management. I base my information on: E.Ellul, Industrial Rela­
tions at Malta Drydocks: Economic Aspects (B.A.-disserration, Royal University 
of Malra, 1972). 
4[bid., p.21. 
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when management introduced changes without prior consultation with the 

G.W.U. 
In 1968 the Drydocks were nationalised by the Maltese government, 

with the help of its British counterpart, and put under hired British man­
agement. The maintenance of employment for all those employed in the 
Drydocks, in spite of the economic difficulties it entailed, continued to 
present the major problem. Workers and union were appeased by the 
Prime Minister who 'assured that no matter what happened at the Malta 
Drydocks nobody would lose his employment.'5 The G. W.U. was invited 
to nominate one member to sit on the Board of Directors of the national­
ised enterprise, but the offer was considered to be too weak and was re­
fused. However, the government appointed an ex-union president to sit 
on the Board even though he was not nominated by the union. There were 
frequent clashes between the G.W.U. and the Yard's management, mainly 

centered around disputed wage ratios between industrial workers and 
white collar employees. The result was a ban on overtime, while about 
50 workers in key trades went on strike (Aurumn 1970). 'The action 
brought the Malta Drydocks to an immediate standstill which lasted se­
ven months'; several attempts at conciliation failed and in Spring 1971 
'the parties concerned decided to wait until after the forthcoming general 
elections (June 1971) to settle the dispute.'6 

TOWARDS PARTICIPATION 

The Drydocks played an important part in the elections; how would 
pending problems be solved in an industry which formed one of Malta's 
chief foreign exchange earners and the largest industrial enterprise? In 
their jointly published electoral manifesto, the Labour Party and the 
General Workers' Union stated: 'The Drydocks will be reorganised in the 
following way: a new Corporation will be set up, 50% of its members 
being nominated by the government and 50% by the G. W. U. under a Chair­
man acceptable to the two sides. The final aim will be to put the Dry­
docks back on its feet and that control will ultimately fall to· the work­
ers. This would mean that employees would be working in their own in­
terests.'7 The desirability of participation was expressed in other ways. 
A Commission for Civil Servants was proposed in which all interested 
parties would be represented; .its aim would be to reform the Civil Ser­
vice and, pending claims for regrading and regrouping, to form a back­
ground to this reorganisation. 

5 Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
6 Ibid., pp. 29-30. 
7 Peace and Progress: the Electoral Manifesto of the Workers Movement, Malta, 
June 1971, p. 7 • 
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Participation in planning was also promised: a prospecti ve labour gov­
ernment would review the existing 5 year plan (1969-1974) and would 
consult with the trade unions, other associations, civil servants, indus­
trialists and others. 

In Malta, there was no ideological struggle to .demand participation. 
True, the Labour Party had expressed the desirability of participation for 
many years, but it had never specified details of the form and extent of 
participation. Due to this lack of previous clarification, parti cipation 
came as a surprise to many Maltese, even to trade unionists. 

MALTA DRYDOCKS: A CASE OF CO-DETERMINATION 8 

After the Labour Party had won the elections, the plans for the Dty­
docks that it had announced together with the trade unions were put into 
practice. Three trade union representatives and three government rep­
resentatives were appointed by the Government to the Board of Direc­
tors. The union representatives were nominated by the General Council 
of the G. W.U., and not directly elected by the workforce of the Dtydocks; 

two of them are union leaders who work in the Drydocks and the other 
spent a good part of his working life there before becoming a full-time 
union official. Board members do not receive remuneration (implying, in­
cidentally, a very considerable yearly saving). Soon after the creation of 
the Board of Directors it was realised that board representation was not 
an effective instrument of union participation in such a large organisa­
tion. The Joint Consultative Committee (firSt installed in 1965, see page 
4), was re-instated with seven members: 3 management representatives, 
one representative of a Senior Staff Association (not affiliated with the 
G.W.U.), one representative of the white collar section of the G.W.U., 
and two representatives of the metal workers section of the same union. 
All members of this committee are full-time employees, but through pro­
cedures established by the unions and by management respectively. The 
Joint Consultative Committee is empowered to conduct consultations on 
all aspects of management and to convey its conclusions and advice to 
the Board of Directors. 

Later, consultation was introduced at still lower levels of the Dty­
docks. In the five main divisions, Joint Production Committees were in­
stituted with basically the same composition as the Joint Consultative 
Committee, and enjoying a consultative function: they discuss productivi-

8 Information on the cases of the Drydocks, the Textile Factory and the Cargo 
Handling Company was collected by, res pective ly, Lawrence Mizzi, Simone Man­
gion and Denise Vella, students of the Royal University of Malta, as part of 
their work for their B.A. dissertation. 
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ty measures, tools, machines, welfare and any other social or technical 
probl ems. In both the ] CC and the ]PC's, bargaining on personal and. 
economic matters is barred. Workers participation at the Drydocks is com­
pletely channelled through the unions. Rank and file employees (almost 
all of them union members) were informed about the introduction of parti­
cipation in mass meetings where the Prime Minister and the General Sec­
retary of the union told them what was going to happen. Further informa­
tion flows mainly through newspapers and informal communication be­
tween workers, shop stewards and other union officials. 

One thing which may seriously threaten the experiment in participation 
are the short-run expectations of the workers in the Drydocks. It will be 
recalled that earlier a seven-month strike occurred over re-structuring 
wages; now the workers expect this problem to be solved by the new en­
terprise structure. Government and union urge the workers to practice 
self-denial and patience. The concern of both the union leaders and gov­
ernment is to provide the Drydocks with a sounder economic basis. First 
and foremost, they now share the responsibility for an enterprise which 
has been in trouble financially ever since it was commercialised in 1957. 
The ship repairing busines s is faced with strong competition; moreover, 
market opportuni ties in the Mediterranean have decreased since the clo­
sure of the Suez canal. The crucial problem for the union is its co-res­
ponsibility for effective utilisation of the labour force while safeguarding 
employment. In the long term, the solution to this problem will grow in 
importance- since the enterprise is eventually to be owned by the wor­
kers. The unions are still searching for the most effective way in which 
workers and also the shop stewards can share the problems of the enter­
prise and practise joint decision making. 

] OINT MANAGEMENT IN A TEXTILE FACTORY 

The developments at the Drydocks created a climate conducive to si­
milar initiative elsewhere. In Autumn 1971, a textile factory was in a 
state of liquidation and threatened with closure. The factory was a 
branch of a larger foreign company and was in operation for only one 
year. It has 200 employees and a rela ti vely large foreign managerial 
staff. The latter enjoyed high salaries - for Maltese standards - and 
emoluments such as free company cars and housing facilities. The maj­
ority of the shares were in private hands; the Malta -Development Corpo­
ration (M.D.e.) also had shares in the Company and was represented on 
the Board of Dire ctors. 

In consultation with the banks, dIe M.D.e. and the principal owners, 
the unions had tried to find a solution, but without success. The workers 
received their last wages and faced immediate unemployment. At that mo-
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ment, the secretary of the textile workers section of the G.W.U. called 
the workers together and proposed that they should continue with produc­
tion, using the available raw materials to produce garments for the local 
market. The workers agreed, and volunteered to give up part of their 
wages, all bonuses and piece rates. 

Work started the following workday. Production was kept going by sel­
ling garments on the local market. By also selling company cars, reduced 
wages could be paid during the first weeks. The greatest immediate pro-· 
blem·was replacement of the managerial staff. At a meeting with the pre­
vious management, the foreign managers were asked to indicate those 
Maltese supervisors who would be the most suitable to take over the ma­
nagerial functions. These new managers had to train themselves in their 
new jobs, as they had never been fully prepared by their foreign super­
iors for managerial jobs, whether of an organisational kind or in terms of 
technical know-how. They now spent their free time reading and study­
ing, trying things out at the factory, working until midnight. Through ef­
fective and genuine cooperation between union officials, the new mana­
gers (who previously, as supervisors, had not been unionised and had 
maintained a social distance between themselves and the rank and file 
workers), and the workers to keep production going, impetus in the opera­
tion increased. Workers were called together at regular intervals and in­
formed about the results. When it became clear that the unions and the 
workers were determined to continue, the M.D.e. and the banks became 
interested; especially so when they saw that the company's debts were 
decreasing significantly, due to a substantial reduction of overhead 
costs: as in the case of the Drydocks, here too substantial savings were 
obtained by eliminating high-salaried foreign managers and their emolu­
ments. 

During this period, the Board of Directors of the private company re­
signed, the general manager was sent on paid leave and the question of 
ownership was 'frozen'. With the consent of the shareholders, decision­
making powers were given to a managing committee. This committee is 
composed of two people: one officer of the Malta Development Corpora­
tion and one trade union official. The MDC representative manages eco­
nomic matters such as financing and accounting. The union official, sec­
retary of the textile workers section of the G.W.U., is responsible for 
social and personnel matters, a function comparable to that of 'labour 
director'. Both men do their managerial work without extra remuneration. 

Positive results became visible quite soon. Business picked up and is 
now normal, including exports; the M.D.e. and the banks have offered fin­
ancial assistance and early this year workers were put back on their ori­
ginal wage level. Work relations have undergone substantial change. The 
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former division between management and labour has been replaced by a 
shared feeling of responsibility by workers, supervisors and union offi­
cials, a feeling based on their success in safeguarding employment and 
making the enterprise again a going concern. The enterprise claims that 
productivity has increased and that absenteeism and labour turnover have 
been remarkably low since the new structure was introduced. 

One of the most difficult and immediate problems of the enterprise is: 
what to do about the ownership? With its initiative in continuing produc­
tion, the union intervened on behalf of the workers, but in the final an­
alysis also on behalf of the owners. Company shares are mostly in pri­
vate hands, but the workers and the G.W.U. evidently feel that if the en­
terprise should again make a profit, this should not automatically go to 
the shareholders. 

Another problem is the participative structure itself. Participation was 
introduced with the original objective of safeguarding employment, but 
has developed into much more than was foreseen. The union is fully in­
vol ved in the managerial decision-making pro cess and in the implementa­
tion of decisions. Serious problems may soon arise especially from the 
role conflict that seems inherent in the position of the union leader cum 

'labour director': how will he be able to match efficient management and 
effective representation of workers? 

THE CARGO HANDLING COMPANY: CLOSE TO SELF-MANAGEMENT 

Another company which was running at a loss in the same period, was 
a private cargo handling company in the port. The port had been the 
scene of many conflicts and strikes, especially since October 1970 when 
the company refused to accept a draft collective agreement. The com­
pany operated in the port under a contract concluded with the govern­
ment; it decided to terminate this contract since it was working at a loss 
and was not allowed to raise its charges. The workers were sent letters 
of discharge. The G.W.U. set out to fill the vacum created by the pre­
vious owner. It entered into a contract with the government and estab­
lished a cargo handling company with a share capital under full union 
control. The new Cargo Handling Company is a rather small work organi­
sation with 86 employees including both industrial workers and clerks. 
But the company also manages the work of some 1000 port workers and 
clerks who it does not directly employ, but who work under licence 
against piece rates. These workers are in a way self-employed, but once 
they start to operate they form part of the organisational structure of the 
cargo Handling Company. 

The management of u"te Cargo Handling Company is supervised by a 
Board of Directors, consisting of four government officials and four union 
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members. The government is represented on the Board since it bears ul­
timate responsibility for the port. The government leases out the man­

aging of the port work; previously to a private company and now to the 
union. One of the government officials (the port director) is chairman of 
the board but has no voting right, so that the 4 union representatives 
have a majority of votes. The unions adopted the policy of appointing 
people to the Board who actllally work in the port, since they know the 
trade. Of the four trade union directors one was a port clerk, tWO were 
delivery clerks and the other a port worker. All do their board \;0rk with­
out extra remuneration, but receive reimbursement for any wages they 
may loose through attending meetings. 

The trade union representatives on the Board are not elected by the 
port workers but by the General Council of the G.W.U. in consultation 
with its port workers section. As owner of the Cargo Handling Company, 
the General Council also appointed the general manager who was pre­
viously a delivery clerk in the port. He is simultaneously a trade union 

member of the Board of Directors; as a general manager he has a full­
time job although he had no previous managerial training. He still re­
ceives the salary of a delivery clerk. 

In this case as in the cases of the Drydocks and the textile factory, 
participation of workers is thus channelled through the G. W.U. Here, 
again, unionisation is nearly 100%. The four union representatives on the 
Board consist of elected shop stewards of the port, and are also mem­
bers of the Executive Committee of the port workers section of the 
G.W.U. As such, according to the unions, they can be regarded as repre­
senting the workers. In actual practice there is considerable informal 
communication and consultation between the Board of Directors and the 
rank and file workers, if only because the dire ctors themselves work in 
the ports. Since the workers are informed about Board decisions they ex­
ert control (they have acces~ to the minutes of Board meetings; in addi­
tion, the union holds monthly and annual meetings at which workers are 
informed about the company). But conflict is not excluded: disputes 
arise, for example, on piece rates, and when they do, workers can ap­
proach the secretary of the port workers section who will then have to 
bargain with the manager. In this case, two trade unionists, in different 
roles, bargain with each other. 

The economic results of the union-led enterprise have been very sat­
isfactory. During the first six months, profits were sufficiently large to 
enable almost complete implementation of the working conditions deman­
ded in 1970 in the proposed collecti ve agreement. This meant an average 
wage increase of 22% and a change in the method of payment which is 
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now based on a regular salary rather than on high piece rates. Also, the 
company has been able to introduce comprehensive insurance for all its 
workers. The company's profitabiliry is reported to be the result of high­
er productivity (the workers are motivated and strikes have not occurred 
since the take-over) and here again a main reason for profitability is that 
Board members function without remuneration, whereas in the previous 
private company five directors received considerable salaries. 

The aim of the G.W.U. in dealing with the Cargo Handling Company is 
to establish a kind of self-management system under union ownership. 
The -company (and its eventual profits) belong to the G.W.U., not to the 
workers. But management lies in the hands of a company employee, while 
the supervision of management is carried out by a Board of Directors 
consisting in a majority of company workers. These workers are not dir­
ectly elected by all employees, but represent the workers as elected 
union functionaries. 

DEVELOPMENT OF THE FORMS OF PARTICIPATION 

In Malta, participation in management came upon the country and even 
the trade unions as a sudden phenomenon, so much so that trade union 
officials who gOt involved in participative bodies later declared that 
they went into it with little or no knowledge of the implications, espec­
ially in the cases of the textile factory and the port company. The new 
forms of management were introduced more as an ad hoc response to par­
ticular situations than as a result of any clearly structured and premedi­
tated policy, so that a 'blueprint' institutional pattern was absent. In 
many countries this is rather the opposite: legal regulations define the 
form of participative institutions, the rules for their composition, their 
areas of activities, the extent of their authoriry, etc., before participa­
tion is introduced in practice. 

One consequence of the spontaneous introduction of participation in 
Malta is that the new institutions cover a wide range. In the Drydocks 
the Joint Consultative Council and the Joint Production Councils are 
consultati ve machineries rather similar to works councils; in the Dry­
docks and in the Cargo Handling Company there are forms of co-determi­
nation; in the textile factory one finds the labour director in a sys tem of 
joint management and in the port a particular form of self-management 
under union ownership. 

In all these cases participation has from the beginning meant more 
than mere consultation: the new institutions are not 'frameworks for dis­
cussion,9 but frameworks for decision. It is evident that these institu-

9J.Y.Tabb and A.Goldfarb, Workers' Participation in Management Expectations 
and Experience (Oxford, Pergamon Press, 1970), p. 5. 
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tions are not instruments of workers' participation but rather of union par­
ticipation. Representative organs of all employees do not exist; the 
union officials are not elected directly by the employees as their enter­
prise representatives but as their union representati ves. Although the 
general impression is that these officials have the full support of the 
workers, the fact is that they are elected in a different capacity. This 
may have placed the G.W.U. in a very delicate position. Until recently it 
was involved in bargaining and did not bear managerial responsibility. 
Now it shares this responsibility. This dualism was not fully foreseen, 
and the situation now arises that not only the union as such, but also 
individual union officials have to combine the sharing of managerial res­
ponsibility with independent trade union activities. Al though it has been 
shown that these functions can be combined,lO this combination will be 
put to a difficult test in Malta. 

Still, these and other problems of structure are certainly not insoluble 
since participation is being introduced and institutionalised in a very 

flexible fashion, in an attempt.to find the appropriate structures for par­
ticular situations. 

PA R T II 

WORKERS' PERCEPTION OF PARTICIPATION 

Participation in Malta was not introduced through a strong ideological 
orientation. But the very intr()duction of participation may have set in 
motion the development of an ideology which could at a further stage 
sustain the functioning of this new system of management and owner­
ship. Participation has a direct bearing on the workers' situation at his 
workplace. As always when participation is introduced, this leads to a 
situation where 'authority loses some of its absolutism'.l1 Also, workers 
start to acquire managerial skills, as is shown in the cases of the tex­
tile factory and the port; opportunities for learning and personal devel­
opment are increased. Information on the economic situation of the enter­
prise which was frequently unknown to the workers, is now disclo sed 
and discussed at top level by worker representatives. These and many 
other new experiences will specify the expectations of the worker and 
may indeed eventually result in an 'ideology of participation' which 

10 As has been argued for Wes t Germany and Israel by P. Blumberg: Industria I 
Democracy; the Sociology oj Participation (London, Constable, 1968), p.150 ff. 
llK.F. Walker, 'Conceptual Framework and Scope of National Studies', in lnter. 
na tional lns titute for Labour S tudie s Bulle tin, V, 1968, p.32. 
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could also have implications for other enterprises in Malta. In this con­
nection it is not only of importance to know how the workers in the three 
participative enterprises feel about the functioning of participation and 
the resulting effects, but it is also important to know whether they are 
forming new opinions on related phenomena such as ownership, the role 
of trade unions, work relations in the enterprise, income distribution, 

etc. 
It is highly relevant to have factual information on the experiences 

and opinions of workers since their 'prospensity to participate' is a cru­
cial variable for the eventual success of participation. It was, therefore, 
decided in our present research to have a number of interviews with a 
sample of workers, to be followed by a sample survey. 

The interviewing has been completed and the results provide the ma­
terial for this part of the report. It should be useful to provide concise 
information about the interviews so that the results are out in their pro­
per (i.e. limited) perspective. In total, 15 individual interviews and 4 
group interviews were conducted. Most interviews were held with emplo­
yees of the Drydocks: with a foreman, a pipe worker, two machinists, a 
fitter, a study engineer, a store keeper; and a group interview was held 
with three labourers. We interviewed three operators and one foreman of 
the textile factory and had a group interview with four operators. At the 
Cargo Handling Company interviews were held with three port labourers 
and one clerk. Among the interviewed employees were also union offi­
cials: shop stewards and delegates. The interviews were mostly conduc­
ted at the workplace, but also in union offices and in some cases at the 
homes of workers. 

The interviews were mostly of one or one and a half hour duration; 
some group interviews lasted three hours. About half of the interviews 
were conducted in Maltese, the others in English. Besides interviews 
with employees of the three participative enterprises, two group inter­
views were conducted at labour party clubs with workers employed in 
non-participative enterprises. The interviews were conducted in Novem­
ber 1972. 

This very limited number of interviews can of course never be the ba­
sis of generalisations or conclusions. Besides, there may be all sorts of 
unknown biases in our small sample. The value of the interviews lays in 
the insight it gives into the various dimensions of the workers' percep­
tion of participation. The pilot study was an exploration of what kind of 
opinions and attitudes towards participation were existing; in the survey 
which will follow the pilot study it will be tried to establish how wide­
spread these opinions and attitudes are and how possible variations in 
opinions and attitudes can be explained. In other words, in reading trus 
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part of the article one has to keep in mind that it is indeed only a report 
of an exploration of the 'frame of reference' of the workers. 

DEFINITIONS OF PARTICIPATION 

It is well known that both in theory and in practice 'participation' is a 
concept which covers a wide range of phenomena. In our interviews we 
first of all tried to find out what workers would understand by 'participa­
tion'. A number of them saw participation mainly as an instrument in the 
hands of the union to conduct better collective bargaining or, more ge­
nerally, better industrial relations -: on the basis of more realistic in­
formation and through access to decision making bodies. This was ex­
amplified most clearly by the answer of one: 'participation is that (for 
instance) if we ask for a wage increase, we know that this will be dis­
cussed on the board where our union representatives can judge whether 
it is indeed financially possible or not.' Others saw it mainly as a case 
of joint management and joint ownership and consequently as joint res­
ponsibility for the running of the enterprise. This interpretation was 
given most frequently and was regularly followed by further comments 
about the effects of it: 'Participation is that when you do something, you 
do it for yourself', 'it is good for the enterprise and good for oneself', 'it 
is a contribution to greater producti vi ty'. 'Participation is coownership, 
this is right: if you co-own you will give more care, everybody has to 
work'. Also, 'participation means sacrifice', 'it means working harder'. 
In general, the interviewed workers had a fair knowledge of the partici­
pative bodies: the Board of Directors at the Drydocks and the Ports, the 
particular set up of the Textile factory worker, the Consultative and Pro­
ductivity Committees at the Drydocks and the group committees of union 
representatives in each of the three enterprises. The workers appeared 
to be aware of the existence of these bodies, but frequently not of the 
exact structure, of the positions and persons occupying these positions, 
nor of the precise competence of each of the bodie s. However, the main 
underlying principle of the representative bodies was known: 'it is a 
fifty-fifty representation', 'the union is certainly well represented.' 

THE FUNCTIONING OF WORKERS' PARTICIPA TION 

There were many comments on the institutional structure of participa­

tion. In all three companies it was argued that there was a gap between 
the participative bodies and the shop floor. Also at the Drydocks, where 
the joint productivity committees are operating at division level, this 
was felt. Here some suggested that there should be a committee in each 
department made up of some workers, a chargeman and the foreman. One 
felt that if participation is to be a success - it would have to start at 
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the lowest level, in the smallest group. Here 'the workers should take 
upon themselves the responsibility for the production, they should dis­
cuss amongst themselves wastage in manpower and in material. If this 
control over each others behaviour would exist things would be much 
better .' 

There were also suggestions to change the institutions at the top; 
somebody at the Drydocks again proposed to institute a committee (or a 
person) who could see to it that decisions taken by the Board of Direc­
tors were implemented without delay; a kind of workers' supervision over 
top management. 

A rather general feeling was that there were certainly not too many 
committees. One would appreciate if more could be instituted, that means, 
at the shop floor level. 'The more directly people can talk with each 
other, the better one would understand each other; there should be more 
meetings and in smaller groups, everybody should be involved'. 'Now, if 
there is an important decision of the JCC or the JPC, there is a notice 
on the Notice Board; although this is a big improvement this i's not en­
ough.' It was stated by a foreman that this indirect communication may 
even be harmful: 'whatever decisions are made in the JPC, soon after­
wards many people know about what went on in the meeting; our organis­
ation has become rumour mad; these institutions function satisfactorily 
on paper only.' 

Workers who were not serving as a representative on one of the com­
mittees or boards, were asked what they knew of the decisions taken in 
the last months in the participative bodies, and also what they thought 
should be discussed in these bodies. One knew very little or nothing 
about what was discussed during the last months. 

However, many of the workers had formed an opinion on the areas that 
might or should be covered by participation of workers, and they also had 
formed opinions on what the extent of participation should be: informa­
tion, consultation, co-decision or dull decision by workers. Three workers 
of the textile factory about this: 

'I think it should be right if the workers would be consulted on a num­
ber of decisions. For instance, if there is a dismissal, the workers 
should have the right to ask for the reasons. The decision itself should 
remain for the manager to take. On financial matters workers need not 
be informed. If there are plans for the future it is up to management to 

execute them. The main discussion between workers and management 
should be about conditions of work. Things like wages, method of pay­
ment, piece rates, etc. can be negotaited, but here also the decision 
should be with the manager.' 
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'The only thing on which the workers should nave the right to co­
decide, should be on the hours of work. Not the amount of hours but 
the beginning and finishing time of the work and intervals.' 

'The workers should be involved in everything regarding their com­
pany - everything should be made known to them, excr Pt, perhaps, cer­
tain confidential information. Consultation, too, should take place, 
since the managers are not always fully informed about certain speci­
fic matters, and so they should consult the workers, the foremen and 
the supervisors to discuss matters with them. Meetings should take 
place every week - there should be friendly discussions between the 
Managers and the Workers, and the union too. All the workers should 
be involved in this.' 

These statements reflect an attitude to pamclpation in general and 
not necessarily a direct evaluation of the experience in one's own enter­
prise. As far as this general opinion was concerned the feeling of most 

of the interviewed workers was that only consultation should take place 
and that workers should not have a decision making right. It was felt that 
management should consult the workers, not only as a matter of principle, 
but also to improve the efficiency of the undertaking: 'we know what we 
need; we know everything about machines and if for instance management 
would like to buy new machinery they should consult the workers about 
it.' And he continues: 'but it should be management who decides,' and 

as somebody else put it: 'we should not enforce on the superior our de­
cisions, at best we should only give our opinion and leave it to the su­
periors to make use of that information as they consider all right.' Fre­
quently, opinion on this issue was expressed in the stereorype statement 
'there should not be too many captains on the ship.' 

It can be observed that the workers did not have aspirations to co­
decide, but they expressed clearly that they wanted to be consulted and 
informed. Workers suggested that more efforts could be made in this re s­
pect. For some the lack of information was fel t as the 'greatest grievance'. 

As could be expected, workers in the textile factory were most pronounced 
in this. Here, as has been described, workers were informed at frequent 
general meetings about the situation at the enterprise, but after some 
time these meetings became less frequent and eventually stopped to take 
place altogether. One of the girls working here: 

'1 think it is a pity that the meetings which were held after the take­
over one year ago, are not held anymore. The meetings then were held 
every week. It was explained what the economic situation was, that 
consequently we would have to work hard, and have to bear, and we 
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were promised that after a period of restraints increases in salary 
would be possible. But these meetings discontinued six months ago, 
and morale went down afterwards. Sometimes one feels that people 
have forgotten all about it.' 

Not only in the textile factory but also in the other two companies, 
workers expressed that there should be meetings with workers to inform 
them about what was happening in the enterprise as a whole, in their own 
department or section. Newspapers or communication boards were not 
considered adequate forms of communication in this respect. Information 
should be given through direct contact. 'There should be a specified 
time when management and unions should come together and inform the 
workers and answer questions. Once a month or when the need arises.' 
'This could, for instance, be done during lunch time and even after if ne­
cessary', 'this is not a waste of time'. 

ABOUT WORKER REPRESENTATIVES 

It was stressed by several that their observations on the lack of ade­
quate information was not a criticism on their representatives. Whenever 
the issue of representation was brought up people expressed themselves 
in terms of satisfaction and many times the remark was made that one 
was glad that trade union functionaries (shop stewards, delegates etc.) 
were exercising the representative jobs. 

'They are the best representatives of the workers.' 'The main thing 
is that union leaders can talk with management in a good way and they 
know what we want because they have worked themselves .•. through 
them I feel closer to management.' 'Since the union representatives 
have worked - or are still working now - as workers, they know the 
feelings and the facts of the workers'. 'The manner through which un­
ionists were elected is democratic. We need no separate elections for 
workers to represent us. The unionists are all workers. They are our 
real representatives.' 

Similar remarks were made rather frequently and almost all interviewed 
workers rejected the idea that worker representatives should be elected 
separately and should not necessarily be unionists. There were only 
some exceptions, an operator and a part time worker in the textile factory 
said they could not accept the union official as her representative since 
specific claims cannot now be channeled through the union 'since the 
union is identifying with management, and also with government'. 

'At the present moment workers cannot press to change their work­
ing conditions. They are not in a favourable position to oppose manage-
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ment. They know that the previous management was bad, bur the work­
ers are not aware of all the financial implications. At the moment they 
are glad to have employment continued, but to improve their working 
conditions, especially their salaries, they would still rather fight it 
out with management. For this they need a union, so, the union cannot 
be the owner.' 

However, not many had trouble with the dual role of the union repre­
sentatives, and, again, were exactly expressing their satisfaction: 

'If there is a claim of the workers, this should be handled by the 
section secretary who should take action and negotiate with manage­
ment, even if management is union. The union as an owner must give 
everything the union asks, and if they do not they must give an expla­
nation. The union can be trusted. They have all the information and 
this makes a great difference. The silly strikes which were so common 
for the ports have now finally stopped. There is a better understanding.' 

Whereas the workers were rather unanimously satisfied with their rep-
resentatives, this was not always felt by the representatives themselves. 
Their feelings are expressed by the 'worker-director' in the ports. Here 
are some of his observations: 

'Being a director is not always pleasant when you work amongst the 
workers. You have to decide also against the workers' wish. The shop­
floor worker does not care very much whether you are taking the res­
ponsibility or not. All he wants is what he asks. If there is a decision 
against their wi sh, they will regard you as somebody who is not de­
fending their interests as you used to do, but as someone who is now 
taking the side of the management.' 'There are two sides to the coin 
of participation. There is the great satisfaction of controlling the 
agenda of the enterprise and the great dissatisfaction of standing up 
to unjustified criticism.' 

Are workers competent enough to take decisions or to be consulted? If 
they sit on committees, are they really influential or just rubber stamp­
ing figures? What do workers think about this? 

'A worker has a job and that means experience. He has problems and 
grievances, and he can bring them up at the very top of th.e organisa­
tion. From the point of view of the Board members, it is their duty to 
explain themselves. The competence of workers does not matter, it is 
very simple: he asks a question and he should get an answer.' 'It is 
only wise for managers to have workers on their boards or committees'. 
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'Perhaps there are small things of which the manager or union official 
is not aware. All workers together always know more than manage­
ment, that is why we should also have more discussions.' 

OiANGING MANAGEMENT - WORKER RELATIONS 

When defining workers' participation the interviewees mostly expressed 
the definition in terms of the effects. One of the effects of participation 
which was reported frequently was the changed atmosphere of day to day 
relations between workers and managers. To some, this change seemed 
to be basic: 

'Previously, I always looked at my employer as somebody who hated 
me and who was doing his best to destroy me and who was out to make 
me do sacrifices for his own private benefit. Maybe the greatest satis­
faction of participation is that this is no longer happening.' The wor­
ker director says: 'Being a director you see the work suddenly from a 
different place. You mould together the shopfloor and the manager's 

point of view. Previously, we had doubts about the manager and he had 
doubts about us. This principle of conflict is now excluded. We meet 
every day and we discuss everything which is going on.' 

Thus an atmosphere of mutual trust may be developing, based on more 
frequent communication and face-to-face confrontation between managers 
and workers, and on the experiences of workers performing managerial­
roles. An {mportant reason for the changed atmosphere in the Cargo Hand­
ling Company is that the union is now owner. One of the employees here 
said that previously the problem of communication was that one could not 
say freely and openly whatever was on one's mind since this could en­
danger even one's very employment. There always was communication, 
but grievances about arbitrary decisions could not be expressed. An ex­
tensive quotation of the perception of a clerk in the Cargo Handling Com­
pany throws light on this point: 

'The presence of workers at the highest levels of decision making 
is a very useful thing since it will avoid that decisions are made which 
are unfair. For instance, if the management wants to employ an out­
sider just because he is a family relation, under private ownership this 
is just possible, although it creates bad taste among the workers. They 
can at the most grumble about it. Looking back on the previous situa­
tion of private enterprise, it was wrong that a group of friends of the 
private employer could take 100% of the decisions away from all con­
trol. Of course negotiations were possible, and there was communica­
tion, but it was always limited. I frequently indicated to management 
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that certain decisions would meet with antagonism and it has happened 
a number of times that management revised its decision. But it has 
also happened that management just did what it wanted and then I 
would not open my mouth, afraid of losing my job. It was the emplo­
yees' fear of unemployment which facilitated the managers' running 
the place as they liked. Negotiations or industrial action can make im­
portant improvements, but participation is a much better tool and under 
union ownership you all belong on equal terms to the enterprise and 
you can say what you want.' 

CHANGING INDUSTRIAL RELA TIONS THROUGH PARTICIPATION 

Workers al so observed that negotiations and in fact the whole range of 
decision making in their enterprises may now be conducted more realis­
tically since 'the books have been opened'. It was reported in many in­
terviews that this new situation has meant an important change on the 
industrial relations scene. 

Participation has also widened the scope of industrial relation. P re­
viously, these used to concentrate on wages, hours of work, holiday 
schemes, and other extrinsic rewards for work. There had been other 
grievances (environmental work conditions, absence of welfare schemes, 
etc.) which were not attended to, but these are now discussed in the 
framework of participation. On the other hand certain elements of indus­
trial relations have become more difficult because of participation. The 
dual role of the union officials poses problems to demands for pay in­
creases, bonus schemes and so on. The identification with and actual 
responsibility for the continuation and effective running of the enterprise 
- both in the short and in the long run - has implied that union officials 
in their role of manager have tried to convince the worker that self denial 
at this stage was necessary and was in the long term interest of the com­
pany and the nation. As already reported this is not accepted by all in­
terviewed workers. 

PERCEIVED EFFECTS ON THE RUNNING OF THE ENTERPRISE 

The different framework of management and ownership was frequently 
mentioned by workers as a positive motivation to put in more into their 
work. A typical expression was 'Before I took things easy but now I am 
working for my own good'. A foreman in the textile factory observes: 

'It is clear in the enterprise that workers are giving more. There is 
a clear change amongst the rank and file workers. In general, Maltese 
workers do not know what it is to know a job and to give all they can, 
it does not mean to them reaching an aim. And this is exactly what has 
changed; if we now have an order which is due for delivery the end of 
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week then everybody knows this and works to complete the job in time. 
In the new situation there is more discipline, which is due to more 
trust and better management. Management and workers continuously 
sound each other out. There are no more leaks in the organisation. If 
something goes wrong the workers report to me or to management what 
is happening.' 

Also others showed a high identification with the company's aims and 
a willingness to put in more effort into their work. But some were not at 
all positive on this point. One said 'participation is not a miracle, some­
body who was lazy two years ago is still lazy today'. Some workers (and 
this especially at the Drydocks) were clearly disappointed. They had ex­
pected a positive effect but according to them it did not happen. 'There 
are only some people who work, but also people who do not, but they are 
paid the same salary'. Somebody else (also at the Drycocks) mentioned 
that fellow workers did not respond to the challenge of participation and 
that he was very disappointed that discipline in fact had not improved. 

Another important effect mentioned frequently was that participation 
had positive effects on the organisation of work in the enterprise. Re­
portedly, this was due to better and more regular communication: 'man­
agement continuously feels the pulse of the worker'. 

'For many years we have not got cutter's tools. But now suddenly 
di scussing production, we bring forward our problems, and get the 
tools' •.• 'In other words, we finally have opportunities to discuss 
work, not only with the chargeman but also with the departmental man­
ager. Some time ago he called us to the office and asked us whether 
we had any claim. Then also the cutter's tools were discussed. We are 
now working more happily. The departmental manager also discussed 
matters of discipline. He asked us to begin work immediately when the 
bells are ringing. Until recently we thought very badly about this man­
ager, but now that he has asked whether we have complaints, we look 
differently at him.' 

Discussions on the work organi sation were appreciated by the workers; 
there was a clear aspiration to have organised forms of discussions at 
the lowest level. A port labourer who attended a meeting on new mach­
inery and spare parts, where the general manager was present, said that 
there should be regular discussions on technical matters. 

Another important effect may be higher work flexibility; some workers 
reported they are now ready to accept work which they had previously re­
fused. At the Drydocks, where because of a structural shortage of work 
there had been many problems with work flexibility, this is a special is-
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sue, since the union itself reportedly had been in the past a hindrance in 
this respect. One worker of the Drydocks expressed that work flexibility 
was to be the test and main aim of the whole participation exercise: 
'everybody has to work, that will mean participation. Fitters should do 
other work if this is desired. A foreman should do manual work if the sit­
uation demands it. Participation should first of all mean sharing work 
hand in hand'. According to several respondents this sort of 'reorganisa­
tion' is yet far from being realised. 

OWNERSHIP AS AN ISSUE 

Participation in Malta had not only meant partiCIpation in decision 
making at various levels, but also participation in ownership. In the ports 
the union became owner and in the Drydocks the perspective is workers' 
ov,rnership. How do the workers - so far used to private or government 
ownership, perceive this change? 

One thing which comes out clearly in every interview was that foreign 
private ownership or management of expatriates was denounced. 

In the textile factory (where the ownership is 'frozen', see page 9) for­
eign ownership is condemned. An explicit comparison was made between 
the previous position in the enterprise and the present. Looking back 
on "nat happened one said one now realized that it was wrong that the 
running of the enterprise was in the hands of expatriates, who besides 
were 'earning fantastic salaries'. ( .•••. ) 'These managers were not look­
ing at the interest of the workers of the textile factory, nor at the inter­
est of the Maltese society but just at their own. This is shown clearest 
by the fact that they were supposed to teach Maltese staff to take over 
managerial positions. This never occurred, but at present the factory is 
doing very well under Maltese management, so it is possible.' However, 
according to some female workers, it would not be necessarily bad if the 
factory were privately owned as long as it was by a Maltese. 

Also other workers accepted and justified private ownership; 'there 
should be somebody who decides', 'private ownership is justified be­
cause it is a necessiry for every human being to acquire things; a private 
owner does take risks and this means that he sometimes may make high 
profits.' A ~rorker at the textile factory saw the matter of ownership as 
follows: 

'The information given in the meetings with the union after the take­
over were interesting, but now the situation is back to normal. How the 
problem of ownership is going to be solved is not important. Even if 
the previous owner came back and could offer better work conditions, 
I would be immediately prepared to work for him.' 
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Other interviewed workers said they would never again accept full, un­
limited private ownership and they think that this should be a general 
principle for Malta. At least, they say, there should be some possibility 
of control. 'As long as private employers make their profits and the work­
ers get their demands it is all right.' But if it appears that there is 'bad 
management,' 'we must come in'. Most went further than this and opinioned 
that there should always be some form of control over a private employer 
either by the worker, the union or the government. All sorts of arguments 
were used, apparently based on the experiences in the respective enter­
prises. 'Under private ownership it is always possible that one is cheated.' 
'All the private employer does - even when the company is in debt - is 
to help himself on to profits.' 'This is why I am against private owner­
ship, nobody has any control over them.' 'In future, the government should 
intervene by controlling the managers, in order to safeguard the workers 
against such situations.' 

There were all sorts of opinions on how control on private enterprises 
should be exercised. Some argued that control over them should be exer­
cised by the union, others that government should do it 'because in all 
the places where the government intervened, the situation got better.' 
'The government should control managers in order to safeguard workers 
against situations as existed in the textile factory'. 

A few workers were convinced that some degree of control was not suf­
ficient and that there should be full ownership of the workers or the 
unIon. 

'Work organizations should be in the hands of the workers them­
selves and the managers should be those who would be elected by the 
workers to look after what should be common property of all people 
working in an enterprise. So, industries should be directed by workers.' 

CHANGING VALUE ORIENTA TIONS 

One of the main consequences which could be expected from the intro­
duction of workers participation was that it would change the orientation 
to work relations in the broadest sense. 

One element of the new value orientation is the re-evaluation of indus­
trial relations. What workers appeared to appreciate in participation was 
that it 'brought people closer together', that it led to industrial peace 
(,the previous troubles of strikes and industrial unrest have now fortun­
ately disappeared') and that in general it had led to a better understand­
ing between the workers and managers. 'Decisions of management are 
under control; we can always arrange to speak with them, and we will 
know what is on their minds and they will know what is on ours'. This 
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could mean that, in general, a norm is emerging that management should 
sound the opinion of the workers. 

Often reference was made to the positive contribution the participative 
system of organisation would make to increased production, which 'would 
be bener for all'. Here, the motivational value of shared ownership or 
profit sharing was brought forward. One worker reminded us of a Maltese 
saying: 'if you work for yourself you do two men's work and if you work 
for somebody else you do one man's work.' Someone else made this com­
parison: 

'Your work is like a house. You either rent it or own it. Owning is 
bener. In the beginning you will have to sacrifice, but in the end you 
will get the dividends and that will be better. Let's see whether parti­
cipation works. It is an experiment and if it works, there is no reason 
why not all the workers of Malta should have it. After all, it is fairer.' 

Also other workers emphasised that the fact that one will gain from it, 
is an important aspect of participation. 'If there is no participation people 
are careless.' 

Although participation was first of all perceived as a practical solu­
tion to labour-management problems, it was argued that experience had 

shown that it is very important to be respected as a human being in one's 
own work. During the interviews it emerged that people felt more respec­
ted as a person. 

'I am glad that the improvements which are now made are the efforts 
of the workers themselves'; 'through participation individuals are re­
garded as intelligent human beings', 'we are now having an identity'; 
'it is a good thing because all the workers are given greater importance 
within the company'; 'I am working more happily'; 'I feel more secure, 
I am more myself.' 

In connection with this, information was often mentioned. 'Before the 
introduction of participation', some said, 'we were left in doubt, we had 
to guess, but now the real facts of the enterprise are known.' 'We now 
know what is going on and why'. 

PERCEPTION OF 1HE FU'IURE 

If there are positive values attached to partIcIpation, do the workers 
want to continue with their own experiment, and also, do they like to see 
the idea expanded to other enterprises as well? As to the continuation of 
the present situation, some workers were rather sceptical. A female 
operator: 
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'Participation is just something practical, but should not be chased 
on principle. Workers are not in a condition to control production them­
selves. There would not be a stable organization, we need people to 
guide us. Participation should also not mean trying to get all informa­
tion. One should not probe into the affairs of management. It is inter­
esting to look behind the scenes, as one was suddenly able to do in 
this enterprise. But such a situation can probably not continue.' 

Most workers, however, felt the situation should continue even if there 
were problems. 'If one is not optimistic it will fail from the beginning'. 

'This experiment stands for better chance in Malta than in any other 
country. In other countries, if you are dissatisfied, you change your 
job. Here you have to stay and you must improve the situation in your 
own enterprise, there is no other place to go to. I think it will work in 
Malta, we are in a difficult time, but if we can overcome these troubles 
things will be much better once the company is improved.' 

'In the long run, people who are now going to school will be able to 
manage and to create conditions for themselves. It is the older people 
who do not want to do much, but the young people will be many and 
they will prosper and participate in management. If there is no partici­
pation, people are careless. Workers are clever enough themselves. 
Everyone has a different grade in his work, but all the workers are of 
the same status. So they have to run the place jointly. The idea of a 
private owner is only to make a private profit and his problem is not 
how to share the profit with the workers. He will never offer this. Ide­
ally, participation should be introduced everywhere. But is a matter of 
money. If the workers had their own money they could invest it them­
selves, buy their own factories and manage them. Now they are depen­
dent on private people. As long as they get paid, they do not think 
about it. But if there is a crisis, it is too late. There must be fair in­
formation, so that people know where they stand.' 

Information ('opening the books') was what most workers expressed 
they would at least require, and they felt that this should be a general 
principle: all private employers should open their books to the workers. 
One of the interviewees elaborated on this and said that if the private 
employer would not be prepared to open the books (and this is what he 
expected) the government should force him by introducing legislation to 

this effect. This because 'workers have the right to know what they are 
up to'. 

Just as there were wide ranging ideas on whether and to ",-hat extent 
participation should be introduced in more enterprises, there was dis-
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agreement about the strategy to be followed. Some said they should only 
like to see participation introduced in enterprises - in - crisis, as a 
temporary cure: once things are going all right again, the situation should 
go 'back to normal private ownership'. But others thought that interven­
tion in crisis situations should only be a starting point, leading even­
tually to union ownership. 

On the future role of the union, again, there were different opinions. 
The minoriry of the interviewed workers thought the union should concen­
trate on its traditional function and its first job should be to act as ne­
gotiators and not to interfere with the policy decisions of the enterprise. 
Many workers, however, thought that the union could continue in their 
traditional function also in the framework of participation. Again the 
point of information was mentioned as crucially important. 

'The role of the trade union is to fight for acceptable wages for the 
workers and for wage increases, as long as the company can afford it. 
As long as the union has no trustworthy information bad relations be­
tween management and the workers will continue to exist, and that is 
another reason why it should be better for both to share all information.' 

Even though there was strong agreement that the union should have all 
necessary information, there was strong disagreement about how the 
union should participate otherwise. Some said that the union should not 
interfere in the affairs of the private owners, and should only be playing 
a consultative role, on the basis of adequate information. But this was 
opposed by others who would not mind if the unions go much further and 
would try to get completely involved (meaning taking part in all aspects 
of decision making). 

SOME CONCLUDING OBSERVA nONS 

The main aim of the second part of this article was to give an antho­
logy of workers' opinions and workers' attitudes regarding participation. 
It cannot be stressed enough that since the sample of interviewees was 
very restricted and possibly biased, there are no grounds for any gener­
alisations. It should be mentioned again that in this part we reported 
opinions and attitudes, in other words, perceptions of reality. These per­
ceptions by themselves are also (social) reality and therefore highly rel­
evant, whether 'objectively' true or not. It should be important to take 
another warning to the note of the time dimension: the interviews were 
conducted in November 1972, and are incidental observations at that 
point of time. Later developments may have affected workers' opinions. 

Through the interviews it was possible to throw some light on the wor­
kers' frame of reference regarding participation. It seems clear that a 
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process of 'changing one's mind' is going on through the experience with 
various forms of participation in management and ownership. Not only 
within the more restricted sphere of the enterprise proper, but also as re­
gards the acceptance or rejection of certain general values (like private 
ownership). An interesting process is taking place where workers are 
forming their attitudes towards participation on the basis of their actual 
experience with it. The absence of a uniform ideology of participation 
means that the workers are not measuring their experiences against an 
'official' set of values. In almost all other countries this 'prior' ideology 
is present and undoubtedly 'shapes' the perception of the workers; un­
fortunately no research has been done into the effects of this. In Malta, 
the workers are sociologically speaking more free to make up their own 
minds, that is why Malta offers a unique opportuni ty to evaluate partici­
pation almost void of ideology. There is what could be called an uncom­
mittal commitment: one wants to try to make it work but if it does not, no­
body would lose face heavily. 

At the same time, however, values and norms regarding participation 
are being created and could at a certain point be consolidated. The ex­
plorations carried out show that in any case no common ideology is dev­
eloping. The value orientation appears to be rather diffuse. It is inter­
esting to observe that the perspectives of the workers we interviewed 
were covering a very wide range. Walker has summarised a number of stu­
dies on participation and then puts together nine different perspectives 12 

which are almost all relevant to the Maltese workers: defence and promo­
tion of workers' interests, democracy within the enterprise, reduction of 
alienation and promotion of personal fulfilment, effective utilisation of 
human resources of the enterprise, encouragement of cooperative artitudes 
and reduction of industrial conflict, intrusion upon managerial preroga­
tives, contribution to certain social problems within the enterprise and in 
the community (e.g. nation building, 'Maltanization'!) and social respon­
sibilities of the enterprise. Within such a broad framework of perspec­
tives the development of expectations, values and norms of the Maltese 
workers is placed. The interviews reported in this article are an indica­
tion of this development. Further research is being undertaken to study 
these experiments in workers' participation in Malta. 

12K. Walker, Workers' Participation in Management; concepts and reality, ~lime­
ographed report, Geneva, 1970. pp.6-12. 
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