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Introduction 

1. The issue of technology’s significance to today’s economy 

Technological change has been visible in the European economy from 

almost the very outset. Indeed, it might even be regarded as the essence 

of its functioning, as well as a key source of whatever dynamism is 

present within it. Recently, new technologies have been having a growing 

influence in the employment sphere as well, given that robots and various 

other automated systems are increasingly capable of replacing certain 

human employees. This is seen to be a phenomenon at work on various 

scales, in different sectors of the economy, and in polities of different 

kinds and profiles. Equally, those who manage to hold on to their jobs 

anyway face a need to upskill and requalify if they are to be able to work 

on in an environment increasingly filled with systems that operate in a 

manner automated and steered to varying degrees. 

It proved possible for the Eurofound Report to distinguish 8 types of 

technology potentially capable of triggering major change and disruption 

– even by 2030 – in the structuring and conditions of employment, and 

therefore also labour relations, present in Europe’s industry, as well as 

certain of its services sectors. The technologies in question can be seen as 

inducing change in key rules of the “game” that is the given business (or 

indeed whole economy), hence the term “game-changing technologies” 

(or GCTs). Specifically (after Eurofound 2020:1) these involve: 

 advanced robotics, 

 additive manufacturing – i.e. 3D printing for industrial purposes 

(generating three-dimensional objects on the basis of computer models), 



 

 

 the Internet of Things (IoT) – notably in its industrial dimension, but 

also as regards more portable equipment and installations, 

 electromobility, 

 autonomous vehicles1, 

 industrial biotechnology, 

 blockchain – as the technology underpinning such cryptocurrencies as 

Bitcoin, 

 virtual reality and augmented reality (VR/AR). 

The above technologies can give rise to very far-reaching disturbances 

and disruptions, and what is more in a number of different dimensions. 

This reflects impacts encompassing the structuring of skills among 

employees, as well as change in the way these skills and competences 

are or can be developed. That is so because many jobs will need to 

restructure to embrace new-profile tasks that will have to be performed. 

That means changes in the way work is organised (working time, degree 

of autonomy and flexibility, as well as intensity of assessment, auditing 

and monitoring). Beyond that, we have a signalling of (great) 

opportunities for those able to cope with the transformation; just as the 

latter also brings to light problem areas from the employee’s point of 

view, not least when it comes to holding on to at least a residual right to 

privacy, health-related matters, and issues with security of tenure 

(Eurofound 2020:2). 

In the last two decades, the number of mechanical robots in the world 

economy has tripled to 2.25 million. And, according to experts from 

Oxford Economics, each such robot eliminates an estimated 1.6 industrial 
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 ‘driverless’ cars. 



 

 

employees on average, though that figure is as high as 2.2 where low-

income regions are concerned. Through to 2030, a further 20 million or so 

jobs are likely to be eliminated from industry globally (OE 2019:3-4,5). 

Equally, it is true to say that the large amount of research now being 

done in this field can yield many and varied results. The OECD estimates 

that, even as 9% of all jobs in industry in its Member States are on 

average facing a high risk of being eliminated, as many as 50-70% of 

overall employment encompasses activities capable of being automated 

(Arntz et al. 2016). In turn, another OECD report from 2019, again 

referring to the Organisation’s own members, suggests that 16.6% of all 

jobs have a high probability of being automated, while automation is a 

real possibility in a further 30.2% (OECD 2019: 105). 

Seeming to go yet further are analyses from the McKinsey Global Institute 

– relating to the entire global economy, not just the richer states – which 

indicate that almost half of all the activity employees engage in is 

capable of being automated. That said, there are claimed to be fewer 

than 5% of all occupations in which total automation is seen as a real 

possibility. On the third hand, as it were, 60% of the occupations referred 

to are of such a character that at least 30% of the tasks or operations 

they entail are readily capable of being automated (McKinsey Global 

Institute 2017). In turn, where considerations are confined to the USA (as 

of 2016), we learn that the near future will bring a threat to 47% of all 

employees working in the production sphere, as well as in sectors 

connected with logistics (Frey 2016). 

Forecasts extending to (no further than) 2025 already have robots and 

automated applications being in a position to provide full substitution in 



 

 

around one-third of all jobs at present existing in enterprises through the 

EMEA region (i.e. Europe, the Middle East and Africa) (OPZZ 2016). 

There are certain sectors particularly prone to job losses, such as the car 

industry – in which the threat is to as many as 47% of all positions (of 

quite varied profile). Unsurprisingly, automation is felt to pose the 

greatest threat to jobs whose holders have low-level or at best middle-

level qualifications. That fact reflects the introduction into the 

manufacturing process of various elements of computerisation, not least 

more-advanced forms of production, robotics, new materials, greater 

digitalisation, AI and product innovation (ILO 2020:28). 

Automation takes its place among trends associated with the broader 

slogan of the Industry 4.0 Model. This is straightforwardly taken to 

symbolise increased production in defined sectors of the economy (plus 

the public sector), even as levels of employment decline. The authors of 

the Smart Industrial Relations report thus draw attention to an emerging 

dichotomy between the ”collaborative” and “constructive” models of 

manufacturing, with the former denoting cooperation over problem-

solving and the professional development of all employees, even as the 

latter is a model envisaging a far-reachingly powerful hierarchy of 

employees, and hence a consequently rather sharp division between 

those who do enjoy chances to develop in their careers, and those who 

simply lack them. The latter are in essence a precariat condemned to 

work by virtue of unstable forms of employment, with only a limited 

degree of autonomy in the tasks they carry out. The Report reads that: 

”constructive manufacturing implies2 instead an environment where the 
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 “way of production based on “disposable work", low-skilled competences, precarious forms of 

work, little opportunity for workers to train” (Lucia Morosini IRES 2017:54). 



 

 

adoption of 4.0 processes polarises the workforce between high- and low-

skilled workers, where the latter will deal with non-automatized tasks. 

Low-skilled workers, in this context, operate under precarious conditions, 

with low investments in training and little work autonomy. In contrast with 

what would be observed in a collaborative manufacturing framework, the 

chosen industrial model would be based on mass production and low 

prices” (Lucia Morosini IRES 2017:54). 

For its part, the Boston Consulting Group has issued a Report noting how 

productivity gains of 30% are quite possible in as little as 10 years where 

there is ongoing automation and robotics, notwithstanding this denoting 

the loss of many whole professions in which human labour will no longer 

be needed (Lucia Morosini IRES 2017:18). 

Equally, it has never been doubted that automation will give rise to new 

jobs, even as it leads to the elimination of many others. The ILO Report 

reminds us that: “While automation will displace workers or transform 

jobs in the automotive industry, technological advances will create new 

opportunities for enterprises and workers, particularly high-skilled workers 

– and not only in the production of automobiles. As more and more 

automotive companies become mobility solution providers, it is highly 

probable that jobs will be generated in the development and provision of 

services and products to facilitate future transport solutions” (ILO 2020: 

30). 

Table 1. Traditional and emerging occupations in automotive industry 

Traditional occupations Emerging occupations 

 Maintenance technician  Product engineer, 



 

 

 Computer numeric controlled 

heavy machinery operator / tool 

and die maker, 

 Paint technician / motor vehicle 

painter, 

 Assembly line operative / 

assembler, 

 Materials planning analyst 

 Process engineer 

 R&D engineer / technician, 

 3D printing technician, 

 Product design and 

development technician 

Source: ILO 2020:35 (EASC, Automotive Industry, 2016). 

On the digital transformation in the EU 

The EU’s institutions, Member States and social partners all have a clear 

awareness of the challenges posed by automation and robotisation. The 

European Commission has made its position clear, in writing, with a 

strategy on AI making its appearance in April 2018 (SI – Komisja 

Europejska 2018)3. A White Paper followed in February 2020, pointing to 

the development of AI and the benefits expected to accrue from that 

(not least in healthcare, improved agricultural efficiency, an easing of the 

consequences of global warming, more effective production systems, and 

increased security for European citizens). At the same time, risks 

indicated are taken to involve a lack of transparency in relevant decision-

making processes, discrimination on the grounds of gender or other 

grounds, invasion of privacy and even the possibility of AI being put to 

use negatively and in harmful ways (Komisja Europejska 2020). 
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 “Artificial intelligence (AI) refers to systems that display intelligent behaviour by analysing their 

environment and taking actions – with some degree of autonomy – to achieve specific goals”, (KE 
2018:1).  



 

 

The Commission is needless to say convinced that the EU should take a 

coordinated approach to AI, with a view to the opportunities afforded 

being maximised. The assumption is further that outlays should be 

increased – into line with the sums allocated by other blocs or states 

around the world. There is a plan for an “ecosystem” surrounding the 

development of AI to be put in place, in order for the EU economy to be 

attractive, secure and dynamic, and hence also “data-agile”. It is noted 

that: ”The EU can lead the way in developing and using AI for good and 

for all, building on its values and its strengths”, with AI being “a collection 

of technologies that combine data, algorithms and computing power”, to 

the extent that: “advances in computing and the increasing availability of 

data are therefore key drivers of the current upsurge of AI.” (European 

Commission 2020: 2). 

However, a further, longer and more cautious quote of key importance 

from page 11 of the same source reads as follows: “While AI can do much 

good, including by making products and processes safer, it can also do 

harm. This harm might be both material (safety and health of individuals, 

including loss of life, damage to property) and immaterial (loss of 

privacy, limitations to the right of freedom of expression, human dignity, 

discrimination for instance in access to employment), and can relate to a 

wide variety of risks. A regulatory framework should concentrate on how 

to minimise the various risks of potential harm, in particular the most 

significant ones” (KE 2020:11). 

In the view of the Commission, Member States now have AI as the top 

item on their agendas, and are seeking to work together to ensure that 

Europe remains competitive in this area (notwithstanding the fact that 

that inevitably denotes and requires enhanced investment). In a nod to 



 

 

solidarity, it is considered that nobody should be left behind as the digital 

transformation gathers pace, and this is inter alia taken as referring to 

the threats to jobs that AI can pose. It is further stressed that the 

application of new technologies needs to be based around values 

(Komisja Europejska 2018:2). 

An agreement on digitalisation concluded by the social partners. Europe’s 

social partners (employers and trades unions4) have a profound 

awareness of the changes ongoing in countries as a result of the digital 

transformation, i.e. the introduction of new ICT. Negotiations in this 

regard have therefore been held in recent years, in line with the 6th 

Multiannual Programme of Work relating to the years 2019-2021. The 

work then gained formalisation in an accord5 entitled the “European 

Framework Agreement on Digitalisation”6, with the context for the signing 

being the (online) Tripartite Social Summit of June 23rd 20207. 

The Partners point out that digital technologies are in a position to exert 

a wide-ranging influence, in regard to: 

 the content of work, i.e. skills, 

 conditions of work, in the sense of conditions of employment, work-life 

balance, 

                                                           
4
 BusinessEurope, SMEunited (The European Association of Craft, Small and Medium-Sized 

Enterprises), CEEP (the European Centre of Employers and Enterprises providing Public 
Services and Services of general interest) and ETUC (The European Trade Union 
Confederation).  
5
 The European Framework Agreement on Digitalization: 

https://www.businesseurope.eu/sites/buseur/files/media/reports_and_studies/2020-06-
22_agreement_on_digitalisation_-_with_signatures.pdf 
6
 European Social Partners Autonomous Framework Agreement on Digitalisation, of June 2020  

7
 The Tripartite Social Summit 



 

 

 conditions of work, in the sense of the working environment, health and 

safety, 

 relations between people at work, 

 the organisation of work or labour. 

They are furthermore ready to accept the digital transformation’s 

capacity to yield a range of opportunities for development, at the 

disposal, not only of employers, but also of employees and job-seekers. 

This reflects the way in which it is already possible to discern new 

opportunities to gain employment, to raise productivity among those 

employees, to achieve better working conditions, to organise work 

differently, and to ensure that better products are made and better 

services rendered. This all leaves the Partners with the conviction that, 

should a proper strategy by which to react to the posed challenges be 

developed, the results will be both increased employment overall and the 

avoidance of job losses per se. Needless to say, there is also a clear 

acceptance of the idea that a whole host of threats to employees – but 

also in fact to whole enterprises – may be induced by the digital 

transformation. 

Opportunities to ease the threat are in turn seen to lie in partnerly joint 

action between employers, employees and the latter’s representatives. 

Together, these parties may be in a position to ensure that new 

technologies are ushered into the place of work by way of a so-called 

consensual transition. 

The social partners have formulated concrete recommendations when it 

comes to the ways of integrating digital technologies in the workplace. It 

is felt that there will need to be a human-oriented approach to 



 

 

integration of digital technology in the world of work, and within the 

framework of this there will be a need to both support employees and 

enhance their productivity. 

The partners point to a moral dimension to the transformation, indicating 

that great significance needs to be attached to the conditions in or under 

which people’s work is carried out, including as regards compliance with 

standards on working time, adequate assignment of duties, the upholding 

of a no-blame culture when it comes to the finding of solutions, a 

principle of ongoing communication between employees and their 

superiors, and support for work carried out. Moreover, employees should 

have access to information as elements of AI are introduced into different 

processes in which people have hitherto done the work (e.g. recruitment, 

evaluation, promotion and dismissal), and they should also be in a 

position to count on human intervention wherever and whenever that 

proves necessary. 

Some technologies pose a threat to human dignity, e.g. as systems of 

monitoring are in operation, and are in a position to degrade employees’ 

working conditions and wellbeing. Issues thrown into sharp relief in such 

circumstances are those of intrusive monitoring, as well as abuses over 

the management of personal data. 

Illustration 1. The process of partnership in the interests of digitalisation. 



 

 

 

Source: European Framework Agreement on Digitalisation, 2020. 

Processes of technological change in the Polish economy 

Poland currently finds itself among the middle-income and averagely-

developed states (not least when it comes to GDP per capita). There are 

many reasons for this, of which one from history reflects the country’s 

status as a particular kind of late-comer as regards entry into the era of 

industry and capitalism. For the onset of processes of development, 



 

 

capitalist-style, came late, given delayed implementation of 

technological modernisation projects in the economy, as well as where 

the organisation of labour was concerned. The class of entrepreneurs 

with large amounts of capital at their disposal long remained small, while 

society as a whole absolutely failed to generate enough of a surplus of 

capital to allow larger investments to be made and more significant new 

developments embarked upon. Neither the transport infrastructure nor 

that revolving around legal regulations developed adequately in the way 

that was needed, and all of that held back economic modernisation. 

Thus, even up to the Second World War, Poland remained a mainly 

agricultural country (as could be seen clearly enough in the share of 

unemployment nationally, as well as the percentage of the population 

resident in rural areas). The allocation of larger amounts of money, or 

new developments of greater significance, were either matters for the 

Polish state, or were initiated from abroad. 

In contrast, the period after the War bought modernisation in the 

communist spirit, denoting far-reaching industrialisation, even as the 

levels of development otherwise could not stand comparison with those 

achieved in the West. The 1970s brought further acceleration, but in this 

case with foreign credit extended to allow technology to be purchased – 

and with the loans in question then proving impossible for Poland to pay 

off. The level of indebtedness rose considerably in consequence, with no 

debt regulation proving possible. 

Post-1990 technological modernisation. The period in question brought a 

further stage of economic modernisation, but this time one taking place 

in the conditions of an economy imbued with free-market mechanisms. 



 

 

The period of central planning thus came to an end, as the authorities 

began their pursuit of fully-fledged systemic transformation. First there 

was a government programme seeking to achieve a macroeconomic 

stabilization; but that was then followed by the introduction of laws 

allowing market mechanisms to come into effect, with liberalisation 

occurring in foreign trade and currency exchange, and with influxes of 

foreign capital then provided for and in fact encouraged. 

Thus, at the time in question, the main instrument by which modernisation 

(i.e. technological change) could be achieved was the privatisation of the 

largest firms on the basis of injections of foreign capital. Once sales had 

taken place, it was typical for investors to locate large amounts in 

modernisation measures (often with privatisation packages agreed with 

the Polish government obliging them to pursue a given number of new 

developments). 

The few enterprises remaining in state hands included those dealing with 

raw materials (above all oil) and power supply. They went through a step-

by-step technological modernisation on the basis of public funding, up to 

and including partial privatisation (as with Rafineria Gdańska and 

Petrochemia Płock). A sector of enterprises remaining in the hands of 

domestic capital also took shape, though with some of these anyway 

passing over into foreign hands at a later time (as in the case of Solaris 

Bus&Coach sp. z o.o.). 

The results of technological modernisation. Post-1990 there was major 

technological change in a majority of firms in Poland, but the country 

continued to lag behind, not least where numbers of robots were 

concerned. As of 2016, there were 32 robots per 10,000 people in 



 

 

employment, rising to 46 by 2019. However, this may still not be regarded 

as a relatively large number, given that the figures for neighbouring 

countries are 169 in the case of Slovakia and 147 for Czechia. There are 

far more robots at work in Germany – 364 for the same number of people 

in employment (Osiecki, 2021). Equally, the five largest markets overall 

(formed by China, Japan, the USA, South Korea and Germany) account 

for 73% of all the new installations of robots – IFR, 2020). 

Many factors may be invoked to account for ongoing under-development 

when it comes to technologies. As is rather well known, only limited 

outlays continued to be assigned to R&D in Poland, and this in the sense 

of both private firms and the public sector. A key issue here is the further 

fact that the economy continues to include a large number of enterprises 

little affected by the requirement that there be far-reaching 

technological advancement (e.g. automation). 

At least some researchers insist that Poland’s status as a technology 

laggard has its strong cultural roots, thus reflecting attitudes and 

relationship present in or characteristic of Polish society. Part of this 

would be a traditional – and continuing – low level of trust/confidence in 

collaborative ventures. A further key factor would seem to be the 

authorities’ ineffectiveness when it comes to putting appropriate 

regulatory frameworks or public programmes in place. This is therefore a 

weakness in public policy, and leaves a lack of incentive for entrepreneurs 

to invest in technology and innovation. What is involved in the second 

case is the programming and pursuit of a national innovation system 

(NIS). 

Illustration 2. Robots deployed in different sectors in Poland 



 

 

 

Source: Smart production and industrial relations in Poland. Lisbon 2017 

(Fiat Chrysler Group). 

Fig. 1. Numbers of robots in Poland 



 

 

Source: MM Magazyn Przemysłowy 11-12/2021; 

https://magazynprzemyslowy.pl/artykuly/robotyzacja-przemyslu-w-

polsce-i-na-swiecie-bieg-z-przeszkodami 

The influence of automation on the labour market 

There are analyses suggesting that Poland falls within the group of 

countries with labour markets most ”vulnerable” to the broad application 

of automation solutions, and hence to the replacement of a large number 

of human jobs by robots; or at least to a reduced level of employment on 

that basis. This is i.a. a reflection of the many jobs held down by Poles in 

the machine and motor industries, and also often involving routine 



 

 

actions rather readily imitated (but bettered) by machines. Examples 

might be the assembly of product sub-units (Paliński 2016:168). 

The veracity of the above claim seems to be confirmed internationally, by 

the PIAAC9 10. It emerges that 20% of all jobs in Poland are associated 

with a high probability of undergoing automation (OECD 2019: 105). This 

implies values for indices that are above-average for the OECD (given a 

mean figure of 14% … which might be set against the 6% noted for 

Norway). 

In 2017, the Polish Government came out with its Strategia 

odpowiedzialnego rozwoju (”Strategy for Responsible Development”) 

which stressed the importance of technology in policy on development 

and the economy. The government was anticipating ”an unfavourable 

impact on the labour market in upcoming years, due to the development 

of technology”, with the expectation of course being that the place of 

human labour will be taken by robotisation and automation systems. If 

that is to be counteracted, there will need to be a solution developed to 

minimise negative impacts. 

As things stand, the present government’s strategy acknowledges that 

policy vis-à-vis development and the economy is to be underpinned by a 

Fourth Industrial Revolution assuming solutions of the digital 

transformation type, with machines communicating with one another, 

                                                           
8
 The work inspired by the idea of the ”Second Machine Era” assesses the potential for the labour 

markets of EU Member States to undergo further automation. Automation is there said to pose a 
threat to 54% of the Union’s labour market, in a timeframe extending to just the next two decades.  
9
 The research inter alia measures accomplishment when it comes to the three information-

processing skills of reading, writing and counting, as well as a capacity to engage in problem-
solving in a technology-rich environment.  
10

 The Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC). 



 

 

and with the digitalisation of processes in product management taking 

place, as the introduction of robots continues apace. 

  



 

 

Chapter I. 

Labour relations in Poland – context, structure and outcomes 

Industrial and labour relations in Poland can be considered to have their 

own particular and defined “architecture” made up of (at least) such 

component elements as: 

 a system of social partnership (with a Council for Social Dialogue at 

national level, and at the level of each of the province-regions or 

voivodeships into which Poland is divided; with Labour Market Councils at 

both national and county (powiat) level, and with local partnerships 

operating, e.g. in regard to social exclusion and the occupational 

activation of the disfavoured in society), 

 indirect participation (trade unions, Works Councils and collective 

labour configurations), 

 employee participation in management processes and co-decision 

(inter alia via direct participation and the involvement of employees’ 

representatives in the work of Supervisory Boards and other kinds of 

business board). 

The first of the above components in fact entails a system of accords and 

preceding negotiations ongoing between the government and 

representatives of trade-union organisations as well as employer 

organisations. Such a system was provided for from 1993 onwards, as the 

partners sought to conclude social pacts in regard to problem areas of 

economic and social policy (obviously first and foremost where these 

issues were in a position to influence economic development and/or the 

wellbeing of employees). A fully-concluded pact emerged in 1993/94, 

being concerned first and foremost with privatisation mechanisms and 



 

 

the role in that process that workers would be able to play. Among the 

provisions agreed to were those relating to employee preference in the 

purchase of shares in privatised firms, as well as principles as regarding 

privatisation with the full participation of workers. Agreement was also 

arrived at when it came to the founding of an institution for social 

dialogue known as Trójstronna Komisja (The Tripartite Commission). 

However, subsequent years brought only unsuccessful efforts to conclude 

further pacts (Zybała 2012:239). 

However, partial agreement was reached in 2009, as the unions and 

employers’ organisations (as members of the aforesaid Tripartite 

Commission now called the Council for Social Dialogue (Rada Dialogu 

Społecznego)) entered into a framework accord early on in that year. 

This set out a concept for anti-crisis measures, where the crisis in question 

was the economic one beginning in the USA and extending across the 

globe. The agreement was later able to serve as a framework for an anti-

crisis package of measures arrived at by the Polish government. 

The last initiative of this type was pursued in September 2020 and at the 

beginning of 2021. In the first case, the employers and unions 

commenced with negotiations as to how remote working might be 

regulated within the framework of the Labour Code, a sense of obvious 

urgency/emergency having been imbued by the pandemic. However, the 

bilateral talks even then failed to yield any agreement, with the unions 

inter alia failing to accept remote working being conducted full-time. This 

reflected their view that the psychological burden imposed on employees 

in this way is just too great. There were also differences of view as 

regards answerability (or even liability) for safety in the context of work 



 

 

from home, the place in which the work was to be engaged in, the 

covering of costs, and so on (Sobolak. 2021). 

In the second case, it had been planned to launch tripartite talks over the 

devising of broader solutions adapting labour law to present-day 

economic and labour-market challenges, providing for the better 

organisation of work in line with the needs of both sides, and ensuring the 

development between them of an atmosphere founded upon trust and a 

willingness to cooperate11. Sadly, it was actually at a very early stage of 

the negotiations that things came unstuck – as organisational matters 

were being discussed12. The unions felt that the government was ”going it 

alone” when it came to particular solutions being introduced, and they 

therefore felt constrained to voice their profound dissatisfaction on 

24.05.202113. 

It is possible to assign the status of ”part-agreement” to what was 

decided between the government and one union central authority in May 

2021. This concerned the means of terminating – by the end of 2049 – the 

extraction of hard coal for the purposes of electricity generation. Talks on 

this began in early 202114, and it proved possible to agree on a packet of 

social safeguards for those employed at the mines slated for closure (for 

example foreseeing special leave and severance payments). 

                                                           
11

 http://fzz.org.pl/posiedzenie-zespolu-rady-dialogu-spolecznego-ds-prawa-pracy-2/ 

12
 https://www.prawo.pl/kadry/pakt-spoleczny-propozycje-pracodawcow-i-

zwiazkowcow,504622.html 
13

 https://www.opzz.org.pl/aktualnosci/kraj/jestesmy-oburzeni-stanowisko-trzech-central-
zwiazkowych 
14

 Umowa społeczna dla górnictwa podpisana, 28.05.2021; https://www.gov.pl/web/aktywa-
panstwowe/umowa-spoleczna-dla-gornictwa-podpisana 



 

 

The partners also acted bilaterally when it came to a declaration of 

March 18th 2020, as the COVID-19 outbreak achieved pandemic status15. 

x 

A second aspect of industrial relations has concerned the role of the 

trade unions, including in the context of collective labour agreements. In 

Poland, as elsewhere among the CEECs, it is possible to observe a low 

and steadily declining level of unionisation. Equally, the level of 

organisation on the side of employers may also be regarded as weak, 

with far-reaching organisational fragmentation being a further feature 

(as around 400 bodies are in operation) (GUS 2019). 

In turn, a limited scope of collective labour agreements is visible at both 

branch and enterprise level. Many causes of this state of affairs have 

been referred to, with reasons invoked here being both cultural (an 

unwillingness to reach agreement and a low level of trust) and structural 

(an incompatibility between unions and employers’ organisations where 

work on the agreements is concerned), as well as economic (employers 

see the situation as more favourable where arrangements are lacking). 

According to experts, a further cause of the ”agreement gap” can be 

found in unfavourable legal solutions, but first and foremost in a low 

quality of dialogue between the partners (Czarzasty and Surdykowska, 

2020:28). 

Collective accords are of limited scope even in the public sector, as they 

extend to just 200,000 employees (out of a total of 600,000+). Over a 

number of years, it proved possible to conclude 174 deals, though just 61 
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of those were still in force as of 2020 (Czarzasty and Surdykowska, 

2020:28). 

As of 1990, the unions in Poland associated a total of around 20-30% of 

all those in employment, but the fall in unionisation since that time has 

been a continuous and steady one16. A study within the framework of one 

project found that the 2018 figure might be of 11% of those in work (with 

women on 10% and men on 11%). The figure for young people in the 18-

34 age bracket was apparently very similar, at 11.2% of those in work 

(Matysiak et al. 2019:14). In turn, another study from 2019 showed that 

13% of all hired workers researched were members of unions, giving a 

figure for the entire adult population of Poland equating to 6% (CBOS 

2019). Most memberships were of unions included within one of the three 

large umbrella bodies. Among trade-union members, the professions 

best-represented were in the group of “technicians and other middle-

level personnel, nurses, NCOs and police officers” (25%), as well as 

”administrative and office workers, secretaries, post-office workers, 

receptionists and telephone operators”, as well as ”qualified workers and 

foremen or forewomen employed outside agriculture and forestry (20% 

each) (CBOS 2019). Furthermore, it is most typical for union members to 

be at work in the public sector. 

While around one-third (35%) of the workers studied declared that trade 

unions were operating at their places of work, more than half (53%) 

claimed to work in places that were not unionised in this way. 

Significantly, 12% did not even know if there was a union active at their 

place of employment. 
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38% of the employees studied offered a positive assessment of the work 

of trade unions nationally, while 21% took a negative view. However, as 

many as 41% of respondents elected not to answer the question at all. 

The researchers concluded that the image of the unions is not very 

distinct, with their activity not especially well known to the general public. 

As of 2019, 22% of people asked felt that unions were effective in the 

context of the enterprises in which they operated – to the extent that the 

workforce might have a lot to thank them for. Set against that were the 

45% of respondents willing to state that the union reps were trying to do 

what they could, but not very effectively. 24% were prepared to go 

further in saying that the results of union activity were not visible at all. In 

comparison, back in 2002, only 14% of respondents had been ready to 

describe the unions as effective (CBOS 2019). 

Against that background, it is interesting to note that unions are looked 

upon most favourably by young Poles. Thus 61% of respondents aged 18-

24, and 46% of those in the 25-34 age bracket regarded the activity 

engaged in by unions at the given time as worthwhile. 

The observed fall in the level of union membership can be thought to 

reflect several trends at least, i.e.: 

 the collapse or end in other circumstances of most state-sector places 

of employment – in which the unions traditionally enjoyed most strength, 

 a conviction across society that it is actually the trade unions who 

bear responsibility for the fact that the high costs paid for Poland’s 

transformation fell mostly upon working people, in the 1990s in particular 

(with high unemployment and a low level of purchasing power 

attributable to wages), 



 

 

 a lack of readiness to cooperate with unions on the part of employers, 

owners and managers – with this seen as a kind of revenge activity, 

 the growth of ”atypical” ways of being employed: for a long time the 

trade unions were simply inaccessible to such people (even where they 

were actually wanted), 

 sharp divisions within the movement, including of a political nature, 

with 3 umbrella bodies in operation, but also a great many other unions 

operating independently, and most often even at the scale of the 

individual enterprise, 

 a general unwillingness in society to exercise the right to freedom of 

association, as founded in the aforementioned low level of trust. 

Fig.2. Declared (adult citizens’) membership of trade unions by time of 

research. 

 

Source: CBOS. 2019: 2. 



 

 

Aspects of the history of Poland’s unions 

The problems the trade union movement has been facing recently may 

actually be rooted rather deeply in its history. This is not least because 

the movement only began to gather pace in Poland rather late on. That in 

turn reflected the way in which Poland entered its Industrial Revolution – 

in the sense of its period of industrialisation – in the 19th century, with this 

in fact being the time of the non-existence of any Polish state on the map 

of Europe, thanks to the actions of the Prussian, Russian and Austrian 

Partitioners, which is to say the country’s immediate neighbours. 

Thus for a long time there were only a very small number of larger 

industrial plants, in essence meaning that a context for organised labour 

was late in arising, and only really began to develop more intensively 

following revolts of 1905. It was on account of numerous protests by 

workers that trade unions were finally legalised. Before that time, only a 

small number of such organisations had made their appearance. 

So it was that, when certain factories did come into existence in the 

second half of the 19th century, it basically went unquestioned that the 

employer enjoyed unlimited authority and control over employees there. 

The law in no way disabused either side of that notion. In the Polish lands 

ruled over by Russia, the Act of 3 (13) June 1886 provided explicitly that 

the owners of factories had at their disposal exclusive, total and unlimited 

rights (without any legal checks), when it came to dispositions regarding 

those factories and their means of production (Ihnatowicz 1971:22). 

Indeed, legislation offering protection to work and workers was 

particularly late in coming in the Russian-controlled Polish lands (the ones 

that then included the majority of Poles). First provisions – in respect to 



 

 

the employment of minors – appeared in 1882, and it was (only) on that 

basis that the concept of the Factory Inspector was first brought into 

effect, albeit with very limited entitlements. Indeed, even as of 1885, 

there was just one Inspector to oversee every 1295 industrial plants 

(Kozłowski 2019:43). 

Through to 1889, the working day in the mining industry was formally of 

12 hours, though in reality some 14 to 16 hours were worked. A certain 

curbing of these hours only came along under the influence of worker 

opposition. Exploitation began to be curtailed (in the cases of women 

and children in particular) following the strike action taken in 1889. An 

Act of 1891 ushered in a 6-hour day for those under the age of 16, and 

also prohibited night work among women. However, it is claimed that the 

Upper Silesian industrialists failed to respect those provisions (Gradowski 

and Kołodziejczyk 1974:235). 

It was the drastic realities of work that ensured the emergence of revolts 

from time to time. One such broke out in Łódź in early 1892, with a factor 

in this being the sheer brutality of the so-called “factory supervision” 

regime (Kancewicz, 1994). As E. Kaczyńska notes, both the Łódź factory 

owners as such and the supervision they demanded violated even the 

most fundamental dignity of workers, with references to the latter being 

routinely negative17. Many illustrations of this are to be found in the 

classics of literature, not least in Władysław Reymont’s “The Promised 

Land” (Ziemia obiecana). The matter was further complicated by the 

status of the textile mill ”Masters” as Germans. Striking workers at Karl 
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Scheibler’s mills had three demands to put forward, regarding pay rises, 

a shortening of the working day, and an easing of the “supervision” 

exercised over employees who were mostly Poles (Kancewicz, 1994: 464). 

A Związek Robotników Polskich (Union of Polish Workers) emerged in 

1889, and remained active through to 1893 (before being swallowed up 

by the PPS). It acted in line with the ideas of socialism, and – as Stanisław 

Rychliński wrote – ”Związek Robotników Polskich set about organising a 

general workers’ ”fighting fund", as a stage along the way to the actual 

founding of a union in the full meaning of the term” (Rychliński 1927). 

However, the resistance was unable to develop too much given what L. 

Krzywicki describes as ”Police pressure”. Any discovery of activity or 

cooperation on the part of worker activists denoted a threat of 

imprisonment, or even exile to Siberia (Krzywicki 1906:7). However, a 

further part of the activity involved educational meetings for young 

people, as well as cultural events for workers. 

Unions again began to emerge on a wave of revolutionary fervour 

propagated in 1905 (by the Revolution in Russia and liberal reform). 

Nevertheless, as Ryszard Kowalewski observes - ”they were still scarcely in 

existence at the time many strikes broke out in the Kingdom of Poland in 

1905. Only then did initiatives to organise the workers take shape” 

(Kowalewski). And, as Rychliński writes: ”it was only with the 1905 

revolution that an occupational movement in the Western European 

understanding began to take shape” (1927:11). A similar time frame for 

this breakthrough was recognised by Father Antoni Szymański 

(Szymański, 1929: 245). 



 

 

The then strikes brought the workers benefits, with an across-the-board 

increase in pay and an overall improvement in working conditions. 

Moreover, employees won for themselves a right to influence the choice 

of factory personnel – to the extent that factory-owners could no longer 

exchange staff at will, but needed to reach an agreement with the 

workers in such matters. 

However, the unions emerging from 1905 onwards adopted specific kinds 

of tactics that they described quite freely as zaczepna – suggesting 

“offensive” or “aggressive”. As Kowalewski notes: ”things could not have 

been otherwise, and they were carried aloft by a wave of accidents. The 

unions therefore recalled strike committees and first and foremost sought 

to formulate demands and voice their needs … which almost always 

related to nothing more or less than earnings” (Kowalewski 1932:95). 

And so the situation in which the nascent unions found themselves began 

to worsen as 1907 arrived. By now there was more of a ”defensive” 

situation in place – in which what needed defending at this point were 

benefits won only so very recently from the factory-owners, who now 

themselves went on the (counter-)offensive. 1907 thus saw the people of 

Łódź (“the Polish Manchester”) faced with one large-scale lockout, as well 

as several smaller ones. The activists of the radical workers’ organisations 

termed this the year of the economic counter-revolution, in which they 

were still failing to organise properly and had ”already to redouble their 

efforts, merely to defend or hold on to those gains that the workers had 

managed to achieve in the pre-union period of the year 1905, and partly 

also 1906” (Kowalewski 1932:96). 



 

 

Unsurprisingly perhaps, Poland’s unions were hamstrung from the outset 

by major divisions of an ideological and political nature, on top of the 

serious territorial issues faced (given that there was actually no Poland at 

all, only three parts of the former Poland partitioned off into the German, 

Russian and Prussian Empires). Different strands taking shape can or 

might be termed the social democratic (as established by the SDKPiL), 

the non-partisan (PPS), the so-called “Polish” (Christian) and the Jewish 

(founded by the Bund Organisation) (Szymański, 1929: 245). 

In Rychliński’s view, the unions left their own positions weakened through 

their internal conflicts. They were also affected by the 1907-1908 strikes, 

as the owners announced their lockouts and had Police Officers acting 

repressively in support. The author cites data showing how 20 non-

partisan unions were closed down. Many Board Members of unions set up 

for metalworkers and textile workers were arrested and imprisoned, but 

arrests even extended to large numbers of ordinary members (as in the 

case of the Union of Wood Industry Workers). The same kinds of problems 

afflicted the so-called “Polish” unions. 

Those organisations not wound up by the authorities rushed on into 

oblivion, as their numbers of members reduced rapidly to just around 

one-tenth of what they had been at the moment of strongest 

development. Only in the years 1911-1913 did a rebuilding of the 

movement begin once again. 

And, to Rychliński’s mind, the trade-union movement was for example 

weakened by the way in which part of PPS set about fighting for 

independence, as opposed to dealing with purely union matters . There 

was a revolutionary faction on the right of PPS (Rychliński, 1927). 



 

 

X 

From the time of its first existence it was dependent on political parties, 

thus failing to achieve autonomy. However, this was a reflection of a 

conviction that only political authority could rein in the abuses 

perpetrated by the employers. 

Back in 1906, Ludwik Krzywicki had written in his self-help book on 

founding a union entitled Zakładajcie związki zawodowe, that strikes were 

the tool by which bosses and supervisors might be forced to respect the 

worker’s individual dignity (Krzywicki 1906: 8). In another book, he also 

stressed the role of the fight for dignity as one of the key goals of the 

union movement. More specifically, he put things this way: “This fight 

includes more-distant as well as proximate goals. For today, we are 

referring to a shortening of the working day, while also securing an 

increase in earnings, protection of workers from self-willed bosses and all 

those who help them”. However, action to improve working conditions 

were also emphasised (Krzywicki 1907: 6). 

The authorities did not bring a complete halt to Police repression, 

including arrests in the course of strikes (Kozłowski 2019:42). Factory 

owners also opposed union activity, proceeding on a claim that nobody 

had the right to intervene in the ”internal” affairs of capitalist enterprises. 

R. Gradowski and R. Kołodziejczyk give examples of arbitrary and/or 

capricious behaviour, for example with severe deductions, fines and other 

punishments imposed for even minor transgressions, including both real 

and imagined/alleged ones. As relatively recently as in the 1880s, a face-

working mineworker classed as rębacz (whose earnings were 2.53 marks 

a day) faced the risk of being fined 3 marks for any slightest sign of 



 

 

insubordination. For arguing with a superior, theft or ”persistent 

unruliness” the sum might rise to 10 marks, with the sack also a real 

possibility (Gradowski and Kołodziejczyk 1974:233). 

The inter-War period continued to see sharp political divisions within the 

movement. Post-1926, the governmental authorities were also involved in 

shaping the unions operating under them. This quite often resulted in 

strong protests and strikes, not always without bloodshed18. 

Labour relations 

It is thus possible to refer to the Polish story of the relationship between 

employers and employees as a rather stormy one. If so, that is very much 

the result of complex conditioning of the situation, inter alia social (given 

the yawning gaps in society), cultural (given the prevalent hierarchical 

and fatalistic features, as well as political Romanticism), economic (given 

under-development) and philosophical (given an apparent distaste for 

rationalised analysis). 

In short, the relations in question took shape in the tough conditions of an 

underdeveloped and backward region in which farming long remained 

the dominant activity. However, as capitalism took hold, levels of 

unemployment soared, with the second half of the 19th century bringing 

rapidly-growing poverty for many, and emigration to cities among young 

people who anyway arrived to find a lack of suitable jobs. All of that 

meant a certain desperation on the part of would-be employees, and 

hence no particular need for employers to try harder. Stability of tenure 

in an occupation was a luxury and privilege perhaps enjoyed at best by 
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certain state-sector workers (e.g. on the railways or in local-authority 

employ) (Kałwa 2006:308). 

Furthermore, many employees seemed used to the idea that they might 

treat workers in much the same way as forebear Lords of the Manor had 

treated (their) peasants. That in essence meant ill-treatment of 

employees, and most of all those lacking qualifications. The leading late-

19th-century and later writers devoted a lot of their effort to this subject 

matter, as when Aleksander Świętochowski (1849 –1938), also a promoter 

of positivism19, wrote to the effect that, labour for those seen as of lesser 

status meant “a collar around the neck enslaving the poor person to the 

anvil or the hoof” (Rudzki 1963:134). 

Many authors of both historical studies and articles tend to come to the 

same kind of conclusion as was expressed by Cecylia Plater-Zyberkówna 

(1853-1920), when she said ”in truth, our country never really knew any 

kind of relations other than despotism manifested towards 

subordinates…”. This is indeed then the same type of relationship as took 

shape in the period when the Lords and Masters who owned land were in 

a position to exploit and use peasants who were basically just serfs. 

Relations displaying some kind of equality were maintained in family and 

neighbourly relations alone (Plater-Zyberkówna 1902:22). 

Thus 19th-century Poland had deeply-rooted hierarchical and or 

patriarchal relationships in place between the parties to labour relations. 

Many authors assert that these are indeed feudal in origin, or else hark 

back to the idea of the freedom of action or licence (in fact also the 
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impunity) enjoyed by Lords of the Manor (Jelski, 1997-98). Basically 

serfdom lingered on until 1864 in the Russian-Partitioned part of Poland 

(which was the most-populated of the three in the 19th century). 

Stanisław Brzozowski (1878–1911) was a writer who also noted how the 

tendency to put the squeeze on employees had its origins in the 

hegemony enjoyed by the nobility. The same kinds of conclusions from 

history were drawn in the historical and sociological analysis of Janusz T. 

Hryniewicz (2004). In his view, the sources of labour relations lay in the 

period in which a feudal organisational culture took shape and was then 

maintained. Its expansion influenced the archetypal behaviours to be 

observed among both employees and management. In Hryniewicz’s view, 

the style of managing the old-style feudal manor-farm might be termed 

(after Rensis Likert) an autocratic and oppressive one. 

Thus, on the side of the owners and managers we see an attitude that 

recognises an unconfined scope of authority, together with an awareness 

that decisions are not limited by the law. The “managers” in the feudal-

system context proceeded on the assumption that their peasant 

subordinates were automatically inclined to malevolent behaviours, being 

lazy, passive and hostile. Under those circumstances, the only effective 

way was deemed to be to exercise harsh but also pedantic supervision 

over people, with a view to their being “inclined” to do what they were 

told. 

On the other hand, the other party to the relationship, formed 

genealogically by peasants, generated a specific kind of ethos in reaction 

to the above. This took the form of an enforced but also internalised 

servility, in association with a lack of any feeling of responsibility, let 



 

 

alone accountability, for actions, and hence – paradoxically – to an 

apparent requirement that the superiors give detailed instructions on how 

work was to be carried out20, even to the extent that they might have to 

be physically present to oversee what was done (Hryniewicz 2007:33). 

The culture of Baroque and the Romantic movement also had an 

influence on labour relations, ensuring that the behaviour on both sides 

was shaped in a specific atmosphere. The key feature was a tendency for 

the situation to feature elevated emotions, or reactions involving 

emotions, rather than any more rational(ised) assessment of the given 

situation people found themselves in. The capacity to respond rationally 

was also dulled. This all reflected a limited impact there and then of the 

so-called Cartesian cultural ideal, whereby rational thinking is absolutely 

what is encouraged. Baroque-era Romanticism was more of an 

encouragement to emotional expression than to thought-through 

calculation and planning (Hryniewicz 2007:46). All of that meant that the 

social attitudes espoused and manifested by employees and employers 

alike were under the far-reaching influence of emotional factors – to the 

extent that these were able to prevail over matters cognitive. 

Hryniewicz writes to the effect that: ”The lack of predictability to the way 

the feudal manor farm was managed ensured that workers came to see 

the world of the institution as one based on a mix of oppression and 

chaos, in which there was no assurance that agreements would be kept 

to, while the avoidance of actual punishment was as much a matter of 

the humour on the given day of the potentially capricious Master, or of 

pure luck, as of anything else. Indeed, it was possible to incur a tangible 
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punishment simply because the person in authority was in a bad mood” 

(Hryniewicz 2007: 35). 

The second Republic of Poland 

Labour relations were fraught in the inter-War period represented by 

Poland’s Second Republic. This was a reflection of many factors, including 

– apart from those mentioned above – a sustained period of high 

unemployment. A lack of work for a large number of inhabitants of the 

country reflected a weak level of development of industry, as combined 

with rural overpopulation. Many inhabitants emigrated to the cities, 

where work was again in short supply. 

The working class remained quite small. As of 1927, workers not in 

agriculture accounted for 17.7% of the population (together with 

agricultural workers – 28.5%). In contrast, in Germany at that time, the 

working class amounted to 52.3% of the population (with just 6.5% 

working the fields) (Landau 1957). As of 1929, heavy or moderately heavy 

industry in Poland was employing 923,000 workers, though that had fallen 

by the end of 1932 to just 478,000 – thanks to the Great Depression 

(Krahelska 1934:18). But automation in industry was proceeding even 

then, further reducing numbers of jobs. The Labour Inspectors also had 

their reservations about the way things were being automated. As cited 

by Labour Inspectorate employee Halina Krahelska, Władysław Landau 

felt that it was increasing the pace of work, reducing the amount of time 

available for breaks, encouraging a situation involving the payment of 

bonuses. The effect was basically of workers being forced into some kind 

of enslaved subordination to the pace set by the machines and the their 

production lines”. While a “rationalisation” of production was underway, 



 

 

this was failing to take account of the human factor, or of human 

strength or health”. And the inevitable consequence of that was an 

increased incidence of accidents (Krahelska 1934:21)21. 

Krahelska, who would eventually rise to be Deputy Head of Poland’s 

Inspekcja Pracy, also pointed to the widespread ignoring of regulations 

regarding the 8-hour working day. “In the years 1925 and 1926 we signed 

up to hundreds of agreements on this, yet it was not unusual for the 

attitudes taken by industrialists to be frankly cynical”. In autumn 1926, 

she was inspecting the situation in the great textile mills of Łódź and its 

environs, noting how the working day had somehow been extended to 10, 

12 or even 16 hours. “There were certain factories or mills in which the 

administration did not even go to the trouble of hiding the state of 

affairs. Asked how the shifts were working, one manager replied ’12 hours 

on and 12 hours off’” (Krahelska 1934:6). 

The situation of workers was worsened by the non-matching to the 

situation of workers’ (low or non-existent) vocational qualifications (and 

attendant lack of social and other related skills). The result was a lack of 

savoir-faire when it came to protecting interests, and hence a continued 

poor level of organization of the working class. It was usual for the 

profession to have been learned in the very same factory … from the 

bosses themselves. Less than 20% of workers had actually first studied the 

occupation they were pursuing, in the context of a vocational school 

(Żarnowski 1968: 44). As Władysław Landau wrote, money was so tight 

that any improvement of working conditions by the employer would not 
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pay. ”While in the West the rationalisation of labour has been associated 

with modernisation of factory plant and equipment, and an improvement 

in both pay and conditions, the answer to that here is that “there is no 

money for it" (Landau 1927: 44). 

An extreme example of the nadir in relations that might be reached in the 

place of work came with the 1932 murder of the Director at one of 

Poland’s largest industrial plants (Korczyński 2016). So it was that Julian 

Blachowski, an office worker at the Factory in Żyrardów shot his boss, 

Gaston Koehler-Badin. The perpetrator22 attempted to account for his 

actions in terms of the revenge occasioned by his witnessing of harm 

done to his fellow workers. Indeed, the Court learned of drastic examples 

of such mistreatment of employees, with absolute misuse and abuse of 

the power wielded over them by management. Nothing short of a 

terrorising of the staff seemed to have been going on, prompting a 

newspaper to come out with the headline Żyrardów piekłem dla polskiego 

robotnika (“Żyrardów hell for Polish worker”)23. 

Known feminist, writer and publicist Irena Krzywicka (1899 –1994) devoted 

a long article to the event (Krzywicka 1932). In it, she suggested that poor 

relations between employers and employees were common enough, and 

that was so whether in factories, or in public institutions, or elsewhere24. In 

her view, there was ”a lack of respect for human labour, eternal 

dissatisfaction with results achieved, and degradation of workers before 

their very eyes, and also in the sight of work colleagues…”. 
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For Krzywicka, the situation facing workers was one of the eternally 

uncertain tomorrow, given that the possibility of the sack or redundancy 

was ever present, amidst a prevailing mood that providing somebody 

with work was a kind of grace dispensed … that could be taken away as 

easily as it was given. Perhaps even more damning were the ways in 

which employees’ personal hopes and ambitions were rarely if ever 

considered, while the “starvation wages” they received just further 

hammered home the message that neither the worker nor the work were 

respected. Krzywicka’s vitriol reached its climax with a passage referring 

to the boot of the employer enjoying and availing of the right, not only to 

demand a maximum of work for a minimum of remuneration, but also to 

maltreat subordinates, who came to be deprived even of their own faith 

in themselves, their importance and their status as needed. 

So also renowned pre-War journalist Paweł Hulek-Laskowski (1881–1946) 

devoted a large 1932 article in “Literary News” (Wiadomości Literackie) to 

the Żyrardów situation25. Naturally, there is much thought given to the 

relations pertaining between management (Masters and Supervisors), 

employers in the literal sense and employees. The same matters were 

taken up more widely in a book on “My Żyrardów” (Mój Żyrardów. Z 

dziejów polskiego miasta i z życia pisarza of 1934). 

Many reservations about the atmosphere at work were expressed by 

Halina Krahelska, who was a Deputy Chief Inspector of Labour in the 

years 1927–193126. Naturally, she also saw the problems with the relations 

between superiors and subordinates27, stressing that certain circles 
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sought to uphold the fiction whereby there were ”suitable or appropriate 

labour relations, with social legislation heeded and high wages paid out 

to workers” (Krahelska 1934 ). In contrast, she felt that bagatelizowany 

czynnik ludzki w produkcji, a maszyna ceniona wyżej niż człowiek pracy… 

(”the human factor of production is played down, while the machine is 

prized more highly that the working person”). She further emphasised 

how the employer might find to replace ”each sacked, maimed or killed 

worker” … “a hundred more that are cheaper, more humble, even more 

hungry for work and defenceless!”. This, the author felt, was: ”the truth of 

today’s labour relations in Poland” (Krahelska 1934:36). 

Three types of attitude among employers are indicated. It is noted how 

the industrialist and employer is most often a person displaying a basic 

lack of goodwill towards professional organisations for workers. For the 

latter contravened the so-called factory legislation, including by way of 

the Act on the 8-hour working day. 

Krahelska also offered a depiction of the treatment of workers in the 

prose she began to write. This was for example contained in the portrayal 

of the fictional Szpilka factory (Polski strajk = “The Polish Strike”, 1937). 

Publication of the book was held back by the censors for a long time, 

even as major fragments of the original text had already been 

eliminated. Publication was anyway followed by legal process, it being 

considered that disrespect had been shown for both the Police Force and 

authorities in Poland. A fine was ultimately imposed (Kozłowski. 2014). 

                                                                                                                                                                             
in Łódź (Łódzki przemysł włókienniczy a ustawodawstwo pracy), and other writings about the 
work of women in that same industry, as well as in the form of a Labour Inspector’s memoirs (Ze 
wspomnień inspektora pracy). 



 

 

Labour relations can also be noted in diaries of unemployed people 

collected together by Instytut Gospodarstwa Społecznego, as published in 

1933 (Krzywicki 1933). A weaver from Łódź (the author of Diary No. 22) 

writes of the disdain shown in Poland for physical labour. ”Polish society 

must lose that feeling of status-related and professional superiority 

towards – and disdain for – physical work, with account only taken of 

ability and skill, the feeling of obligation, the division of labour and the 

needs of society. Times of poorly-conceptualised individual/economic 

freedom” (Krzywicki 1933: 237). Another worker writes: “True work goes 

unrecognised. Everywhere a lack of due respect for labour” (146). 

The classics of literature offer many depictions of confrontational, non-

humanised relationships between bosses and employers and employees 

(Notkowski 1999: 59). Examples are to be found readily in works by W. 

Reymont – notably his Ziemia obiecana (“The Promised Land ”); and in 

novels of J. Kaden-Bandrowski such as Czarne skrzydła (“Black Wings”). 

The same may be said of press articles. 

”Issues” 

Post-1945, in the circumstances of the communist takeover of Poland, 

labour relations assumed a different shape. On paper, the situation was 

now one of ”the dictatorship of the Proletariat”, thus denoting the 

exercise of power by the workers and peasants. This was rather rapidly 

manifested as declarations from those actually holding the power that 

they were exercising that in the name of the said workers and peasants, 

noting also how those classes had been neglected previously. A Marxist 

ideology was put in place, with the relevant pledge then being that an 

end would be put to both the exploitation and manipulation of workers, 



 

 

and the subordination of same considered typical for the capitalist 

system. In practice, however, there remains a widespread view – 

supported by research – that the communist-era circumstances retained 

many of the features and aspects of boss-worker relations that had 

characterised previous epochs. 

Research reported on in 1961 offered findings on 15 of Poland’s places of 

large-scale employment, for example reporting on the widespread 

presence of so-called “issues” pertaining between workers and bosses. 

These were confirmed among 36.4% of workers in the cotton sector, 

35.2% in the leather sector, 58% in the electrical goods industry and 

61.4% in the machines industry. A negative attitude to workers on the 

part of bosses was invoked by between 41.6% in the cotton industry and 

60% in electrical goods (Wesołowski 1978)28. 

Henryk Słabek points to more 1960s research indicating sharp 

confrontation between the technical intelligentsia and managers on the 

one hand, and the rest of the workforce on the other. This was a 

reflection of the way in which workers’ superiors were now in many cases 

engineers, while the masters immediately above work-crews had received 

poor training for that kind of role. The engineers came up with long lists 

of complaints about the workers, not least involving their lack of skill with 

the interpretation of documents, lack of innovation, and operational 

inefficiency in general. Those working in administration in turn opined – 
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on the subject of those same workers – that they were: “a poorly-qualified 

element, not really coping at work, always looking at how much they are 

earning, and liking a drink whenever the opportunity arises" (Słabek, 

2003:117). Equally, many studies suggest that managers were seen – and 

treated – by workers as nothing more than ”the apparatus of 

exploitation”. 

Quite strong divisions between the categories of employment thus 

remained in place. The white-collar employees certainly seemed to make 

a habit of keeping their distance from the workers. H. Słabek writes to the 

effect that: ”a worker seeking to arrange for something would usually 

approach the person in authority from the well-known Polish position of 

the petent – meaning a dependent and subordinate client seeking to 

have dispensed upon him or herself some kind of miraculous grace … as 

opposed to any service that that worker might expect to have rendered 

by right. 

Equally, it was in the underestimation and in fact insult of the workers 

that we find the sources of those ”issues” arising between the latter and 

the cadre working in office administration – issues that quite often 

developed into far-reaching disdain operating in both directions” (Słabek, 

2003). At the Warsaw Steelworks the habit of using the term 

”intelligentsia” to described the white-collar workers took root, it for 

example being stated with sarcasm that the intelligentsia “have just 

driven to work” (their day starting at 7 a.m.) or “now left work”. The office 

block there was known as “The Vatican”. In turn, at Kraków’s Nowa Huta 

steelworks complex, the behaviour of the engineers was typically 

compared with that of “Our Lords and Masters”. 



 

 

A further phenomenon in operation at the time was that of the workplace 

clique. The idea here is that there was a duality present at work, whereby 

a given plant or enterprise was seen to be structured both formally-

tangibly-visibly and informally-intangibly-invisibly. The cliques operated in 

such a way that rank-and-file workers were left with a feeling of quite 

limited agency and possibility of exerting an influence on their 

surroundings (Tymiński, 2005). Research into non-formalised practices at 

the place of work as carried out in the early 1970s revealed how 63% of 

those studied spoke for there being disparity between the way of 

operating that had been established formally and what really happened 

(Krężelewski, 1988:269). This was obviously seen as influencing the level 

of enfranchisement of the workers, not least when it came to co-decision 

over the sharing of benefits of different kinds. A number of studies also 

appeared to document what was seen as the disintegration of social 

relations at the place of work, once again with a negative influence likely 

being exerted on the willingness of both sides to participate (Krężelewski, 

1988, p. 278). It is worth adding here that the times of the Polish People’s 

Republic also brought publications suggesting that the state authorities 

were doing battle with the clique phenomenon (Daszkiewicz, 1971). 

  



 

 

Chapter II 

The issue of the humanisation of labour 

The humanisation of labour would seem to be a universal issue, 

omnipresent in the different dimensions to our collective life. The topic is 

subject to analysis by specialists in labour relations, but also by those 

engaged in the analysis of those very dimensions considered to 

characterise public life. It is usual to refer to defined categories of threat 

induced by the phemomenon of the dehumanisation of people’s lives, 

with these relating to defined socio-economic phenomena. Viktor E. 

Frankl contended that the economic system automatically poses a threat 

to human dignity, and may lead to its degradation: “… already in the 

economic system of the last few decades, most working people had been 

turned into mere means, degraded to become mere tools for economic 

life. It was no longer work that was the means to an end, a means for life 

or indeed a food for life—rather it was a man and his life, his vital energy, 

his “man power,” that became this means to an end” (Frankl 2020: 20). 

Humanisation may be regarded as a specific kind of approach where 

socio-economic phenomena are subject to analysis. The basis or point of 

reference here is the affirmation or prioritisation of human dignity in the 

organisation of people’s work, and in other circumstances. The point of 

reference is thus the person, the respect shown for their dignity, and their 

status as an enfranchised entity (including in terms of liberty). This is a 

kind of approach that assumes effort being made to have these factors 

introduced into the practical dimension of social and economic life. 

The analysis of the subject matter of humanisation further assumes that 

work and the atmosphere at work exert considerable influence on the 



 

 

quality of life, in its various dimensions. Authors suggest that, for this 

reason too, it is important for people to also strive to ensure that 

employees enjoy the kind of working environment that allows them to 

cultivate and pursue their traits as human beings (above all the values 

they hold most dear and the things they strive for most). At the same 

time, the putting in place of the right of atmosphere at work serves to 

increase employees’ potential to carry out work effectively. An overlying 

assumption here is that an enhanced degree of humanisation will usually 

favour more efficient operations at an enterprise, and hence also the 

achievement of better results. 

A key element of humanisation is obviously remuneration, which should 

be just and motivating, as well as a match for the employee’s skill, 

qualifications, type of work being done and/or position held. The 

postulate is all the time that the levels achieved by these aspects should 

allow for development and self-realisation, as well as leading to good 

relations within a workforce, including therefore between management 

and labour. 

In the view of Jacek Miroński, the basic aim of the humanisation of labour 

is to allow those working to harmonise the pursuit of work with their 

striving in life, and the needs of the human being as conceived broadly. 

The ensuing humanisation of labour imbues each employee with a sense 

of freedom of choice as regards both objectives and the way in which 

work is carried out. 

To put things another way, the humanisation of labour seeks to put in 

place for employees the kinds of conditions allowing physical and 

psychological development at work to take place. This is also to help 



 

 

counteract alienation at work. Miroński points to the key issue being, not 

so much the humanisation of the work itself as the humanisation of the 

way in which that labour is organised. Four levels to the process involving 

such humanisation of labour have been defined, involving: 

 its course (including also content and working time), 

 its material circumstances (the physical environment, working space 

and equipment), 

 its social environment (style of management, participation, 

organisational atmosphere and culture), 

 human possibilities (skills and needs) (Miroński; 2013: 96-99). 

The opposite process is then dehumanisation. In Miroński’s opinion, this 

has as its cause a perception of ”subordinates” in the workplace that is 

mechanical in nature, with no awareness of or understanding for issues 

relating to humanisation, and with erroneous ways or organising labour 

and methods of management (Miroński; 2013:112). 

A number of authors have sought to point to those factors leading to the 

dehumanisation of labour, with ones referred to frequently being: 

 inappropriate treatment of ”subordinates” by their ”superiors”, 

 poor organisation of work, not least with non-ergonomic work stations 

that demand unnatural body positioning as work is being done, 

 a lack of systems of motivation and a tendency to stifle creativity, 

 a lack of opportunities for people to realise themselves and their 

goals at work. 



 

 

The factors underpinning dehumanisation are working conditions in which 

there is an excess of stress and obligation, disorientation (in some cases 

even obstructing an employee’s assessment of reality), alienation, and 

frustration arising out of the impossibility of goals set out being 

achieved29. 

Funmilayo Yemi and W. Lasun show that: “Dehumanization is a system of 

orientation in a person’s world by which people of other groups or 

categories are not perceived as as human as oneself. This is a process by 

which members of a group of people assert the inferiority of another 

group through subtle or overt acts or statements, and may be directed by 

an organization or may be the composite of individual sentiments and 

action” (Yemi and Lasun. 2015:1). 

According to Baron and Richardson, dehumanisation occurs when an 

individual views another person in negative ways – to the point where this 

instils a belief that the other person is undeserving of the respect and 

kindness usually afforded to oneself and another person. It is as if that 

individual is compared to being nonhuman. As such, dehumanization is a 

psychological process of making some people seem less than human or 

not worthy of human treatment, dehumanization therefore serves to 

morally exclude individuals from the norms of society” (Yemi and Lasun. 

2015:1). 

The issue of humanisation came to the fore in the 1920s, thanks to a 

developing current in management science known as human relations. 

One of the main founders here was Elton Mayo, and this way of thinking 
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was particularly associated with new factors of significance to effective 

management, i.e. the atmosphere in the workplace, relations between 

superiors and subordinates, the sense of job satisfaction, and the idea 

that those who work together might form a community. It was “thanks to 

this that, instead of the fighting of informal groups present within 

organisations, use began to be made of these to raise efficiency and 

effectiveness. The role of informal ties between management and 

personnel was noted, while the employees began to be looked upon as a 

generator of creativity, but also as a source of resistance to change and 

as an unpredictable entity” (Miroński 2013:102). 

The humanisation issue in Poland 

Humanisation in the workplace represents subject matter raised relatively 

regularly in popular publications in Poland, even as it is only rarely 

approached more systemically. In academic circles, a rather secure 

position for the idea has now been found thanks to the existence of a 

Humanizacja Pracy quarterly publication; and the idea is also present 

scientifically elsewhere. 

Nevertheless, it was reasonable enough for academic Danuta Walczak-

Duraj writing a few years ago to suggest that actions taken in Poland in 

the name of humanisation had only achieved a limited degree of 

effectiveness, given that they (have) remained quite firmly enmeshed in 

matters ideological. This has been one of the reasons for rather limited 

cohesion, all the more so as the setting has more often been that of the 

individual worker, rather than the group or community of workers. And 

this has been so whether the approach to the matter is socialist or neo-

liberal (Walczak-Duraj 2013). Moreover, processes of the humanisation of 



 

 

labour and labour relations in Poland have been overlain by a rather 

universal tendency to seek a revaluation of the way work is 

conceptualised. This reflected the effects of globalisation, the impacts of 

the economic crisis, and systemic change (in Poland’s case from the 

centrally-planned to the market-based). 

Danuta Walczak-Duraj emphasises the significance of the post-1990 

period in Poland, in which work began on the systemic transformation, 

and the injection into the economy of market-related ”rules of the game”. 

In the management sphere, the emerging focus was first and foremost on 

institutional and legal solutions. In contrast, what went under-recognised 

at that time was the importance of some kind of fixing and embedding 

(or at times also reconstructing) of the standards set out for individual 

and group conduct. A reason for this failure lies simply in the way that the 

attendant process is complex, difficult and time-consuming … and 

incapable of being boiled down to mere political or marketing-related 

slogans. 

Lesław H. Haber in turn notes that, unlike in the second half of the 20th 

century, the subject of humanisation failed to win much renown or 

recognition in the eyes of politicians or employers … or even workers 

themselves. In no way did this form part of the emerging projects seeking 

the ”modernisation” of the organisational culture at work (Haber 2013). 

Some authors choose to stress how Poland lacked an ethical perspective 

as the country proceeded to analyse economic activity during the period 

of transformation. This meant that the category known as ”social justice” 

was absent, as was analysis from the point of view of any axiological and 

normative order. A majority of authors came out with analyses solely 



 

 

encompassing the economic order as conceived very narrowly, with this 

reflecting a submissive reverence for myths surrounding the thinking on 

the economy of economic efficiency. The myths in question include: 

 the allegedly irreconcilable dilemma of A. Okun, whereby decision-

makers may have either efficiency, or equality; but not both, 

 neglect for the issue of the division that the economy of goods gives 

rise to, 

 under-recognition of the state’s redistributive function and role, 

 an uncritical fascination with the market (lowering quality of thought 

on social matters), 

 acceptance for the primacy of the initial accumulation of capital 

(which thus trumps that other priority relating to the pursuit of social 

justice) (Kowalik 1997: 291-321; Galor and Goryńska-Bittner 2000: 84-85). 

Phases to the humanisation process 

Walczak-Duraj points to the following key phases in approaches taken to 

the study of work humanisation in Poland: 

I. the communist-era economy characterising the 1957-1970 period, 

with many centres very much interested in the social problems associated 

with labour, but also with a tangible injection of ideology into the 

approach taken to humanisation; 

II. the communist-era economy characterising the 1971-1980 period, 

with a high level of engagement of central Party and other political 

structures in both programmes and activity connected with humanisation, 

with results including both institutionalisation and formalisation, and with 

academics above all interested in analysing issues of dignity and 



 

 

enfranchisement (while taking as their starting point a relational concept 

of labour as the individual’s most important form of activity); 

III. the communist-era economy characterising the 1981-1989 period, 

with the turbulent times reflected in radical revindication on the part of 

the workforce, even as there was abandonment of all humanisation 

activity specific to the first above phase (given the introduction of Martial 

Law in Poland in December 1981), as followed by a post-1986 

reactivation, mainly for political reasons, and in association with the 

development of industrial democracy and autonomous labour (partner) 

groups whose work crews now enjoyed a high degree of autonomy; 

IV. the period of economic transformation from 1990 onwards, with the 

time through to the mid part of the decade revealing tangible labour-

force tensions linked to privatisation, unemployment and a worsening of 

the economic situation for many groups of workers; but with subsequent 

years seeing an economic stabilisation associated with the emergence of 

new terms in management (not least “human capital”, “organisational 

culture” and so on), and with the whole period through to the present day 

being associated with a developing climate favourable to humanisation 

measures – albeit ones treated instrumentally, as well as first 

development of a knowledge-management concept founded upon 

strengthened links between individuals, labour groups and organisational 

structures (Walczak-Duraj; 2013:14). 

V. the post-2008 era, with a conceptualisation of the economic order re-

evaluated thanks to the global economic crisis, along with a crisis of 

confidence in the world of capital manifested by the world of labour, 

albeit (difficult circumstances notwithstanding) with the initiation of such 



 

 

humanising support measures as online communities, and with a 

redefining of many dimensions to the situation facing labour in line with 

humanist principles, such that account is now taken of enfranchisement 

and dignity at work, as well as standards as regards pay, working 

conditions and forms of employment (Walczak-Duraj 2013:12-13). 

D. Walczak-Duraj has nevertheless seen as it imperative that a new 

paradigm for the organisation of labour to be developed (Walczak-Duraj; 

2013: 9-27). This needed (needs) to make reference to such dimensions 

of human existence as identity, communication, loyalty, intellectual 

values, ethical competences, knowledge, trust, reputation and social 

capital. The said new approach will arise and be thrown into sharp relief 

as and when there is: 

 a revaluation of work and its social/societal dimension; 

 a raising of expectations vis-à-vis the business world and its 

involvement with social and ethical standards (perhaps achieved through 

the efforts of critical network organisations and pressure groups of the 

watchdog kind); 

 an intensified role for the stakeholders active in the environment in 

which enterprises operate, with their influence on functioning also 

enhanced considerably; 

 a departure – among representatives of the world of capital – from 

the conceptualisation of work (as a social and institutional phenomenon) 

as first and foremost an aspect of communicative marketing [this would 

further denote an end to the perception of Corporate Social 

Responsibility as mainly a way of achieving legitimisation in a marketing 

context]; 



 

 

 further-disseminated criticism of the neo-liberal solutions 

underpinning the economic order and system. 

In Poland, while matters of the humanising of work were pushed to the 

margins of socio-economic analysis, a factor capable of raising the 

issue’s significance was the teaching of Pope John Paul II, which naturally 

also extended into the subject-matter of labour. Overall, this tangible 

contribution did attract the interest of researchers, as well as social and 

political activists; but it remains difficult to assess what influence on real 

relations in the place of work it was able to exert. Sadly, the influence 

may in fact have been vanishingly small, given that the same can mostly 

be said of other elements of His Holiness’s teaching (and the fact that 

even the “Solidarity” trade union with all its specific heritage failed to 

make much reference to these threads in Papal homilies). 

But The Pope did indeed make many remarks concerning human labour 

and the need for its means of organisation to be humanised, most of all 

in the Encyclicals entitled Laborem exercens (1981) and Centesimus 

Annus (1991). He saw work as the key to the so-called ”question for 

society”, by which he meant the establishment of a just social order 

(Laborem exercens, 3). 

Work reflects some kind of bounden duty to others (family members or 

even the nation); but is also a route to the achievement of change in the 

world. Work permits change to take place in a person, enhancing and 

enriching as it does so. Work has its ethical value or worth, and that 

ethical side is made manifest, not so much between individuals and the 

work they do, as between one person operating in the workplace and 

another (as in the Centesimus Annus Encyclical). We further note there 



 

 

that work should also be in the service of another person or other people, 

and never targeted against other human beings30. 

His Holiness further emphasises how the human being is the relevant 

entity around which work revolves, along with the idea of the dignity of 

human labour. This of course begged (and begs) a question as to the role 

played by technology. Certainly the latter can be seen – and can indeed 

operate – as an ally of the human worker, even as there is also a 

potential danger of the biological becoming enslaved by the 

technological, if an appropriate approach to this matter is not taken 

(Konopka; 2008; 12-32). 

Also potentially of significance are certain elements of the Catholic 

Church’s teaching on social matters (as founded upon the model of the 

Personalistic Society). One of the priority goals here would be the 

enfranchisement of the working person, in the wider context of self-

development; and with further spiritual development seen as part and 

parcel of that (Chojnacki 2011). 

Manifestations of dehumanisation 

There have been a number of studies and analyses pointing to the 

presence in Poland of many of the phenomena seen as typifying 

dehumanisation. Janusz Hryniewicz thus emphasises the high costs to the 

psyche that working can incur. Furthermore, this can be seen as a factor 

holding back the development of the economy nationally, given the 

overall frustrations that can be experienced at the place of work. Where 

psychological discomfort in an employee is aroused, there are costs to be 

paid, of which one is enhanced loss or lack of mental energy that ensures 
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less left available for the pursuit (and also the streamlining) of work 

(Hryniewicz 2012:90). Likely further effects are employee passivity, the 

eschewing of innovation, and of course work done that is of a tangibly 

lower quality. Adaptation to the place of work on the part of the 

employees here takes the form of apathy, and a lowering of any 

aspirations that life-needs are likely to be met through work (Hryniewicz 

2007). 

The incurring of a mental or psychological cost is found to correlate with 

management of a particular style. Where that style is democratic, the 

cost is lower; but it grows – the more we intensify autocratic aspects of 

management (given that a lack of trust/confidence in ”superiors” is 

favoured, while levels of stress and psychological discomfort grow)31 

(Hryniewicz 2007: 64 – 104). 

Mobbing is shown by studies to be a rather widespread and significant 

phenomenon. Poland’s Labour Code defines it as: “acts or behaviour in 

relation to an employee or directed against an employee, with the effect 

of persistent and long-term harassment or intimidation of an employee, 

resulting in a decreased evaluation of his professional abilities, or which is 

aimed at or results in the humiliation or ridicule of the employee, or the 

isolation or elimination of the employee from the group of co-workers.” 

CBOS polling in Poland shows how almost a fifth (19%) of all employees 

felt that they had fallen victim to bullying or mobbing in some way – at 

the hands of either superiors or co-workers – in the course of the previous 

five years. Within this figure there were also the 5% of employees who 

claimed to have fallen victim to this “often”. More widely, 28% of 
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employees were of the view that colleagues at their place of work had 

experienced these kinds of negative phenomena, even if they themselves 

had not, with the term “often” resorted to by as many as 8% of 

respondents (CBOS 2014). 

A 2019 report came out under the title Bezpieczeństwo pracy w Polsce 

2019 – mobbing, depresja, stres w miejscu pracy and hence related to 

mobbing/bullying, depression and stress in the workplace. The work 

represented the fruits of the labour of the Bezpieczni w Pracy (“Safe at 

Work”) Coalition, and found no fewer than 46% of office or white-collar 

plus blue-collar workers admitting that they had fallen victim to bullying 

or mobbing in the workplace. Moreover, over half of the survey 

respondents claimed that they had been the subject of verbal aggression 

as they were performing their professional duties. 14% went further, 

stating that they had encountered issues with physical violence at work32. 

Homing in on another form of abuse, Radosław Sojak offers the example 

of a failure to pay out for overtime that emerged as a large-scale 

problem of the years 2003-5, where those employed by the commercial 

chains were concerned. CBOS polling on non-compliance with Labour Law 

revealed 30% of those surveyed claiming to have been forced to work 

unpaid overtime in February 2003, with the figure for November 2004 

being 28%. In turn, 21 and 19% respectively made accusations to the 

effect they were or had been working in conditions non-compliant with 
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regulations. Summing up, Sojak stressed how the data seemed to be 

suggesting a problem systemic in nature (Sojak 2008:136). 

The costs in terms of dehumanisation 

There can be no doubt about the economic costs to the psychological 

discomfort experienced at work that is referred to above – and all the 

more so where phenomena of the mobbing or bullying kind are 

concerned. The result may ultimately be the so-called “employee 

anomie” inter alia manifesting in pretend work, the diverting of employer 

assets into private activity, premature departures from work, the pursuit 

of private activity and matters during working hours, the transfer to the 

home of equipment then written off at the time of stock-taking, the 

making of false declarations in reports and analyses and so on – all of 

which may obviously have the effect of bringing a place of work into a 

situation of tangible economic loss. 

The direct cause (but also the further propagator) of anomie is the 

employee’s feeling that norms are lacking – be these more tangible rules 

or moral principles. This leads to a situation in which obligation or and 

commitment vis-à-vis the place of work and/or employer increasingly 

absent themselves, and a key root cause (as many studies are able to 

demonstrate) is a feeling in the given worker that employers do not really 

value or prize him/her as they ought to (Maciejewska et al. 2019). 

Research suggests that anomie exerts its influence on the employees of 

perhaps 78% of Poland’s employers. Furthermore, the employers’ 

organisation Pracodawcy RP holds that anomie may be the country’s 

main barrier to increased efficiency and quality of labour. It stands in the 

way of any emergence of a work ethos among employees – the ethos 



 

 

that, if present, would imbue the latter with greater self-control in the 

English-language sense of the term, but also samo-kontrola in the Polish 

sense, where that denotes checking upon oneself, and indeed putting 

checks on one’s own behaviour in place. It is that kind of construct that 

may stem the desire or temptation in a given employee to draw personal 

benefit from workplace resources. In the view of the Pracodawcy RP 

researchers, anomie is a left-over from, and hark-back to, the days of the 

so-called “Real Socialism” in Poland. 

Anomie can certainly be a factor standing in the way of any building and 

shaping of a work ethos in one profession or another. Anna Lewicka-

Strzałecka goes on to define the ethos of such a group in society – or in a 

given profession – as the adopted “lifestyle founded upon an accepted 

hierarchy of values”. That encourages people to proceed in all they do on 

the basis of the collective interest. This is to say that it denotes a capacity 

– inborn or acquired – to hold back from any more egotistical activity, or 

indeed unilateral activity (Lewicka-Strzałecka, 1999:27). 

  



 

 

Chapter III 

The operational framework for the system of participation 

 Direct participation – a review of the legislation; 

 Perceptions of participation held by union and employers’ circles; 

 Direct participation as an element to the labour-relations system; 

 Historical trends. 

In Poland the authorities have failed to develop regulatory frameworks 

that would provide for some given level of participation in management, 

i.e. specifically in the decision-making processes at the given place of 

work. It is in this sense that we may refer to a failure to institutionalise 

direct participation, as opposed to indirect participation (worker 

representation on Workers’ Councils or via trade unions) (Zybała 2019:18-

21). 

However, it would seem that wider society never really exerted much 

pressure on those who govern them, with a view to the relevant matters 

being adequately regulated. For this is not a subject that attracts the 

attention of any larger group of people in Poland – for reasons of 

society’s economic culture, and the dominant models where mentality is 

concerned. It is the latter that influence the way given groups in society 

perceive private ownership or property in the economy (or an enterprise). 

What is very much at stake here is the extent to which owners have (or 

are felt to have) the right to exert control over the assets of their 

enterprises; and hence the degree to which the rights of others are 

curbed or negated when it comes to benefits accruing from activity 

surrounding or otherwise associated with the “property” in question. 



 

 

It is possible to venture a hypothesis that the above represent two factors 

ensuring that the most in society see a status as private owner of an 

enterprise as denoting free rein to take relevant decisions, up to and 

including over the way in which an enterprise is organised as a place of 

work for a few or even very many employees. It is clear that this kind of 

perception lacks component elements otherwise inclining or even 

requiring owners to involve employees in the making of certain decisions 

that may indeed be thought to involve the deployment of company 

“assets”, whatever form these may take. We thus deal here with the 

primacy of rights of ownership giving rise to a derived right to make 

unhindered and unfettered decisions on how work in the owned 

enterprise is actually engaged in (Zybała 2019). 

Yet it is certainly possible to recognise other economic cultures and/or 

mentalities whose component elements encourage or ensure different 

perceptions of the aforementioned “ownership” and “property”. These 

could either encourage discretion in the management of employees, or 

strengthen control, or lead to something quite the opposite. So it is that 

ownership can be seen as the factor precluding other stakeholders from 

drawing benefit, or in fact doing the opposite and ensuring inclusion of 

the latter as joint beneficiaries. 

As regards key factors here, a lot would seem to depend on the degree to 

which interpersonal relations are perceived as based around a clear 

contractual mutualism, or else entailing a subordination to fate as seen in 

a fatalistic way (there for example being cultures in which it is seen as the 

natural and eternal order of things for some to be higher up in a defined 

hierarchy of social prestige, while others are lower in it, or just plain low). 



 

 

It seems equally probable that a given culture will actually see similar 

approaches to (rights of) ownership among owners themselves, 

managers and even employees. According to research carried out in 

Poland in 2016, only 11.2% of 18-30 year-old members of a workforce 

who simply “carry out” tasks (being superior to no one) consider that they 

should have some influence on the management of the firms at which 

they are employed. However, the latter figure was the share of those 

suggesting that the former was “decidedly” true, as a further 35.7% of 

respondents were in the “rather true” category. These results are in sharp 

contrast with those obtained for young people in Germany. There, 40% of 

those studied opined that it was “decidedly” true that employees should 

influence their own firms’ management, with the “rather true” category 

including a further 34.4% (Gardawski 2020:295). 

x 

Participation has not had its directly defined place on the public agenda 

in Poland. Governments have also failed to take significant action beyone 

the purely legislative to promote participation, for example by way of 

concrete programmes that would strengthen the behaviour, or indeed a 

different, defined model of management in enterprises and institutions. 

On the other hand, there have been and remain sources acting in support 

of an overall mood in society favourable towards participation in reality 

as well as on paper. EU institution, including the Commission, have issued 

many documents stressing the importance of participation. However, 

within Poland that did not have to mean much of significance when it 

came to the capacity to actually put the thing into practice. This is 



 

 

somewhat paradoxical, given Poles continued high level of support for EU 

membership. 

For her part, Katarzyna Skorupińska claimed that the actions of the 

European Commission may indeed have been of major significance in 

Poland, given that the EU institution was promoting an idea that 

employees at their place of work ought to be furnished with a greater 

freedom to act. But that goes on to denote a raising of both employee 

qualifications and the level of innovation in manufacturing (2013: 331; 

2015: 182). 

There were circles in Poland ready to regard direct worker participation 

as an aspect to the European Social Model famously heard about in the 

rhetoric of certain politicians, experts and officials connected most 

closely with the EU institutions. 

Thanks to EU funding, some trade unions and employer organisations 

were in a position to pursue some projects – above all of a diagnostic or 

analytical nature – relating to management within business entities 

(members of the Council for Social Dialogue). These to some extent 

promoted joint action and dialogue, at enterprise level, between 

superiors and subordinates. An example here might be a project in 

receipt of EU funds and implemented jointly by employers’ organisations 

(the Business Centre Club) and unions (Forum Związków Zawodowych). 

The outcome was research into the state of affairs in Poland regarding 

participation, as well as features of firms’ organisational cultures, and so 

on. However, it is hard to assess the influence of this kind of activity on 

management in practice, and not least on the scale of participation as 

such. 



 

 

The European Commission has long been promoting different forms of 

participation as a means of achieving both greater enfranchisement of 

employees and modernisation of the way in which work is organised. J. 

Summers and J. Hyman for example recall a Green Paper from 1975 on 

Employee Participation in Company Structure (COM [75] 150) (Summers 

and Hyman 2005: 13). Another Green Paper following on in 1997 

concerned Partnership for a new organisation of work, while a 1998 one 

was Modernising the organisation of work - A positive approach to 

change. In 2000, in turn, the Commission published its Communique on 

‘Government support programmes for new forms of work organisation’33. 

Participation was perceived as a means both of improving conditions of 

employment and raising the competitiveness of European firms. 

In the view of C. Gill and H. Krieger, it was first indirect participation that 

the European Commission emphasised, in the early 1970s. Only in the 

early 1990s did it turn its attention to the direct variety (Gill and Krieger 

2000: 110). 

Moreover, Council Directive 89/391/EEC on the introduction of measures 

to encourage improvements in the safety and health of workers provided 

for participation, and hence for a role for emploters and workers’ 

organisations in the programming and introduction of rules to protect 

employees. Their action could could take place on the basis of the 

principles of "information, dialogue and balanced participation" in 

processes. 
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EU regulations from this Directive recommend that managers manage in 

line with the above principles, inter alia in a Spirit of of given workplaces 

being designed and adapted in line with individual needs of employees. 

What is involved here is the adaptation of equipment, methods of 

performing tasks and achieving production. Particular attention should be 

paid to work, to reduce monotony and negative influences on health, 

while also ensuring “adaptation in line with technological progress"34. 

The Commission had its fingers in many pies that were to help with the 

modernisation of work organisation. Many undertakings in the nature of 

both research and new programmes were funded, and a major role here 

was played by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living 

and Working Conditions (the Eurofound), which conducted a series of 

studies and came out with a number of publications. Key work included 

the aforementioned research under EPOC35, as well as a series of studies 

taking the form of Company Surveys. The Commission stimulated debate, 

also seeking to build a new partnership in the name of forms of 

organisation of labour that achieved more productivity and a higher level 

of participation (European Commission, 1997). The Commission likewise 

called upon the social partners to become involved in the development of 

participation (European Commission, 1998). It initiated the March 1999 

launch of the European Work Organisation Network (EWON), which had 

as its goal the development of new forms of work organisation across the 

EU Member States (EWON, 2001; Pot at al 2017) – with this taken to 

denote a departure from a situation dominated by the Taylor Model (the 

routine pursuit of re-creative tasks commissioned from above), with a 
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https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/sites/default/files/ef_files/ewco/reports/TN0507TR01/TN0507
TR01.pdf 



 

 

view to tasks carried out being based more than before around collective 

work able to find room for principles of self-organisation (EWON36 2001). 

Studies within the DIRECT I framework 

Work carried out under the DIRECT I Project indicates that the scope of 

employee or worker participation is broadening, even as many barriers 

remain in place. As the latter may also be cultural in nature that implies 

“hard to remove”, given an origin in entrenched models of social relations 

developed over long periods. Other barriers exerting their impact reflect 

means of management, the degree to which the significance of co-

decision is appreciated, as well as the level of enfranchisement of 

employees. 

As the Report arising out of DIRECT I made clear, respondents talking 

about models of management often referred more or less directly to 

serfdom-related concepts, there being very much of a hierarchical 

structure, as well as voluntarism (a tendency for decision-making to be 

one-sided). Employees studied referred to old or new schools of 

management, with the former characterised by its directive and 

hierarchical methods, its imperiousness and distance. This kind of 

approach was still considered to shape employer-employee relationships 

at some places of work. 

At the same time, studies have shown how participation seems to be 

practised more and more often in certain sectors and types of enterprise, 

and most especially in those dependent on high technology. Participation 

– as an element of management – is more and more coming to be seen 

as a factor increasing enterprises’ levels of competitiveness. It is also 
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perceived as a source of innovation, and the better use of human capital. 

This is especially true places of work that stand out from the point of view 

of complexity, and require a certain autonomy on the part of employees 

as they engage in their activity. Research also makes it clear that 

employees – in particular of the youngest generation – anticipate being 

given some room for independent manoeuvre as they do their work, with 

respect shown to them as enfranchised workers. 

Quantitative research can only supply inconclusive results as regards the 

scale on which participation is practised. The largest study was carried 

out in 2011, on the basis of a sample of 254 enterprises37. At the same 

time, the authors made comparisons between the results obtained in 

Poland and in 10 other EU states (K. Skorupińska)38. On the scale of all the 

studied sector of the economy, participation was seen to be being 

applied in practice (in at least one of the 6 different identifiable forms) in 

79.9% of enterprises in Poland. In the EU countries studied, 82% of the 

business entities in the private and public sector were allowing 

participation. 

The co-author of the research indicated that participation was quite 

widespread, if of limited intensity. For places of work were most often 

applying just two forms of participation at the same time (Skorupińska 

2013: 323), while only 7% pursued participation in all its forms. 
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 Research carried out under a project on direct forms of worker participation in Poland as 
compared with old EU Member States entitled  Rodzaje, zasięg i ekonomiczna efektywność 
bezpośrednich form partycypacji pracowniczej in Polsce na tle starych krajów UE (and as 
financed by the Ministry of Science and Higher Education). 
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 Studies done in the years 2011-2012 r. (Łochnicka), on the basis of a sample of 58 enterprises 
based in a single voivodeship; 2007 studies on a sample of 188 enterprises in a single 
voivodeship voivodeship (Moczulska); studies from 2006 on a sample of 62 Polish enterprises 
(Piwowarczyk); research carried out in 2012-2013 by reference to a sample of 82 enterprises in 3 
voivodeships (of Lubelskie, Łódzkie and Świętokrzyskie) (Łochnicka); and work done in 2003 on a 
sample of 240 enterprises (Widerszal-Bazyl and Warszewska-Makuch). 



 

 

Participation is practised more often in the services sector than in industry 

(being at a low level in construction, for example). It was most often 

practiced in commerce (85%), in public-sector institutions (health and 

welfare, 86.4%), in firms of public utility (85.7%), and in banking and 

insurance (85.7%) (see Table). 

Participation was found to be applied most extensively among business 

entities employing between 200 and 499 employees, while achieving its 

most limited application (70.6%) in those employing more than 500. Form 

of ownership was not found to correlate with the scale of participation 

observed. 

Participatory activity was more a matter for employees operating in a 

specialist capacity, while involving operatives (those employed in 

production, distribution, transport and storage) to only a more limited 

extent. 

Employees engaging in participation were far more likely to be involved 

in activities standing out in terms of their level of complexity. Those 

employed to do more routine and repetitive activities, participated to 

only a more limited degree. 

Participation was also met with more often in entities whose requirements 

as regards qualifications were more exacting. 

The highest level of popularity from among the 6 forms of participation 

was enjoyed by the individual delegation of tasks, as followed in order by 

individual-level consultations. 



 

 

Further studies 

Similar conclusions have been arrived at through other research and 

observations. In the view of Dorota Łochnicka39, the real level of 

participation in Poland remains low, even as the accruing economic 

benefits have now been made clear. She notes how “many entrepreneurs 

concede that they prefer a centralised system of management, feeling 

that decision-making is the domain of the manager, not the employee” 

(Pałubska 2013). However, the degree to which participation is pursued 

can be seen as inadequate when set against levels in such countries as 

the USA, Japan, and states of Western Europe. ”It would seem that 

employers still fail to treat their employees as if they were sources of 

ideas potentially capable of improving the economic outcomes of firms’ 

activity” (Pałubska 2012). 

Relevant research offers results sustaining the conclusion that employees 

are not very ready or willing to concern themselves with the matters of 

their enterprises; and Polish managers are anyway not too willing to grant 

them powers of co-decision (Beck-Krala, 2008: 95). 

We also learn about the scale of participation from a series of studies 

under the heading Pracujący Polacy40. These relate to participation in the 

form of informational meetings and consultations with employees, as well 

as the influence employees are able to exert on firms’ decision-making. 

55% of employees confirm that the firms they work for organise such 

informational meetings, at which it is possible to ask questions and put 
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 Work begun in 2005 and yielded published results via Polacy pracujący 2006. It took in 1021 
adult inhabitants of Poland aged 18-65, while further research was carried out a year later. 
Kolejne badania odbyły się in następnym roku; 
http://konfederacjalewiatan.pl/upload/File/2007_09/Pracujacy%20Polacy%202007%20-
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proposals forward (Czarzasty 2009: 398.). 75% of employees declare that 

they take part in workplace-level consultations as defined broadly, even 

as they concede that these mainly concern matters of lesser significance, 

as opposed to weightier ones. This is even more true of state-run firms or 

those with a share of foreign capital, than in Poland’s private sector 

(Gardawski et al. 2010). 

46% of employees claim they have influence on decisions regarding their 

posts and work stations (Gardawski, 2007: 31). 64% in turn consider that 

their firms are in favour of freedom, originality and innovation, though 

76% feel that their place of work is in favour of subordination and the 

precise discharge of orders given. What is more, that percentage exceeds 

90% in the largest enterprises (Czarzasty 2009: 398). 

Other research by J. Gardawski – on SMEs41 – has 28% of employees 

declaring that they can influence the organisation of work where they are 

employed (Gardawski 2001: 210). At the same time, 81% of the 

employees researched felt that the participation of employees in 

management of their firm would represent a harmful influence (with 

47.5% claiming that that would “decidedly” be the case (Gardawski 

2001a). As many as 40% of employees take the same view, while 45% of 

owners think that employees take no interest in participation, or else do 

so when and if the subject matter is their own earnings or their particular 

duties. Studies show that employees in Poland are rather expecting to 

receive clear orders from their bosses, as opposed to any involvement in 

the decision-making process. 

Table 2: Employees and employers on participation in Poland (%). 
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Matters 

 Entrepreneurs on 

employees’ influence 

on decision-making 

in the firm 

Should 

have 

Actually 

do 

have 

Promotions to foreman-type 

posts 

53.4 7.0 8.8 

Layoffs of employees 32.3 6.0 15.1 

Planning production 29.8 7.0 8.8 

Decisions on directions of 

development 

27.6 4.5 5.0 

Principles of remuneration 52.7 7.1 21.3 

Workforce social matters 83.0 28.1 56.3 

H&S and working conditions 87.4 39.0 66.3 

Organising work 71.9 27.8 45.1 

Source: Gardawski J., 2001. Powracająca klasa: sektor prywatny in III 

Rzeczpospolitej, IFiS-PAN, Warsaw, p. 211. 

In turn, two of Dorota Łochnicka’s studies42 make it clear that the firms 

under study had more often put simple forms of participations43 in place, 

with there for example being regular meetings with employees (in 63.9% 
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 in the first study she obtained 58 questionnaires from enterprises operating in the voivodeship 
of Łódź; in the second there were (2012-13) questionnaires from 83 respondents in the 
voivodeships of Łódź and Lublin, as well as the more-rural Świętokrzyskie voivodeship. In the 
second case, questions i.a. concerned management attitudes to participatory management, the 
degree to which control was exercised over the completion of tasks, the inclusion of workers in 
decision-making, slogans and attitudes associated with the introduction or non-introduction of 
participatory methods and the results of any participation that had taken place. 



 

 

of cases), an expanded scope of assigned tasks (51.8%), and a rotation 

of activities associated with a given post (50.6%). In 40% of cases it was 

collective forms of participation that were practised, with examples being 

the founding of teams to resolve defined problems, or the establishment 

of project groups. Autonomous groups had been put in place in 8.4% of 

firms. 

These studies reveal that management was mainly (in 66.3% of cases) 

seeking out the opinions of employees (individually or collectively) in 

order to ensure a rise in the quality of products and services, to improve 

contacts with clients (61.4%), or to increase safety at work (54.2%). To 

only the most limited extent did participation deal with decisions 

regarding investment (26.5%). Furthermore, there were only a few 

entrepreneurs willing to assess participation in a very positive way. 

Rather, a decided majority of those asked claimed that the level of 

effectiveness was only moderate. 

As the author of the study writes, the above forms of DP do more to 

prevent monotony and boredom at work than to allow for real co-

decision. Some firms apply methods relating to the ”enrichment” of work, 

which denotes the conferment of entitlements upon workers to plan and 

direct the tasks they perform, with this also implying a raising of levels of 

responsibility (Łochnicka 2013: 163). 

Table 3: Forms of participation in Poland. 

Form of participation Share of firms applying it 

Regular meetings between 

employees and their direct superiors 

63.9 



 

 

Increasing the scope of tasks 51.8 

Rotation of activity in the post held 50.6 

Problem-solving teams 39.8 

Project groups 38.6 

Enrichment of work 36.1 

Checking the opinions of employees 21.7 

Autonomous groups 8.4 

Quality circles 3.6 

Source: Pałubska 2013, p. 164. 

It is also worth citing international studies contained in the 2017 OECD 

Employment Report (2017: 158). These relate to the quality of the 

cooperation that employee-employer relations denote. That situation was 

assessed by managers of the “senior business executive” type, and on 

that basis Poland found itself in 31st place out of 3844. 

From the point of view of the subject matter under analysis here, further 

important subject matter relates to work on employee engagement. M. 

Juchnowicz presented results of a study participated in by almost 4000 

employees of firms and organisations, among which over half perform 

specialist tasks. In that context, it was possible to regard 63% of those 

employees as engaged (given ”yes” or “rather yes” answers to 80% or 

more of the questions in the questionnaire) (2010: 58-59). In turn, for 
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2017, the international research shows a 2-percentage-point decline from 

the 2016 level (of 50%) in the share of employees capable of being seen 

as engaged. In the same period, in Europe as a whole, the share of 

employees considered engaged actually increased by 2% (Aon Report 

2018). 

Meaningful research on large samples was carried out in 2001 by J. 

Hryniewicz. This involved the attitudes of employees to the prospect of 

being able to take initiative in the place of work, as well as to styles of 

management. A decided majority of employees manifested an 

unwillingness to engage in the development of decisions, or the search 

for new methods of working. Indeed, quite large percentages of 

employees had in fact reacted with reserve when managers had 

encouraged them to show initiative (Hryniewicz 2012:88). 60% of those 

studied (among both management and subordinates) stated that 

employees avoid taking on responsibility, with almost 50% concurring 

that employees react with a lack of willingness when managers 

encourage imitative (2007: 134). Moreover, almost 65% of respondents 

would prefer to have a boss who says exactly what should be done, and 

makes no demands when it comes to employees expressing their own 

opinions (Hryniewicz 2007: 136). 

A lack of interest in engagement or readiness to engage has both its 

intellectual and behavioural sides (2012: 89). The author of the research 

advances two explanation for this – in some measure this may reflect 

experience with an authoritarian style of management on the part of 

managers. Indeed this is true of 17–18% of managers (2007: 164)45. But 
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this is not the only source of a lack of willingness and it is one that can 

only impact upon a small group of employees. Research failed to find a 

direct, statistically significant relationship between experience with a 

particular style of management and a readiness to play an active part in 

decision-making. 

Studies by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 

Working (the Eurofound) 

Further key data worth taking account of are to be found in the Third 

European Company Survey 2015, which was carried out by the 

aforementioned Eurofound with the benefit of EU funding.46 The research 

results reveal that the prevalent type of participation in Polish firms and 

organisations is that pursued at a lower level of intensity, especially when 

set against the situation in other EU Member States. Only Italy and 

Portugal have lower levels of participation of the most-advanced type. 

Some 30% of firms and organisations engage in this here (Eurofound 

2015a: 41), while in Scandinavia the situation is quite different, with 

Sweden reporting a figure of 80%. Czechia also stands out for its rather 

high level (of almost 60%). 

It is worth looking at other research on participation done by the 

Eurofound47. This points to Poland also having a low placing among EU 

Member States. Where here the most intensive form of participation is 

present among less than 50% of firms and organisations, only two out of 

                                                                                                                                                                             
justifying”. 17% of top managers are very much inclined to show off their position in authority 
more often than they need, while 23% operate in such a way as to discourage employees from 
seeking out better methods of working as they advance their own ideas (Hryniewicz 2007: 164). 
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 Respondents were more than 30,000 managers from across the EU Member States. 
47

 Produced using a sample of over 24,000 entities and almost 7000 managers and employees in 
all 29 states of the EU (Third European Company Survey – Overview Report: Workplace practices – 
Patterns, performance and well-being). 



 

 

the 29 states have similar or worse results (Eurofound 2015b: 94). The 

study authors note that, other than those in Bulgaria, Polish managers are 

the ones least inclined to see positive aspects of participation, such as an 

influence in increasing competitiveness, reducing staff turnover and so on 

(Eurofound 2015b: 90). 

In the 2020 Eurofound Report there is an analysis of empirical data from 5 

years earlier48 indicating that organisations in which the engagement of 

employees is on a high level are the ones enjoying greater success in 

obtaining good outcomes from work done – as opposed to the work done 

in organisations manifesting a lower level of engagement (Eurofound 

2020). The Report shows that there is a marked contrast across Europe in 

terms of numbers employed in organisations showing a high or limited 

degree of engagement (wykres). In the Nordic countries the share of 

employees working in organisations characterised by a high level of 

engagement is twice as high as that in organisations featuring a low 

level. 

Away from Scandinavia there is only a small number of other countries 

identified as having more people working in organisations showing a high 

level of engagement. These are Belgium, Estonia, France, Ireland, 

Luxembourg, Malta, The Netherlands and the UK. On the other hand, 

more than half of all employees in Cyprus, Greece and Portugal are 

employed in organisations characterized by a low level of engagement. 

Analyses for Poland show that almost 40% of people work in 
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organisations in which the level of engagement is low, while high 

engagement characterises some 20 % (Eurofound 2020:8). 

Fig.4 Percentage of employees in high- and low-engagement 

organisations, in the EU, Norway and the UK as of 2015. 

Source: Eurofound. 2020. How does employee involvement in decision-

making benefit organisations?, European Working Conditions Survey 2015 

series, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg; 

http://eurofound.link/ef19006) 

The stances of the social partners 

It is hard to achieve a precise analysis of the stances taken by the social 

partners (unions and employers) where participation is concerned This is 

all the more true given the lack of formalisation (or institutionalisation) of 

relevant positions – e.g. in the form of either declarations or publications 



 

 

of an analytical nature. Matters of participation are not the subject of 

collective agreements. 

Introduction in practice is dependent on solutions that given places of 

work adopt, including when it comes to the culture of organisation or 

prevailing methods of management (i.a. the degree to which managers 

rely upon a participatory management model). 

On the other hand, it is typical for partners to react positively to the word 

“participation”. They are very much inclined to associate it with influence 

on the part of their organisations, when it comes to the operations 

ongoing at the place of work. 

Perceptions in regard to participation are arrived at following the 

negotiation of certain barriers that hamper introduction into practice. 

Union activists are inclined to point to middle-managers as particularly 

regular blockers of participation, with their lack of readiness or even 

willingness deemed to reflect fears of loss of position or prestige. The 

fear seems to be that the expectations of subordinates (e.g. as regards 

higher earnings and promotions) may rapidly “get out of hand”. 

equally, representatives of employers’ organisations are seen to be under 

the influence of publications on management that stress the significance 

of managers pursuing a policy of inclusion in regard to their subordinates, 

delegating various tasks, and so on. They are also usually aware of 

cultural limitations, with this ensuring that it can be hard – or even risky – 

to put participation into practice. 

  



 

 

Chapter IV 

The analysis presented below relates to two sectors of the economy, i.e. 

telecommunications and the motor industry. These will here be the 

subject of a characterisation regarding industrial relations and 

participation mechanisms, by reference to desk research, mainly, but also 

qualitative study taking the form of extended interviewing. 

1. The motor-industry sector 

This sector of the economy represents one of the major branches of 

industry present in Poland, from the points of view of employment, sold 

output (9.5% of the total), and exports (accounting for 14% of the total 

value). As of 2018, the numbers of people employed in making all types 

of car was 213,700. As the trade in cars employs 295,300, this is 7.4% of 

the entire industrial workforce in Poland (PZPM 2021: 228, 236, 242). 

A large part of the cars produced in the country in fact go for sale on 

European markets. It is thus possible to claim that the Polish car industry 

does form part of the European motor sector. However, it needs to be 

noted that the share of car production that takes place in Poland has 

been in decline for many years now (though in this context it is important 

to realise that the car-parts sector needs to be considered quite 

separately – with more on this topic to be found further on in this 

chapter). 

In Poland, car production continued to increase through to 2008. In that 

year, the number of passenger vehicles coming off the production line 

was 841,100 (PAIZ 2010). In the years after that, production went into 

decline. While some 434,700 cars were produced as of 2019, just 279,000 

came out in 2020 (see Table below) (PZPM/GUS 2021). A considerable 



 

 

(35%) decline in car production took place in 2020 as compared with 

2019. Only much more limited falls in production were to be noted in 

neighbouring countries (PZPM 2021:) 

A major decline in output has occurred in the factory of the FIAT Chrysler 

Group – in fact by as much as a third, to 174,000 vehicles. In turn, the 

Opel factory in Gliwice49 was – as of 2020 – producing only 50% of what 

had been rolled out there a year early – 46,400 cars. And that was just a 

quarter of the level achieved in the record year of 2016 (Kublik 2021). In 

November 2021, there was a cessation of production of the Astra, and 

hence an actual shutdown of the plant making passenger vehicles (given 

that the manufacture of next-generation models has shifted back to a 

German factory) (Kublik 2021a). 

Fig.5. Production of motor vehicles in Poland in the years 2000-2020, in 

‘000 vehicles. 
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 Brought into operation in 1998 - https://wyborcza.biz/biznes/7,177151,27829888,ostatnie-dni-opla-astra-z-gliwic-
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Source: PZPM/GUS 

In 2018, revenue accruing to Poland’s producers of cars of all types 

reached 38.5 bn euros (from the manufacture of vehicles and parts and 

accessories, the sale of cars and associated services). In contrast, the 

revenue of firms dealing with trade in cars, parts and accessories, as well 

as repairs, was of 49.1 bn (PZPM 2021:228). 

In Poland, a rather large scale of activity has been reached by the 

branches involved in the manufacture of component parts and assembly 

sub-systems, as well as accessories (where this is also taken to include 

tyres, glass for windscreens, etc., batteries, engines, electrical or 

electronic fittings and mechanical parts of engines). Considerable 

investment continues to be sunk into the branch, even though Poland has 

recently lost out to the Czech Republic as a regional leader in this field 

(PZPM 2020: 190). 
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Fig. 6. Revenue of motor-industry firms in selected CEECs as of 2018 (in 

EUR bn). 

 

Source: PZPM 2021:256. 

Historically, it was Italy’s Fiat concern that proved of key significance to 

Poland’s motor industry. The Polish government actually entered into 

cooperation with it in 1921, when a foundation stone for a Warsaw 

factory was first laid. Significantly, this was actually the Italian firm’s first 

foreign venture taking such concrete form. In turn, in the post-War 

environment (in 1967), the authorities embarked upon a venture to have 

Italian-designed cars made under licence (notably the Polski Fiat 125p)50. 

From 1975 on, the plant in Tychy, Silesia, was involved in the manufacture 
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of the economical maluch (“small car”) so significant in Polish culture and 

famed for its rather economical running51. 

The actual firm engaged in production here went by the name Fabryka 

Samochodów Małolitrażowych (FSM), as based in the aforementioned 

Tychy. This activity continued through to 22nd September 2000, and 

overall entailed the manufacture of more than 2 million of the cars52. In 

contrast, the Warsaw version of Fabryka Samochodów Osobowych made 

FIAT 125p cars through to 1991 only. 

In the period following the collapse of the communist system (Polish 

People’s Republic), FSM was acquired by the Fiat Group53 (with a 90% 

shareholding) – in 1992. The result of the transaction was the emergence 

as main firm of Fiat Auto Poland SA, the date of this event being 16th 

October 199254. The Italian group took on all of the foreign debt of the 

old FSM (NIK, 22). 

At the moment of sale, the company produced 262,000 cars a year. 

Production rose thereafter (peaking at 344,000 in 1999), but there was 

then a fall in the years 2001-2003. A further rise to 606,000 as of 2006 

then took place, before a renewed decline set in. 

It is worth noting here how the FIAT Group changed its form of 

organisation as a reflection of its mergers with other firms. From 2020 on, 

it went by the name of Grupa FCA Poland (Fiat Chrysler Automobiles, with 

this reflecting a takeover by the American firm Chrysler). In January 2021, 

the group changed its name to Grupa Stellantis (thanks to a merger with 

                                                           
51

 Bielsko-Biała is the city in which the engines for these cars are produced.  
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 https://tychy.naszemiasto.pl/tyski-zaklad-fiata-ma-35-lat/ar/c4-579180 
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 Auto S.p.A (Turin) 
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 Also coming into being was the company Teksid Poland SA (przedsiębiorstwo odlewnicze) – with its set in Bielsko-
Biała. A third company was Magneti Marelli Poland SA (an enterprise making car parts) – with its seat w Sosnowiec. 



 

 

the Peugeot Group). It includes a number of independents responsible for 

different aspects of the production process, for organisation, sales and so 

on. The Group has three manufacturing sites: the Tychy Plant (car 

assembly), FCA Powertrain Poland (Bielsko-Biała, engine-making) and 

Teksid Iron Poland (Skoczów, iron casting)55. 

x 

In the 1990s, apart from at FIAT, it was assembly plants that mainly came 

into existence in the car industry, with these being organised by the major 

global concerns. They made it possible for the duties imposed on ready-

made cars to be avoided. Vehicles were then being put together by the 

largest concerns making both passenger cars and supply vehicles, inter 

alia Ford and Volkswagen (making Skoda and Seat models). However, car 

factories also came into existence in the cases of Opel (at Gliwice), and 

Volkswagen (in Poznań). In 1993, an assembly plant of the latter also 

started up. 

Labour relations 

The sector manufacturing cars includes many plants operating on a large 

scale; though there are also certain smaller entities, mainly engaged in 

the production of car parts. The sector also includes a network of car 

dealerships – usually assignable to the SME category. In the large plants, 

the prevalent form of employment is the full-time Contract of 

Employment, binding for an indefinite period. In contrast, at least some 

plants also employees temporary workers, with this happening for 

example at FIAT, as well as Volkswagen Poznań to a more limited degree. 
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This reflects variability of demand on the market. Firms also resort to 

outsourcing. 

There is a high level of unionisation in the large post-communist plants, 

as well as those founded by the large global concerns. Within these 

places of work it is mostly the so-called “representative unions” that 

predominate, though smaller ones also operate sometimes. The level of 

union membership overall can be estimated at 50%. 

The highest levels of union membership are to be found at the 

Volkswagen Poznań plant, with the 2021 figure for this being around 60% 

of those working there (9500 employees, meaning ca. 6200 in unions). 

The situation in the firm is quite specific, given the domination of NSZZ 

Solidarność – which had even more members in earlier years. However, 

layoffs took place in 2020, due to the pandemic, with around 1000 people 

losing their jobs for this reason, or in line with progressing automation at 

the plant. At the Welding Plant, a second union made its appearance in 

2017, this being Inicjatywa pracownicza. Through to the present time, the 

level of membership remains low. 

In the case of FIAT Group, the level of unionisation is at around 40% of 

those employed56. 7 unions there are parties to collective labour 

agreements57. Even as the unions with the greatest numbers of members 

are OPZZ (the professional union of engineers and technicians) and the 

well-known Solidarność, other organisations are also operating – e.g. the 

free union Zawodowy Sierpień’80, which brings together 800 employees 

(15% of the factory workforce at FIAT, alongside a group of units 
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 The estimation of the level of unionisation comes from Stanisław Młynarczyk, former head of the OPZZ Union at 
Fiat Auto Poland Bielsko-Biała (1986-2019), and Chair of the Silesian District of Federacja Związków Zawodowych 
Metalowców i Hutników in Poland (the Association bringing together firms in metallurgy in general). 
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 Information: Franciszek Gierat, Chair of WZZ, August 1980. 



 

 

dependent on it). Moreover, there are also smaller unions, like the 

Christian Solidarność named after Father J. Popiełuszko, and the 

aforesaid OPZZ58. 

Opel Manufacturing Poland59 was operating in the years through to 2021 

(as the beginning of that year saw it incorporated into the Stellantis 

Group). In that period, the maximum level of union membership achieved 

was around 40%. The biggest player was NSZZ "Solidarność"60, which 

accounted for over 30% of those in employment. At the beginning of 

2021, 600 among the 1500 still employed were in that union61. In turn, at 

OMP Gliwice a second smaller union was also operating, i.e. WZZ 

Sierpnień’80. 

Among the producers of car components, there are unions in operation in 

the large plants. Thus, at Valeo Lighing System in Chrzanów (where over 

2500 are employed), the one trade union is NSZZ Solidarność – to which 

around 40% of employees belong (as they work to make car lights). A 

more differentiated situation applies to the producers of components 

linked to FIAT. More unions operate there. In turn, at ASK Poland62, which 

employs 960, there are 2 unions, i.e. Solidarność – accounting for about 

30% of employees, and OPZZ (Metalworkers) – accounting for some 40%. 
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 The new owner of Opel at the Gliwice factory creates a new manufacturing entity called PSA Manufacturing Poland 
(PSA MP). The level of union membership there is at just a few per cent, even as – at April 2021 – the workforce 
numbered less  than 100 employees). 
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 http://www.solidarnosc-opel.pl/news.php 
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 The estimate made by Deputy Chair Franciszek Szymura,   tel. 530 993 103 
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 ASK Poland is an automotive-branch firm with its seat in Bielsko– Biała, as operating on the Polish market since 
1997. It includes Japan’s JVC Kenwood Group, as a leader where audio-video equipment and programming is 
concerned. ASK Poland specialises in manufacturing electronics, supplying high-quality audio systems (speakers, sub-
woofers and audio amplifiers), as well as antenna systems for cars of such brands as VW, Mercedes, Fiat, Audi, 
Porsche, BMW, Suzuki, Peugeot, Citroen, Nissan, Renault, BMW, and many others. 



 

 

Activities of the social partners at branch level 

The carmaking branch has large unions operating within it that thus have 

structures extending beyond individual plants. There are also sectoral 

organisations representing employers. The two largest unions have a 

structure extending beyond plants in the motor industry. NSZZ 

Solidarność has a National Motor Industry Section (Krajowa Sekcja 

Przemysłu Motoryzacyjnego) that forms part of an even larger structure 

called the Sekretariat Metalowców (for those working with metals in 

general). In contrast, the structures of the second union – OPZZ – sees 

unions in the motor sector brought together, again in a Federation 

encompassing those who work with metals – i.e. Federacja Związków 

Zawodowych Metalowców i Hutników63. 

The motor-industry sector has several organisations operating within it, 

including the Employers’ Association64 called Polski Związek Przemysłu 

Motoryzacyjnego (PZPM)65, as well as the Association of Pracodawcy 

Motoryzacji i Artykułów Przemysłowych 66 (a member of the so-called 

Lewiatan Confederation that brings together manufacturers involved in 

carmaking, but also the production of industrial articles more widely)67. 

The latter organisation in fact brings together all of the producers of 

passenger and commercial vehicles68, though some of the firms involved 
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 http://federacja-metalowcy.org.pl/nj/ 
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 Marcin Witaszek, PZPM – 795 143 793 – legal counsellor  
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 Związek Pracodawców Motoryzacji i Artykułów Przemysłowych (Lewiatan Confederation), Agnieszką Szpoton at tel. 
+48 607 122 011, biuro@zwmotoryzacja.pl 
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http://konfederacjalewiatan.pl/o_nas/czlonkowie/zwiazki_branzowe/zwiazek_pracodawcow_motoryzacji_i_artykulo
w_przemy 
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 There is also an Association for Distributors and Producers of Car Parts, chaired by Alfred Franke: http://sdcm.pl/o-

nas/ 



 

 

in fact have memberships in more than one organisation. However, one 

firm withdrew, and now acts within the framework of employer 

organisations operating at the level of Europe as a whole. 

The organisations in question do not deal with the fundamental subject 

matter of relations at work (e.g. the way in which work is configured), and 

they do not pursue negotiations with the trade unions. Rather, they tend 

to tackle matters important from the point of view of their firms’ 

operations on the Polish market, not least when it comes to adjustments 

to relevant EU law, e.g. as regards compliance with standards at the time 

of registration, life-cycle and recycling, and the gathering of data on the 

state of development of the sector (as regards first registrations, levels of 

production and so on). 

The Employers’ Association has sought to tackle the education issue, e.g. 

vocational education to meet the needs of the industry. It argues in 

favour of the development of vocational schools (even as a general 

educational model prevails in Poland). Research was thus done to 

determine how vocational schools were perceived by pupils’ parents69. 

There was also partnership in a project aimed at matching the 

educational system to the needs of the motor industry70. There is a plan 

to establish a Council for Competences in the Motor-Industry Sector (with 

account taken of electromobility), the aim being for this to serve as 

platform for information exchange between schools and non-formal 

education, as well as entrepreneurs. The Council will build a partnership 
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between enterprises and labour-market institutions, with the aim of the 

latter offering its good offices when it comes to mediation, as well as 

professional advisory services. Data will be collected on the sector’s 

needs when it comes to requalification and upskilling, with those needs of 

course being diagnosed as a second stage. 

As was noted above, this branch’s social partners do not conclude 

collective agreements in the way that certain other branches do. In this 

connection, the branch structure of the main unions is not active at 

sectoral level, and no agreements are reached with employers’ 

organisations when it comes to labour relations. The most important 

activity in this sphere thus takes place at plant level. 

Cooperation between unions and employers does nevertheless arise 

sporadically. So it was that joint efforts were made to set up a so-called 

tripartite branch team for the motor industry. This was to operate within 

the framework of Poland’s Rada Dialogu Społecznego or Council for 

Social Dialogue, where this body brings the government together with 

representatives of unions and employers. 

The Council adopted a Resolution from 2016 to set up a team of the 

above profile, in what has been a strange situation for several years now, 

given that both unions and employers would like to avail of this 

opportunity, while it is apparently the government that does not want to 

do so. Furthermore, the obstruction is not so much one at the political 

level as at the official (Ministerial) level. ”Perhaps there are some there 

who fear that lobbyists will come along and get the problems solved”, 



 

 

said Grzegorz Pietrzykowski, Chair of the National (Motor Industry) 

Section of NSZZ Solidarność 71. 

Pietrzykowski indicates that unions and employers agree on what should 

be discussed – which is to say the technological change anticipated in the 

sector as electromobility grows more popular; as well as the forms of 

employment firms in the motor industry are going to be applying. 

The social partners agree that the introduction of new technologies of 

production will induce change in the sector. There is far-reaching 

automation (robotisation) already, with this often leading to declines in 

employment. In contrast, the situation is changed further by the more 

and more widespread status of electric vehicles. The construction of 

these is such as to end the need for many of the car parts that are used 

at present, not least crankshafts and gearboxes. “We want to talk with 

the government, in order to learn what threats may be looming. We are 

relying on there being support in the event of a reduction in employment. 

The authorities should be offering sums of money to allow people to 

upskill, upgrade their qualifications, move from job to job and so on”, 

says Grzegorz Pietrzykowski. 

A second subject of dialogue relates to forms of employment in the 

sector. Firms apply various different (”atypical”) forms, including with 

people from “temp” agencies. The unions rely on the motor-industry firms 

maintaining worthwhile places of work, which implies a limitation of the 

advantage being taken of temps. 

Unions and employers do act together, in particular when problems 

emerge ad hoc. This is sometimes triggered where a new legislative 

                                                           
71

 http://www.sekretariatmetalowcow.pl/krajowe-sekcje/przemyslu-motoryzacyjnego/kontakt/ 



 

 

proposal emanates from government. The partners may in fact make 

joint approaches over matters relevant to car producers. A case in point 

has been the effort to ensure government agreement to an extension of 

the period in force of EURO 6 (on permissible emissions from cars). If new 

standards are ushered in, there is always a danger of producers or sellers 

of cars being left with a pool of vehicles they are unable to sell. 

Collective agreements are concluded at the level of individual plants, 

mainly on pay. At Volkswagen Poznań, an agreement of this kind was 

entered into from almost the moment the concern’s factory came into 

existence. The date was 1994, and the main context related to pay issues, 

not least a Christmas Bonus equal to 70% of the wage gross, and a 

Holiday Bonus equal to one extra wage gross. However, the agreement 

also deals with retirement-pension solutions. The unions agreed with 

authorities at the firm that the government’s PPK (Pracownicze Plany 

Kapitałowe or Capital Plans for Employees) Programme would not be 

brought in. Instead, the firm offered staff a separate retirement 

programme of its own that it had developed. Under that, the employer 

undertakes to pay insurance contributions in respect of pensions in their 

entirety, at a level of 3.5% of the level of pay gross. 

The Opel Plants (OMP Gliwice) have also concluded no collective labour 

agreement, though NSZZ Solidarność did initiate talks on the concluding of 

such a deal 20 years ago. Union Rep Mariusz KRÓL cites as a cause the 

anomalies present in the Labour Code, given that the latter obliges 

employers to negotiate with unions over the conclusion of agreements, 

even as it does not actually require that such collective agreements 

actually be concluded! The relevant provisions are in Art. 241[2], para. 3. 

M. Król also notes the curiosity whereby an enterprise in operation since 



 

 

1998 has never had any regulation concerning remuneration, even though 

Art. 77[2] of the Labour Code provides that there should be such a thing. 

Its place is in part taken by so-called understandings as regards pay, these 

being entered into by both the employer and the unions. But no specific 

“remuneration regulation” was ever arrived at, or even established 

(despite this having been recommended many times by the State Labour 

Inspectorate). 

Likewise PSA Manufacturing Poland (PSA MP) has lacked a collective labour 

agreement, even though the employer did adopt a regulation on 

remuneration (on 16.10.2018). However, this came about by way of a 

unilateral decision on the part of the firm’s authorities, just a day after the 

company was registered in the Polish KRS system72. At that time, the 

company had still not taken on anybody on Contract of Employment. A 

manoeuvre of this kind allowed the employer to sidestep the obligation for 

a remuneration regulation (or for that matter work in general) to be 

agreed upon. At that time, the plant was still free of any union 

involvement. 

It was thus in the absence of unions that the employer laid down a work 

regulation (which inter alia introduced a balanced system of working time 

in production-related posts, while also allowing the employer to extend the 

settlement period to 12 months arbitrarily). In a similar way, it also 

introduced a regulation on pay, inter alia providing for discretion in regard 

to practically every component of remuneration. 

It was only in March 2021 that unions were able to agree on the rules 

governing the payment of two one-off bonus payments, as well as entering 
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into a pay agreement in respect of the years 2021-23. The wording here is 

almost identical to that in the binding agreement in place at OMP Gliwice. 

This accord or understanding is important enough to both sides that the 

employer undermines the union concept, so that its new firm PSA MP might 

take on employees from OMP Gliwice by way of Art. 23[1] of the Labour 

Code (with the new firm coming into being at OMP Gliwice). The above 

question from 2019 remains the subject of a legal dispute between the 

parties. 

Valeo Lighing System (in Chrzanów) has a plant at which different kinds 

of collective agreements are in place. Instruments of the same kind have 

also been concluded in companies associated with FIAT Group. In 

contrast, ASK Poland lacks a collective agreement. 

Works Councils. There are certain large plants in which Works Councils 

have not been founded and convened. Neither Fiat Group nor 

Volkswagen have them. Furthermore, unions seem to feel that there is no 

interest among employees in a further organ to represent them coming 

into being. They themselves do not initiate efforts to have the Councils 

established, and they see no signs of bottom-up initiatives of this kind 

emerging among employees. Equally, at Valeo Lighting System (in 

Chrzanów), there had been such a Council in the past, but sitting on that 

were the same individuals as were associated with the unions. That 

Council convened with its representatives just once a year, the point 

being for plans for the firm’s development to be presented. The 

respondent was of the view that the importance of Works Councils had 

thus been marginalised, given that the unions had greater entitlements, 



 

 

and the people involved belonged to them anyway. However, there is now 

a Works Council in operation at ASK Poland. 

OMP Gliwice has also had a Works Council in operation, and indeed one 

called into being back in 1996. Again, the consecutive terms of office there 

have almost entirely involved members of NSZZ Solidarność (in 6 cases out 

of 7). In turn, PSA MP has thus far seen no initiative taken to set up a 

Council. 

M. Król shows how recent years have brought co-decision opportunities 

when it comes to the organisation of work at OMP Gliwice, but these have 

remained confined to the statutory minimum. The situation involved here 

was in large measure the result of a court dispute erupting between the 

Council and the employer. The former had straightforwardly accused the 

latter of failing to respect an accord concerning cooperation. In the first 

instance, the court73 issued a judgment favourable to the Council, holding 

that the employer had to make defined information available to it. However, 

the employer appealed, and the District Court (of Appeal) in Gliwice ruled 

on February 7th 2012 that the dispute was no longer a valid consideration – 

given that the term in office of the Council that had embarked upon the 

proceedings had elapsed. 

M. Król shows that (given the interminable nature of proceedings), action in 

court is in practice a factor paralysing any attempt by Councils to ensure the 

exercise of rights set out in the Act on Work Councils. Ultimately, then, the 

role of the Councils is largely an ”on paper” one. 

Moreover, in Opel’s case, a matter of very great significance when it 

comes to union activity is active participation at the forum of the European 
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Works Council on the part of both Opel/Vauxhall and PSA. The framework 

agreement drawn up there, and relevant rules, have been influencing the 

solutions applied at local level. Thanks to this – as M. Król says – talks do 

not start from scratch (and are often not able to lead to any rounding-

down). 

xxx 

The social partners at sectoral level do not act jointly in the interests of 

direct participation, and unions and employers have not been able to 

reach agreement on this, either verbal or formalised on paper. Thus each 

firm establishes its own standards as regards the culture of organisation. 

In the view of G. Pietrzykowski, participation in the motor industry is 

hampered by the specific nature of work in the branch. This reflects a 

well-developed regime that dictates pace and rhythm on the assembly 

line. Activities employees engage in are thus very repetitive, and there 

are attendant risks that injuries and harm will be sustained, while 

psychologically employees may come to the conclusion – in a sense 

correctly – that they are just cogs in a giant industrial machine. 

Bosses do not have too many occasion to interact with subordinates. 

There are many standardised elements of work set out in a variety of 

different regulations. There are also many contexts in which unions 

represent employees, e.g. as favourable solutions on working time, 

training and so on are being sought. Equally, when it comes to 

communication up and down this hierarchy what are mainly visible are 

traditional forms (i.e. plant-level news-sheets and information boards), 

even as electronic media are coming to be of ever-greater significance. 



 

 

Technological and organisational change and the dynamics to 

participation 

Employees and bosses are usually aware of the influence new technology 

will have on the organisation of work, as well as on (reduced) levels of 

employment. International studies show how, in this industry, around 47% 

of all posts (spread among various different types) are threatened with 

loss, as different elements of computerisation are brought into 

manufacturing processes. Among aspects involved here are more-

advanced forms of production, robotics, new materials, progressing 

digitalisation, AI and product innovation. Automation processes are most 

likely to affect posts at which qualifications are only on a low or medium 

level (ILO 2020:28). 

In many motor-industry plants operating in Poland there is a “continuous 

innovation process” in place, by which new technologies are introduced. 

Often in place here is a principle by which 5% savings should be achieved 

each year. This ensures a slimming-down or delayering, with effort made 

to optimise costs and processes. Robots are brought on to the production 

line, but also ”co-bots”, i.e. those that can work alongside people on such 

a line. In the opinion of one manager, robotisation is a standard matter in 

the motor industry, being seen as the only way forward for the branch, by 

which it can develop further. 

Indeed, automation has also been ongoing in the branch’s smaller firms. 

An example might be the Sulechów-based enterprise MB Pneumatyka, a 

leader on the market for the manufacture of braking systems and 

suspensions for motor vehicles weighing more than 3.5t. That firm 

employees 80 people. Over 5 years, it has introduced many forms of new 



 

 

technology, e.g. measuring machines that have entirely displaced human 

employees. The halls in which products are packed have also been 

automated. 

The introduction of new technologies in firms has had an influence on 

their organisational structure, on the situations employees face, and on 

the way in which the latter carry out their tasks at work74. Post-1990, 

major reductions in levels of employment ensued, with this also being a 

consequence of changes on the market for motor vehicles as such. This 

therefore included change in demand for different categories of vehicle; 

and for this very reason certain car plants in operation pre-1990 headed 

for bankruptcy. The most spectacular case was the collapse of the 

aforementioned Fabryki Samochodów Osobowych (FSO), based at Żerań 

in Warsaw. The firm had entered into an alliance with different producers, 

but the ultimate effect was for it to go off the market. 

Major technological change has come to the FIAT plants located in 

Poland, with this change in particular characterising the years since 2002. 

Welding robots have been introduced (into the manufacturing process for 

the Punto), and this is of course at the expense of the manual work done 

previously. 

Employees harbour various opinions on participation in the circumstances 

of the implementation and operation of technologies automating 

different aspects of the production process. A respondent from Grupa 

FCA Poland (i.e. Fiat Chrysler Automobiles) 75 indicates that there is no 
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high level of participation of employees in the processes by which new 

technologies are introduced, even on an everyday basis. Bosses shape 

the attitude here, with it being suggested to employees that they are 

simply there to carry out tasks or activities assigned to them, while those 

above them take the decisions. An example given by respondents 

concerns the way in which even the employees’ representatives – from 

the trade unions – are (too) late in learning that important decisions have 

been taken, including in key matters like the organisation of downtime. 

Directors sometimes suggest that they do not know the answers 

themselves, but employees certainly do not find out. One said: ”it would 

be good if we could at least find out before journalists do“. 

The respondent adds that the priority for management is saving money, 

with this being a goal pursued – literally – “at all costs”. Thus there is no 

consultation even when a decision is taken to reduce the temperature in 

the assembly hall. “It is possible to come away with the impression that 

middle managers are motivated to impose both burdensome 

requirements and work beyond what is reasonable on their subordinates. 

For their part, employees seem disinclined to reveal certain things, out of 

fear for the consequences. A direct superior may dispatch a troublesome 

subordinate to do some more difficult task, and even a foreman can be 

demoted to a lower position in the hierarchy, as and when he or she 

raises matters that management do not want mentioned”. Employees are 

also afraid of matters being directed to Repo units. There have been 

cases in which a boss rather rapidly gets to hear of complaints that have 

been lodged – with things not ending well for those submitting them. 
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Unions strive to protect employees from bosses whose behaviour 

becomes too capricious and fails a due level of respect. But this does not 

always emerge as effective, as a case must sooner or later come into 

focus at the level of the given employee, meaning that this person is 

identified – with all the negative consequences that might entail. 

One respondent adds that the atmosphere at the plant has worsened in 

recent years. Some employees of greater seniority (in terms of years of 

work put in) may have fraught relations with younger managers. The 

latter “may have cut their teeth in different plants in different countries, 

and they often show such zeal that they fail to grasp the human 

dimension to the work”. 

The nature of work done has its influence on just how intensive 

participation will prove to be. Factory labour often means an operating 

system involving a moving assembly line. Most aspects to such jobs then 

gain description in working regulations. 

Forms of participation at the FCA Group 

The Tychy-based plant of FCA has a system of participation based around 

”collaborative manufacturing”, as well as the concept known as “World 

Class Manufacturing” (WCM). This attaches key importance to each 

individual person, as well as his or her role and influence in generating 

value for a firm. 

One form of participation is a system allowing employees to come up 

with innovations. These may relate to a streamlined organisation of work, 

or the manufacturing of new products, to installations, and so on. 

However, the system in question has become highly formalised. There is, 

for example, a requirement introduced that employees should announce 



 

 

25 innovations (instances of the so-called Kaizen) each year. One 

employee noted how such a principle had ceased to work pro-innovation, 

as employees simply felt forced into action. The worker interviewed 

noted, fairly obviously that “employees would prefer it if these arose out 

of real initiative and creativity”. Indeed, personnel ”have put forward 

various innovations, ranging from the serious ones that would really do 

something to make work more efficient, through to quite vacuous ones. 

For example, some proposed that a ballpoint pen be supplied to every 

work station, with being followed up by the idea that each pen should be 

put on a small chain”… 

A further person interviewed expressed the conviction that such a system 

proves especially wearing and unpopular among older, more-seasoned 

employees. “Things are rather different with the younger generation, as 

they are starting to sense an opportunity to do something to improve the 

work place, e.g. by way of ergonomics”. 

Bogusław Klimczak, an assembly-division foreman in the years 1987-2006, 

describes a major innovation put forward by employees around the year 

2009. This followed the introduction for production of the Ford K 

alongside the Model 500. The solutions arrived at were such that they 

posed a risk of a mistake being made as one or the other model was 

assembled. Employees put forward an idea to counteract that possibility, 

thinking up a scheme whereby a sensor would be installed, and 

programming introduced to signal where assembly into the wrong model 

had taken place. Moreover, the effect has been to ensure that no 

element goes forward on to the automated line in such a way that 

assembly is left as impossible. 



 

 

Bosses are most interested in participation where Health and Safety is 

concerned. The aim here is to reduce numbers of accidents (given that 

these give rise to stoppages, threaten productivity, lower quality, and so 

on). In contrast, employees do not go into certain matters at all, with 

examples being the working time that has been formalised (at 7 hours,10 

minutes plus breaks). 

Participation among employees dealing with production fails to find 

reflection in the founding of Project Teams – and even where these are 

occasionally established it is a representative of the employer that 

determines the makeup of these teams. New pay structure has been 

linked to this participation. 

Among forms of participation in regard to communication, employees 

inter alia refer to a radio station that operates during breaks, as well as 

plant-related gadgets. One employees says that certain Directors make 

use of individualised information channels, tending to telephone certain 

employees with a request that they pass information on. Trade-union reps 

call meetings of members, and often find themselves with a role in 

passing on information. They participate at sittings of so-called 

Consultation Commissions made up of representatives of firms’ 

management. 

One respondent recognised that: ”the future when it comes to 

communication may well involve online questionnaires, opinion-

expressing, and therefore multimedia; easy employee access to union 

pages, with a chance to have a say and express opinions and with 

discreet submission of requests for legal assistance a possibility”. 



 

 

Employees may participate in workshops on the processes by which 

technology can be improved. There is discussion of their suggestions for 

joint development of production-related solutions, as well as the use of 

new technologies, and technological change in general. 

The humanisation of labour 

As regards action in support of the humanisation of labour, the social 

partners are not involved in any coordinated interaction, at the levels of 

either the sector or the individual place or work. Interviews with 

employees make it clear that humanisation is often associated with: 

 safety at work and the prevention of accidents; 

 combating monotony, 

 care being taken to ensure work stations are organised in line with 

ergonomic principles, 

 the prevention of occupational diseases, e.g. as a consequence of the 

positioning of the body as work is done (for example where car 

components are installed by people needing to keep their hands in the air 

for a long time, or to bend over), 

 efforts to ensure work-life balance, especially as regards family and 

child-rearing duties. 

The humanisation of work is also associated with employers offering 

fringe benefits (e.g. supplementary health insurance, and even at times 

the funding of health centres in the place of work; and the part-financing 

of cards that grant access to sporting facilities. 

At Volkswagen Poznań, the head of NSZZ ”Solidarność” points to actions 

aimed at humanisation that inter alia curtail negative aspects of the 

assembly-line work for example denoting a monotonous pace. Unions 



 

 

seek to achieve the kind of regulation of assembly-line speed that allows 

workers to perform an allocated activity without having to “run”. A great 

deal of action is taken in an ergonomic context, denoting a development 

of employee-friendly places in which to work. The task is further to ensure 

that activities do not require a non-natural body position, such as one 

involving unsafe bending. The union supports the activity of the Labour 

Inspector. 

In the case of Opel (Grupa Stellantis), efforts at humanisation have been 

made, as is noted by Agnieszka Brania, the person assigned to lead 

efforts to combat monotony. In turn, the person in charge of training and 

development, Bożena Baldyszm, notes attempts to break the latter which 

involve rotations of assembly teams (typically comprising six posts). 

Employees sometimes rotate every hour, but most often after each break 

(of which there are 3 during each shift). 

Rotation is mainly regulated via a so-called multi-tasking sheet or record 

– an instrument allowing levels of training achieving by employees to be 

tracked, along with their proven capacities to operate at a succession of 

different work stations. The firm has set a compulsory number of different 

posts at which each employee is to know how to operate and perform 

tasks, for which he/she has been prepared and trained. 

Franciszek Gierot, head of WZZ Sierpień 80 at the Opel factory, 

emphasises how unions strive to ensure cars are assembled by people 

adopting natural bodily positions. This is how things are in Italian 

factories, in which cars are rotated to ensure assembly takes place on the 

chassis beneath workers. This abolished the need for hands to be held in 

the air too often or for too long. 



 

 

The firm offers its employees a health centre, and ready access to 

rehabilitation and a cardiologist. Buses are also laid on to bring 

employees into work from surrounding areas. At the end of 2020, the 

employer was also funding visits to a psychologist. Employees praise 

other perks too, like payments to help fund holidays, summer camps or 

green schools; as well as Christmas parcels and so on. 

In turn, one respondent pointed to the inadequacy of efforts to improve 

the atmosphere at work, as well as relations between bosses and their 

subordinates. Issues between the generations are referred to, with 

younger managers in particular seen to be taking a specific approach to 

their profession. Apparently, these sometimes feel it unnecessary to know 

what people under them do, as activity is limited to checks to ensure that 

a high level of production is being achieved. 

The respondent points to the existence of mechanisms by which to call in 

cases of harm being done to employees. The procedure has the latter 

announced to the REPO unit, and this is something many employees are 

in fact reluctant to do. For there have been cases of a senior person 

finding out who had been expressing reservations, and then acing on that 

basis. As one employee out it, that had given rise to a certain loss of 

confidence in the system. Put bluntly, employees fear that a manager will 

take revenge on people by giving them less-desirable work to do. ”They 

have this sense of impunity, and more than once we have encouraged 

employees to record their conversations”. 

Unions help ease conflicts and tackle misunderstandings that arise. For 

example, the cases of employees who feel they have sustained harm or 

hurt through the actions of their superiors can be brought before a 



 

 

Consultation Committee. However, this is not always believed to help, as 

Company Directors may come out in defence of their managers. 

Sometimes matters can be better dealt with where a given manager has 

to answer to a Director. 

One employee emphasises how, as Stellantis was being set up (inter alia 

on the basis of the previously-existing Opel plant in Gliwice), the new 

employer went ahead with a March 2021 Code of Conduct signed by CEO 

Carlos Tavares.76 This noted how sustainable development might be 

ensured through ethics, it being suggested that “everything we do, we do 

in an honest way”. The document sets out management-backed 

principles in line with which everyday conduct can be kept ethical, as 

linked with precise ways of safeguarding employees. Likewise, the latter 

may report breaches of the Code, i.a. via the Ethics Helpline. It is further 

noted how progress being made in all cases submitted is to be monitored 

through to their conclusion, with remedial measures foreseen where there 

are held to be infringements of the Code. 

x 

In the view of respondents from Valeo, the humanisation of labour seeks 

to give effect to principles regarding “wellbeing at work”, which means 

the assuring of good feelings and a sense of wellbeing at work. This 

branch has a motto ”safety first”. Indeed, Health and Safety of employees 

at work take first place. To that end, and irrespective of the costs, 

production ceases for an hour each week in order for any H&S risks or 

dangers to be sought out, most especially potentially life-threatening 
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matters. Employees may also avail themselves of workshops on the 

positive health impacts of ergonomics in the workplace. 

Monthly analyses of safety are carried out; and there has been a steady 

exchange of information with other plants, in matters of accidents. The 

aim of that is for future threats to be minimised. Ergonomic matters are 

in turn the subject of constant testing. 

Moreover, the firm assures all of its employees of access to direct 

advisory services when it comes to the law, as well as dietary issues. 

Memberships of sporting clubs are a further perk. Management helps out 

with practical issues of work-life balance, also running workshops for 

parents in advance of the commencement of the school year and in 

matters of good diet. Integration trips are held, as well as picnics for 

families of employees, and workers themselves. Dancing is even 

encouraged, also with a display being put on by the famous Rafał 

Maserak. The plant also gets its personnel involved in charitable activity, 

encouraging people to out together Christmas parcels for the less well-

off. 

2. The telecommunications sector 

This is a business sector hard to define and assign precise boundaries to. 

While this was once just the sector supplying connections by telephone, 

current definitions now extend to include the servicing of Internet access, 

and even the generation of Internet content, not least entertainment-

related. It is for this reason that PwC now categorises this under the 

heading of Media & Entertainment (PwC 2020). 



 

 

In contrast, a Report from Poland’s Office of Electronic Communication 

(Urząd Komunikacji Elektronicznej) continues to define the telecoms 

sector as a branch supplying telephone and Internet connections. 

Where telecommunications sensu stricto are concerned, there are several 

firms in operation that account for thousands of employees. The largest 

of these is Orange (Orange Polska), which is indeed the inheritor of the 

state monopoly held by Telekomunikacja Polska SA (TP SA). Alongside 

that there are 3 mobile phone operators, i.e. Polkomtel Sp. z o.o (with its 

Plus system), P4 Sp. z o.o. (Play) and TMobile-Polska S.A. (operating the T-

Mobile network). 

Firms in this branch are generally in good economic condition, with 

steadily increasing revenues. In 2019, the value of the 

telecommunications market amounted to 39.6bn zł. The aforesaid Urząd 

Komunikacji Elektronicznej is Poland’s state regulatory agency, and its 

classification includes here income from the servicing of both fixed and 

mobile phones, as well as Internet connections. There is an increase in the 

number of Polish households equipped with fast Internet (of at least 30 

Mb/s) (UKE 2020). In 2019, the number of SIM cards in the country 

reached 52.2 million. In contrast, there has been a decline in the value of 

the fixed-phone market, as well as in numbers of subscribers. As of 2019, 

the revenues coming into the operators stood at around 1.6 bn zł, while 

the number of subscribers was 3.5 million. 

Needless to say, telecoms is a sector undergoing enormous technological 

change over the last 3 decades. This has had a far-reaching effect on the 

provisioning of services, but also on levels of employment in the branch. 

The best example is the scope of change in the company that took over 



 

 

the role from the old monopoly-holder TP SA. At the beginning of the 

1990s, when the provision of services in the telecommunications sector 

was organised into a commercial company called TP SA, that employed 

almost 70,000 people. However, by 2020, the firm that took its place was 

giving work to around 10,000 people directly. Likewise, it has been 

anticipated that the years 2022-3 will bring a further decline in 

employment of around 140077. At the same time, there has been major 

further growth in numbers of recipients of telephone services 

(subscribers). 

Reduced employment is the consequence of a steady introduction of new 

technologies that has limited the need to employ people quite radically. 

Connections by telephone have of course been automated, even though 

these were once employee-mediated (with whole rows of operators at 

work at exchanges). From the early 1990s onwards, the phone companies 

began to install semi-automated and then fully automated (digital) 

exchanges in place of the analogue ones. Moreover, recent years have 

seen various different elements of AI introduced into helplines and 

information lines, and this has also given rise to certain declines in 

numbers of employees. Moreover, there has been an automation of the 

billing and accountancy services, as well as the direct service 

provisioning. 

The presence of many types of new technology ensures that firms may 

separate out certain elements to the structuring of their activity. This may 

then mean outsourcing or internal restructuring. Tasks conferred and 

delegated include the management of the infrastructure involving 
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transmitters. The usual main consequence of such changes is a reduction 

in numbers of employees in the main or parent companies. 

From state to market 

Prior to 1990, the telecommunications sector formed a part of the Polish 

state’s administrative structures. The main entity involved was a state-

owned enterprises called PPTiT – Polska Poczta, Telegraf i Telefon78. At 

that time, however, telecommunications services were only developed to 

a very limited extent. The number of telephone subscribers back then was 

as low as 3.4 million – among almost 38 million inhabitants of Poland. 

After that there was a rapid year-on-year rise in numbers of subscribers, 

even as demand continued to go unmet. So by 1998, there were 8.8M 

subscribers (NIK 200:18). 

A new model for activity in the sector made its appearance in 199179. 

There was a separation of postal activity from that relating to 

telecommunications services. The Minister of Communications was 

responsible for setting up a company known as Telekomunikacja Polska 

Spółka Akcyjna (TP SA)80. At this point all of the shares were taken on by 

the Polish Treasury, with TP SA continuing to play the role of national 

operator. 

In the market sense, the government proceeded on the assumption that 

the company’s monopoly would be retained – to 1995 in the case of local 

services, and to 2000 and 2003 respectively where zone-to-zone and 

international calls were concerned. These objectives were complied with 

as governments pursued a policy of awarding concessions and permits to 
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those showing themselves willing to operate in the sector. However, new 

operators played only a minor role through to the end of the 1990s 

(winning just around 5.5% of all subscribers for themselves) (NIK 2000: 

16). 

Privatisation and change 

At the same time, as early as in the mid-1990s, the state authorities took 

steps that would later lead to the privatisation of TP SA. The government 

adopted a document entitled Kierunki zmian strukturalnych w Polskiej 

telekomunikacji (”Directions to structural change in Polish 

telecommunications” – dated 18.08.1995), and later on Polityka rozwoju 

telekomunikacji - ”The policy for the development of telecommunications” 

(dated 28th May 1996); as well as Koncepcja prywatyzacji TP SA – “a 

concept for the privatisation of TP SA” (dated 13.05.1997). 

Shortly thereafter first steps towards privatisation were taken. The 

government selected an advisor to the Minister of the Treasury at the 

time of implementation of the stage-1 privatisation taking place on 3rd 

February 1998 (this being Schroder Polska). In November 1998, shares in 

the firm were floated on the Warsaw Stock and Securities Market (Giełda 

Papierów Wartościowych). 15% of the shares were sold in the offer made 

to the general public. 

2000 brought a further stage in the privatisation process, as The Treasury 

sold 35% of the shares in the consortium pertaining between France 

Telecom and Kulczyk Holding. This was followed in 2001 by the 

government sale to investors of a further 12.5% share package. This 

ensured control over the company, given than 47.5% of shares were in 

single hands. 



 

 

Labour relations 

The telecoms sector comprises 4 large firms running mobile phone 

networks (Orange, Plus, T-Mobile and Play). In turn, where home 

telephones are concerned81, activity is mainly engaged in by the firm 

Orange (as the aforementioned heir of the TP SA state-owned 

monopoly), as well as by the smaller firms UPC and Netia SA. 

Levels of unionisation differ from firm to firm. In the largest firm, i.e. 

Orange Polska, some 25% of those employed belong to unions, though 

this means no fewer than 17 different organisations (employing around 

10,000). The largest union organisations are the OPZZ, to which 10% of 

those employed belong, as well as NSZZ Solidarność – which likewise 

accounts for 10% of the entire workforce82. 

In turn, in the T-Mobile company, some 20% of the workforce are trade 

union (NSZZ Solidarność) members. The Polkomtel Sp. z. o.o. company 

(owner of the PLUS network) has around 100 union members within an 

overall workforce of 2300. At the company P4 Sp. z o.o. – owner of the 

Play network – there are no unions. In turn, some 150 employees are 

affiliated at Netia SA (with NSZZ Solidarność being the largest union). 

In recent years, there has been a decline in the level of unionisation – as a 

result of restructuring processes in firms (with many former functions now 

transferred out beyond the main company), as well as the introduction of 

new technology and changes in the kinds of qualifications employees now 

need to have. Thus, for example, in the former TP SA company, around 

50% of the workforce was in unions as of 2000 (when the overall level of 
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employment was around 70,000, with 31,000 members in the largest 

unions). Today, union leaders are united in their assessment that young 

people in particular take no interest in union membership. 

Jerzy Iwaszkiewicz, Head of NSZZ „Solidarność” at Orange Polska and 

leader of the union’s branch structure, seeks to account for the low and 

still-declining level of union membership. He notes the high turnover of 

employees in firms, with people often leaving after 4 or 5 years of work. 

Technological change has its influence, as those who leave are often ICT 

experts. And those people are especially inclined to feel they have no 

need of trade unions. Higher staff also tend to eschew unions. 

A similar situation applies in other firms. Radosław Pyszczek, Head of T-

Mobile’s NSZZ Solidarność points out that the union organisation is rather 

a young one, as it has only been in operation since 2016. However, it 

mainly brings together people at the sales and customer-service end (i.e. 

those working in shops or staffing helplines). In turn, at Polkomtel, a union 

organisational structure came into existence in 2006 (notwithstanding the 

appearance of the firm as many as 10 years earlier). Marcin Hołdakowski, 

as Head of NSZZ Solidarność at Polkomtel, concedes that employees 

have only tended to sign up to the union when (only when) a threat to 

their employment has loomed, and hence a perceived need to safeguard 

against layoffs. Meanwhile, younger employees have been showing 

almost no interest at all. 

The situation as regards collective labour agreements is a varied one. 

While these have been concluded at Orange Polska, there are none at 

either T-Mobile or Polkomtel, for example. In the latter firm, the union is 

engaged in negotiating new rules on pay, in particular such non-fixed 



 

 

aspects as bonuses (not least for the meeting of sales targets). However, 

the only firm with a Works Council is Orange Polska, even as in some of 

the firms employees’ representatives serve workforces on the European-

level Works Councils of the given concern (as when Radosław Pyszczek of 

T-Mobile is on the Council of this kind existing in respect of Deutsche 

Telecom). 

Full-time Contracts of Employment are the prevalent means by which 

people work in the large plants. However, a number of tasks and 

processes in the companies under consideration are done via 

outsourcing, e.g. as helplines as run and technical infrastructure serviced 

(outsourcing). The firms also employ quite a few of their ICT specialists on 

the basis of Civil Law Contracts (B2B). 

The social partners at sectoral level 

The social partners operate in line with branch structure, which is to say 

organisation at sectoral level. However, the role is not a very active one, 

as no collective agreements or other understandings are entered into at 

branch level, while trade-union organisations at plant level typically do 

not coordinate their activities. 

Jerzy Iwaszkiewicz, Head of NSZZ Solidarność at Orange Polska and 

leader of the union’s branch structure reveals that there are no points of 

contact between the branch structures applying among the unions and 

the employers. Looking back, he is unable to recall any meetings, talks or 

agreed aspects operating in this way. Furthermore, it seemed that 

nobody saw it as particularly desirable for such contact to be made. 

Rather the management at each telecom company has set rules by which 

to cope with employees’ issues in connection with ”their own” union 



 

 

apparatus. All that apparently happens more broadly among the union 

leaders in the branch is a certain exchange of experience. 

Within the framework of NSZZ Solidarność, there is a National Section for 

Telecommunications Employees83. OPZZ likewise has a Federation 

including those employed in this sector. Likewise, there are several 

employers’ organisations, including the Lewiatan Association of 

Employers in the Digital Technologies, an Association of Private Media 

Employers, a Polish Union of Private Employers in ICT and the "MEDIATOR" 

Association of Telecoms Employers. 

As in other economic sectors, employers’ organisations do not usually 

deal with issues of relations at work, and thus do not negotiate with union 

organisations when it comes to solutions regarding rights, jobs, collective 

agreements, etc. In reality, these issues tend to be ignored, with a failure 

to recall how firms’ statutes may inter alia include “promoting solutions 

favourable to the building of partnerly relations at work”84. 

It is usual for employers’ organisations to involve themselves in economic 

lobbying, with participation in consultations over draft versions of legal 

instruments; while certain organisations engage in lobbying at EU level. 

They promote digital standards and solutions in the economy, and deal 

with authors’ rights and legal assistance for members. They also run 

sessions of training in which people do show interest. 
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Participation under circumstances of technological and organisational 

change 

In the telecoms sector it is possible to discern certain framework 

standards where direct participation is concerned. Employers are very 

willing to resort to the method of the employment questionnaire, in which 

staff may give opinions on a series of key aspects of their work (such as 

satisfaction, conditions, and attitudes displayed by management). Firms 

also convene special project teams to deal with the streamlining of key 

business processes, not least customer relations. In these circumstances, 

opinions are for example sought in relation to desirable change that 

might improve the quality and efficiency of customer service. 

Standard methods of participation are also applied to the pursuit of 

certain key projects entailing change in applied technologies and 

methods of organising work. In those circumstances, meetings with 

employees are held, questionnaires distributed, and information posted 

on company portals. 

Radosław Pyszczek, Chair of NSZZ Solidarność at T-Mobile85 (part of 

Deutsche Telekom), points to the way in which the employer does 

generally seek out employees’ opinions. The main form of obtaining these 

is the anonymous questionnaire at one or another level of organisation of 

given firms. The Central Office of Deutsche Telekom actually runs 

questionnaire sessions twice a year, while the management of the Polish 

community is involved in doing this 2 or 3 times annually. Beyond that, the 

NSZZ Solidarność unit runs its own questionnaire sessions. 
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Employees thus enjoy the opportunity to have their say on working 

conditions, their understanding of the firm’s strategy, and what has 

changed when it comes to the organisation of work, and their levels of 

satisfaction with it. A chance to assess an immediate superior is also 

provided. The results from questionnaires become subject to analysis, 

before being presented to or before different organisational units. 

However, issues have come to light regarding the maintenance of 

anonymity around questionnaires. These are completed electronically 

(online) on firms’ computers. The union raised this issue and leave us 

convinced that in this regard there is no threat that people filling out a 

given questionnaire will be recognised. In contrast, a real problem 

appears when results pass on to immediate superiors. There are times 

when a manager becomes acquainted with employee assessments and 

feels tempted to find out who has submitted an unfavourable evaluation. 

One manager in a team experiencing such a situation later spoke to all 

those under him/her, with employees electing to see this as imposed 

pressure. The union intervened, announcing the issue to a special 

company commission dealing with infringements of procedures and rules 

(including those of an ethical nature). A case of non-compliance with 

procedures was confirmed, R. Pyszczek noted, adding: ”some employees 

do not seek to explain their remarks and suggestions addressed to 

superiors precisely. For they do not believe that expressing an opinion will 

bring about the desired change. But this is a human feature to be 

observed commonly enough in society”. 

Employees do therefore have suitable opportunities to submit remarks, as 

and when they feel a superior has committed an abuse of power, their 

dignity or autonomy has been infringed, or there has been bullying or 



 

 

mobbing. However, our union activist maintains there is only the odd 

abuse of power, and when such arises it goes before the Equal Treatment 

Commission. 

Superiors do seek the opinions of employees, given the significance these 

have in determining training needs. They present their assessments of 

their own need, only for this to be followed by need-analysis on the part 

of the bosses, but also a division of the firm specialising in this area. 

Moreover, employees can convey opinions in the context of the Project 

Terms that have been called into being within the firm. These usually have 

the task of streamlining business processes, and it is typical for them to 

be designated by higher-tier management, which also determines the 

internal organisation. Thus one such Team worked to reduce the amounts 

of time taken to service clients. In that context, employees were tasked 

with identifying those activities they regard as superfluous, yet acting to 

delay the rendering of the service. In such circumstances, employers even 

impose a certain pressure on employees to ensure their participation. The 

wording here is: ”tell us what can be done better, and we will bring that 

in”. At stake here are such issues as the information conveyed to clients 

and the form that takes, as well as changes relating to ICT. 

In the view of R. Pyszczek, the whole firm is very much operating on the 

basis of such Project Teams, even as the character of these has changed. 

Recently, the firm has been taking action by reference to Task Teams and 

Structures operating in an “agile” fashion (efficiently, and capable of 

adjusting to needs and challenges). It is most common for the setting up 

of such Teams to arise out of the need for ongoing streamlining of 



 

 

customer service. The designation is a matter for the firm’s management, 

which confers the organisational structure. 

Alongside questionnaires, the methods by which management 

communicates with the workforce include the joint information portal for 

all employees, as well as portals for different structures within the firm. 

Further channels of information are organised by the NSZZ Solidarność 

union. 

A T-Mobile, major technological and organisational change is faced up to 

through the application of typical procedures involving communication 

and participation, as described above. Face-to-face meetings with 

employees are organised, information (including each new plan by which 

a solution is to be applied) is passed on via portals, with trade-union 

involvement. And employees have the chance to voice their opinions via 

questionnaires. 

The company is witnessing different types of technological and 

organisational change more or less non-stop. For example, in recent 

years it has introduced elements of AI into its helplines. The result has 

been a certain reduction in levels of employment. Moreover, there has 

been an automation of debt-collection processes, and a reduction in 

reporting activity. A certain spinning out and outsourcing of certain 

elements of firm activity has also taken place – into separate companies. 

Thus, for example, in 2011, the task of managing and maintaining 

transmitter infrastructure was handed over to the Networks! Company 

(founded jointly with Orange Polska). Around 200 engineers left at that 

point, albeit finding employment in the new firm. 



 

 

The Polkomtel company also has many projects for change in progress – 

indeed this is an almost daily feature. The largest change of an 

organisational nature occurred once the firm had been taken on by its 

new owner in 2011. This was associated with the departure of around 500 

people in line with a plan of voluntary redundancy. In turn, in 2018, the 

company transferred part of its activity externally, with this passing over 

to a newly-founded firm called Polkomtel Infrastruktura that manages the 

technical infrastructure needed inter alia for the mobile phone network to 

operate. The process was linked with a move of some employees over to 

the new firm. 

The firm has a system supplying information to employees up and 

running. This was operating particularly intensively during the time of the 

pandemic, and it emerged as a very convenient means of 

communication. The Employer supplied employees with the Microsoft 365 

package, which includes programming suitable for maintaining 

communication between employees, who have access to information at 

whole-firm and divisional levels. 

In the view of Marcin Hołdakowski, head of NSZZ Solidarność, employers 

made large amounts of information available. The flow of information is 

good. Plenty is conveyed in regard to company operations, while 

additional information systems are established within the firm’s different 

units. A system to inform people about the availability of new information 

is in place. 

Employees may become involved in co-decision as they take part via the 

Crow Programme. In the view of Marcin Hołdakowski, they are willing to 

announce ideas by which streamlining of sales and marketing might be 



 

 

achieved, including as regards ICT. Employers even offer attractive 

rewards for those coming up with the most interesting ideas. 

Many Project Teams are in operation at the firm, which is to say that they 

are making preparation for defined changes to be made. There are no 

rules on whether these are self-governing teams, or as regards the 

degree to which the ways they operate are to be dictated top-down from 

management. In contrast, it is typical for partnerly cooperation to take 

place. 

At T-Mobile there is no linkage between participation and the system of 

remuneration. A bonus depends on the effective pursuit of business 

objectives. 

The humanisation of labour 

In the telecommunications sector, the issue of the humanisation or 

dehumanisation of work is associated with safety at work, and the effort 

to safeguard against occupational diseases. The companies lack 

comprehensive procedures by which to diagnose or identify phenomena 

that might be classed as problems of the humanisation/dehumanisation 

of work type. No groups are identified as threatened by aspects of 

dehumanisation. However, in one of the companies, consideration was 

given to listening to employees via a helpline. A company ensures that 

employees are provided with additional medical insurance. 

The matter of humanisation is also associated with employee access to 

non-pecuniary benefits and perks. There has been no identification of 

work stations or posts that face the risk of dehumanisation. One union 

leader stated that employees do not draw attention to problems 



 

 

indicative of dehumanisation taking place in connection with given 

activities. 

Humanisation may likewise be understood as care to ensure proper 

conduct among co-workers, with efforts also made to safeguard equal 

entitlements. Companies have either Ethics Commissions in operation, or 

else defined procedures for what to do in the face of superiors permitting 

inappropriate or improper conduct, such as failures to show necessary 

respect, or an authoritarian management style86, and so on. 

In the view of Z. Pachacz of Orange Polska, it is typical for corporations to 

feature threats posed by specific factors that enhance dehumanisation. 

This can relate to specific ways in which corporations operate, and the 

atmosphere surrounding work on their premises. The phenomenon of the 

rat race is pointed to, with this taken to denote a drive for the best 

results, frequently with principles of fair play set aside. Management 

simply make this worse, with their constant expectation that employees 

will produce the best possible outcomes from their point of view. 

At the same time, the practice seems to be for surroundings in general 

and co-workers in particular to operate in such a way as to ensure a 

“clipping of wings”, with both the weakest and best employees let go. 

Paradoxically, the latter group are also seen as disturbing the 

equilibrium, giving that their productivity tends to determine rates of work 

for others. 
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What is interesting here is that rules or principles of the above type are 

not actually brought into effect by anyone. In fact, there are many 

autonomous mechanisms, which inter alia reflect employees’ attitudes. 

These entertain a conviction that a given corporation in only to be worked 

for, for a certain length of time, given that putting up with things in the 

longer term is simply not doable, as it cannot be stood. Management 

then pursue a promotion policy among young employees with talent and 

ability that sees a work rate imposed that is only in fact achievable by 

people of that age. 

A consequence is for employees to pursue an objective whereby they 

achieve as much promotion, and as many payrises, as possible, as quickly 

as they can. However, the atmosphere of top-down expectation that 

results achieved will be at the highest level ensures that burnout is very 

often the result. The effect is to enhance a race for benefits with which 

the employees leaves the place of work. 

A key role in dehumanisation can be played where there is a mood 

leaving it clear to employees that everybody and anybody might be 

replaced – and readily enough in fact. Where this is the case, the 

prevailing principle may well be ”me first”. 

  



 

 

Chapter 5 

Case Study – Orange Poland 

The subject of this analysis has been the Orange Polska Group, which has 

been pursuing both technological and organisational projects of a 

modernising character, including by way of participatory activity, as well 

as action taken to ensure some humanisation of labour. 

Today’s Orange Group is a reflection of the evolution and transformation 

affecting TP S.A. (Telekomunikacja Polska S.A), as first initiated in 1991. In 

turn, that firm arose out of the PPTiT operating prior to 1990 as a state 

enterprise (i.e. Polska Poczta, Telegraf i Telefon – which is to say a Post 

Office organisation in which the sending of letters, parcels and telegrams 

combined with a phone operating service). 

This situation changed when Orange Group (as a part of France Telecom) 

bought a controlling package of shares from the Polish state. The first 

(year 2000) purchase was of 35% of the shares – with the purchasers 

being France Telecom and Kulczyk Holding. However, in 2001, a further 

package of shares – equal to 12.5% of the total – was obtained, and that 

denoted 47.5% of the firm’s capital in total, and hence a controlling 

interest in the company (Orange having also bought up the shares 

belonging to Kulczyk Holding). 

Technological and organisational modernisation 

The technological modernisation effort was pursued from the early 1990s 

onwards, mainly taking in the replacement of old-fashioned analogue 

telephone exchanges with digital ones no longer needing to be serviced 

“by hand”. The last of the old-style exchanges closed down in Poland in 



 

 

late 200587. “Their new replacements in fact allowed customers to make 

use of a wide range of modern services, even as the company itself was 

able to achieve a higher level of supervision and more hands-on 

management", as Konrad Kobylecki noted. The telephone network was 

also built up considerably, in this way ensuring that further clients were 

able to gain connections. 

The TP S.A. company also invested in the then emerging technology that 

was the mobile phone. On March 1st 1998 it joined with two minority 

investors in launching the IDEA cellphone network (Polska Telefonia 

Komórkowa Centertel). Post-2006, the company also began investing in 

equipment providing Internet access. Overall, TP S.A. came to be in a 

position to provide customers with a house telephone, Internet and TV 

simultaneously. 

TP S.A. also passed through a period of modernisation of its 

organisational structures. In the view of Najwyższa Izba Kontroli (Poland’s 

Supreme Audit Institution known specifically as the Supreme Chamber of 

Audit) this was done from 1995 onwards, first by way of the firm’s own 

efforts, and later through work commissioned from consultancies – not 

least in the form of an organisational audit delivered by McKinsey & Co. 

Poland (1998-99). This inter alia offered proposals on how to structure the 

firm’s different organisational domains, a concept for a new action 

structure, and a restructuring plan (NIK 2000:51-53). 

With a view to change being pursued further, a special office dedicated 

to that process was set up, and operated within the framework of the 
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“New TP S.A.” Project. Invited on to this were representatives of the 

employees, including via the unions and other groupings of workers. 

Management saw it as of key importance to depart clearly from the 

management structure that had existed before. This had been territorially 

based (with 56 communications districts inter alia serving as employers 

for their workforces). What was now adopted was a functional model 

(with the organisational structure ushered in by this related to different 

groups of clients at which the firm sought to address its offer). In that 

connection, functional domains within the organisation were established, 

for human resources, finance, the net, individual sales and corporate 

sales. The Board of the company took on the strategic functions, while 

there was also an Executive Director function introduced to be 

responsible for the different domains of marketing-utilisation-technical 

development, finance, human resources, servicing of the Board and ICT 

systems. 

The changes took in the restructuring of TP S.A., first and foremost by way 

of structural deconcentration. A series of affiliated companies were set 

up, to take on tasks and activities of defined scope. Two such affiliates 

(PeBeTel and Netbud) were established in 1999, with their tasks being to 

design, build, renovate and modernise telecoms networks. 

In the new situation, the firm’s structure had to be functional in the face 

of its business activity. This meant a possibility to pursue the so-called 

segmentation of clients, with those of strategic significance then 

identified – for example in line with the likelihood of their being offered 

some specially-tailored offers. 

Industrial relations 



 

 

No fewer than 17 trade unions have operated within Orange Group, 

though all taken together accounted for at most 25% of its labour force. 

The largest of the organisations operating in the plant are affiliated with 

OPZZ (with 10% of those employed) or NSZZ Solidarność (also on 10%). 

Smaller unions are Sierpień’80 and the Engineers and Technicians Union 

(OPZZ). 

The firm has in force a collective labour agreement going beyond the 

single-plant level. The trade unions negotiated this prior to the changes 

of ownership and organisational changes. It was based on provisions in 

the Social Package that had formed part of the sales agreement with the 

strategic investor. 

A Works Council is in operation within the Group. That was founded in 

2006 following Poland’s enactment of the relevant Act of Parliament. The 

Council was first headed up by Zbigniew Pachacz of the OPZZ (who took 

up this post once again in the 2014-2018 period). Today’s Chair is Maciej 

Zieliński of NSZZ Solidarność. According to Pachacz, the makeup of the 

first Council reflected an agreement reached with the representative 

unions. After 2009, elections to the Board of the Council took place at the 

initiative of workers themselves. The body in question deals with 

everything relating to changes in employment structure, not least plans 

of recruitment and layoff, changes in job structure, and so on. 

The relationship between the unions and the employers has mainly 

revolved around the negotiation of the so-called Social Contract, which 

provides for support being extended to employees who lose their jobs 

thanks to the structural transformations that have been pursued. 



 

 

In the view of the union activists, employees had found themselves in a 

mood ready to allow change to happen. Nobody was in any doubt that 

new technologies would come in, with the significance of that being the 

need to adapt the firm sufficiently for it to be able to compete on 

markets. Earlier, the firm had of course been an office of the state, yet 

the target was now for it to operate commercially. This meant the 

creation of a client-oriented organisation with a focus on the bottom line, 

and also with creativity, initiative, entrepreneurship and market thinking 

all liberated and mobilised, and with entitlement linked to responsibility, 

just as results were to link up with remuneration. 

However, as Zbigniew Pachacz stresses, it is one thing for an employee to 

have a general awareness that change is taking place in a firm due to the 

deployment of new technologies, and quite another when the said 

employee learns that is for this exact reason he/she is about to lose 

his/her job. That kind of situation spoke for a major role being played by 

the unions, not least in streamlining channels of communication with 

employees, and first and foremost in developing means by which change 

processes might be curbed and humanised. In Pachacz’s view, an 

employee really needs to know about the direction in which the employer 

is moving in its concepts as regards activity, and in which direction the 

technology is progressing. 

Zbigniew Pachacz adds that it was typical for employees to express their 

satisfaction that France Telecom had been the investor in TP S.A. They 

took comfort from the fact that this was a state-owned firm attaching 

importance to the role of the unions. Greater fears were expressed in 

relation to the American investment funds, given their reputation for 

actions of the “fast buck” kind. 



 

 

Participation in an era of technological change 

The introduction of new technologies combined with the ”optimisation” of 

the structure of the firm and the organisation of its work to bring about a 

reduction in levels of employment. Tomasz Tomala notes simply that the 

larger the amount of electronics present in telecoms devices, the less 

needed human labour actually is. Modern equipment is anyway less likely 

to fail, and not in need of specialist installation skills. In the 1990s, TP S.A. 

might reasonably have employed just over 100 people even in an urban 

settlement of just ”county town” status, with the people involved being 

office workers, managers, sales personnel, installation technicians and so 

on. At present, in contrast, the firm need not employ anybody at all, as 

firms can be hired to engage in selling. 

Changes in company organisation were the subject of talks and dialogue 

with union HQs. Some voiced protest against the concepts involved, which 

were proposed by McKinsey. Zbigniew Pachacz expressed this as an 

accusation levelled against some who see themselves as know-alls in the 

matter of good management. This despite the fact that employees also 

possess both knowledge and experience. 

It was typical for the unions to reach agreement with the Board – 

eventually – when it came to the concepts via which and manner in which 

change would be ushered in. From the late 1990s onwards, a number of 

agreements were signed. The one dated November 5th 1999 dealt with 

matters of the firm’s structure, among other things (Supreme Chamber of 

Audit 2000, p. 54). 

From an employee point of view, an agreement of core significance was 

that reached with the trade unions in regard to the social package (as 



 

 

concluded on 30.06.2000). This was simultaneously part of the Treasury 

Agreement in regard to the sale of shares in the firm signed with France 

Telecom (as owner of the Orange brand). 

Layoffs were extended over several years. Those remaining with the 

company received a 40-month guarantee of employment binding from 

the time of entry into force of the package (with the protection period 

ending on 12.02.2004). However, people might leave their jobs in the 

meantime, on the basis of their receiving compensation. The firm in fact 

addressed an offer of this kind to some 30,000 people, with 

compensation payments actually made amounting to ca. 1.3 bn zł 

overall88. 

Moreover, the unions and management agreed on the action that would 

followed the period of protection referred to above. This was connected 

with the Collective Labour Agreement for Employees of TP S.A. reached 

beyond the level of the individual factory. That guaranteed severance 

payments for those choosing to leave the employment of the firm 

voluntarily, as well as training for those needing to upskill in the face of a 

change of post within the firm, plus broader training for those leaving for 

reasons determined by the firm. 

In addition, the unions negotiated the so-called Social Contract with the 

Board (”Voluntary departures in 2007-2011, within the Social Contract 

framework – approx. 9600 TP employees”)89. This again provided for a 

given package for those leaving the employ of the company, which 

included assistance of various kinds with finding a new job. Some 
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employees moved out to other firms active in telecoms, while others 

moved to other divisions within TP S.A. Many thousands of employees in 

fact secured a job thanks to the Praca za pracowników (“Work for 

Employees”) programme. This provided that tenders for different 

installation work at TP S.A. could only be bid for by firms that had already 

decided to take on ex-employees of TP S.A. 

Around 6000 people leaving the firm took advantage of the offer to work 

for external entities indicated by TP S.A. Training was offered to allow for 

requalification and outplacement, and more than 8000 employees 

benefited from that during the time the Social Contract remained in 

force. 

In different periods between 2000 and 2010, the unions continued to 

negotiate with management vis-à-vis the maintenance of levels of 

employment, or else reductions in staffing that would be as limited as 

possible. Nevertheless, it was even considered imperative for a hunger 

strike to be started over this – at the HQ of TP in the first half of 2005; 

though that issues was dealt with amicably. An agreement was also 

entered into in the matter of layoffs90, with the Board arguing that the 

firm’s figures were deteriorating, even as the unions claimed that that 

was a reflection of bad decisions taken ￼. . The result was nothing more 

than limited layoffs in the 2005-2007 period. However, just around 10 

years into the new millennium a curbing of levels of employment to 

18,500 did take place, with the company conceding that questions 

(including as regards optimisation of employment) provoked a very 

heated and protracted debate between the parties. 
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The aforementioned Social Contract went through a number of different 

editions of varied content. This was not concerned solely with redundancy 

payments for employees leaving their jobs with the firm. On October 25th 

2011, the trade unions and Board of TP S.A. entered into an agreement 

known as the Social Contract for 2012-2013. This foresaw the launching of 

a Project entitled Przyjazne miejsca pracy (“Friendly places of work”). 

Under that, working groups made up of representatives of the social 

partners diagnosed factors influencing the atmosphere and environment 

at work, also arriving at conclusions about how that might be improved. 

The precise aim was to achieve a unification of relevant standards. 

Four further Contracts were concluded by the trade unions91, with content 

again relating to a continued version of the aforesaid Project this time 

known as Przyjazne środowisko pracy (“A friendly working environment”) – 

and representing a formula derived in the course of talks held between 

the Board, employees and management. In turn, the 2018-2019 Social 

Contract also had agreed provisions regarding the launch of an Orange 

”Vitality Academy” for 2018-2019 (entailing medical care, including for 

employees qualified legally as disabled). 

Employee participation 

Respondents made it clear that workers had been supplied with 

information on progress with organisational and technological change. 

Furthermore, that was a time during which the Management Board 

included a representative chosen by employees, as in fact did the Board 

of Directors. Thus, in the view of a person who was a high-level manager 
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at that time, participation was viewed as a core assumption underpinning 

the pursuit of change. 

The unions are ready to concede that the Board supported both them 

and workers in general when it came to their understanding the nature of 

the change in question. There was participation on numerous Expert 

Teams themselves seeking to account for what was going on, as well as 

participation on Study Visits to countries whose plants had already been 

through a process of this kind. A further aim was to indicate what role the 

unions played in that – according to Jerzy Drozd, speaking in his capacity 

as head of the OZZPT union, and as a participant in many of the firm’s 

dialogue processes. 

Change was associated with dialogue pursued with both unions and 

employees. The Personnel Domain of the firm’s structure actually had a 

Social Dialogue Section established within it, though this was eventually 

absorbed into a Collective Labour Relations Section. Moreover, the Board 

of TP was reported to directly by a Board Plenipotentiary for Contacts 

with Professional Bodies and Organisations in Society. 

The management-unions dialogue of May 2005 included a first meeting 

of the so-called SIDO series, with this relating to monthly Spotkania 

Informacyjne o Działalności Operacyjnej (Information Meetings on 

Operational Activity). These were joined by the key managers, not least 

Vice-Chair of the Board Pierre Hamon. Studies were also conducted to 

gauge the mood among employees, including those leaving TP. A Polish 

manager noted how the French counterparts had been very sensitive to 

worker protests, being afraid that the worst possible scenarios might start 

to unfold. 



 

 

The firm’s authorities thus determined that the years 2005-2006 would 

represent a period of striving to build good relations within the firm, with 

subsequent years then being the time for agreements to be reached92. 

Activity on the part of the firm’s management 

Maciej Witucki, headed TP S.A. in the years 2006–2013, and also headed 

the Board of Directors from 19.09.2013 (the name change to Orange 

Polska having taken place in 2012). When he took the helm, he had the 

impression that the management culture in place was the one prevalent 

in Poland, whereby there is a hierarchy, or even an authoritarian-only 

model, for relations between bosses and subordinates. He also felt that 

the organisational climate was its own unique kind of mix between 

modern methods originating in the MBA course at Warsaw School of 

Economics and the official drill present in the Ministries of old (from the 

time when TP S.A. had actually been part of public administration). 

According to M. Witucki, the expectation in Poland is that a subordinate is 

a person to be scolded, shouted at, sent away and sacked. 

At the same time, the firm had certain rituals of its own designed to show 

that participation had been taking place, not least via procedures 

allowing ideas on rationalisation (so-called Kaizens) to be submitted. 

The respondent states that his term in office was associated with a 

certain loosening-up of the situation where participation was concerned, 

with a further-reaching partnership-based approach put in place. This 

resulted in action being taken, with associated internal and external 

dimensions. In the former case what this entailed was a flattening of 

organisational structure to make a greater degree of participation 
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possible. In turn, in the latter case, an effort was made to achieve 

business objectives – also those capable of influencing participation. The 

point here was to ensure that TP S.A. came to be viewed as the best-

loved telecommunications in Poland, with this needing to denote clients 

leaving behind their recollections of “the blue line”93 – something quite 

capable of arousing mixed feelings in some, as M. Witucki noted. 

The top managers assumed that the participation would develop in line 

with the introduction and pursuit of the management model termed 

”agile”. M. Witucki noted that there was actual nothing particularly 

concrete about that, as the plant was guided by its own home-made 

definition of agile, very much entailing a high level of activity on the part 

of employees. The aim was thus to develop a flexible, resilient, reactive 

organisation, and hence one in a position to adapt to changing reality – 

with all this achieved by using the potential inherent in employees in 

terms of both their skills and their capacities to react appropriately to 

new challenges making themselves felt. 

M. Witucki further pointed to a factor capable of facilitating pursuit of the 

direct participation idea, i.e. the relatively high level of education and 

training characteristic for TP S.A. employees. Under its restructuring, the 

firm was left by many workers with lower-level qualifications. These inter 

alia moved on to external firms dealing with local-level installation work 

and the development of new networks. This kind of scenario applied in 

particular post-2001. 
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Continuing with his contribution, Mr Witucki thus noted that employees 

remaining with the firm were primarily those with above-average 

educational attainments. Even where they were dealing with installation 

work, they were nevertheless dealing with systems, electronics and so on. 

That had made dialogue an easier matter, Witucki claimed, as above-

average intelligence facilitated a great deal of the activity serving to 

increase both participation and respect for subordinates (even as it was 

also responsible for the emergence of other phenomena less favourable 

to participation). For some adopted a strategy of waiting in the face of 

different relevant initiatives from the side of the Board. Various thought-

up methods were even applied with this aim in mind. 

Beyond that, participation also facilitated a process by which earnings 

with the firm were more than averagely high, when set against what 

could be gained on the wider market. The employees have been and 

remained responsive to that, according to M. Witucki, who emphasises 

how resistance can rather be seen at middle-manager level. This explains 

the pursuit of a number of different measures aimed specifically at 

breaking down the hierarchical structure and approach. 

Jacek Kowalski, a Board Member of the Orange Polska company (and 

with TP S.A. before that, from 2006 onwards), concedes that, up to a 

certain moment at least, his firm was very much hierarchical, with a 

strong and deeply-rooted structure of dependence. But the time 

nevertheless comes to shatter those old hierarchical configurations, given 

key ongoing change on the market and in culture. Entry within the wider 

Orange Group proved to be such a time. 



 

 

A greater degree of flexibility has been conferred on the management 

structure, while relations at work and between people in general have 

become less formalised. More people are on first-name terms with one 

another. To Kowalski’s mind, participation is always a good thing, but it is 

a better thing in particular where opinions come to be expressed, as 

opposed to being left hidden. ”Participation is not actually an easy trick 

to master. What is sometimes visible is a barrier taking the form of the 

culture of non-conflicted agreement, and a lack of skill when it comes to 

expressing an opinion without being rude to others. However, the odd 

difficulty should not become a reason for participation to be given up on. 

At the very least, we should work to ensure there is honesty, rather than 

lying”. 

A participatory explosion 

The firm has been part of a process visible for several years now and 

described by J. Kowalski as an “explosion” in participation. This inter alia 

reflects a shortage of people available to work that strengthens efforts to 

make use of the potential employees do represent, including through 

intensified participation. Moreover, a firm must adjust to the 

circumstances in which in which the labour market is being joined by a 

young generation more inclined to anticipate a partnerly kind of 

approach. 

Participation is also reinforced by technological breakthroughs, the 

appearance of communications apps, social media, and so on. These 

ensure that employees learn to make public the role played in a firm. And 

when that happens, they start to understand the relevant rules, including 

as regards skill in communicating. 



 

 

This means the firm needing to adapt to cultural change in society. On 

the scale of the country as a whole, as well as some local authorities as 

well, it is possible to note ebb and flow in regard to participation. And 

there would seem to be no way of stopping that from happening. 

”Generations that have learned how to engage in free dialogue and 

expression opinions, will never let that go now. Any retreat would mean to 

recall constantly that something had gone backwards and been lost”. The 

participation habit present at Orange Polska bears fruit in social 

participation, among other things. The plant’s Orange Foundation 

involves around 3000 employees in unpaid activity, with volunteer leaders 

also being selected from among the members. 

Instruments of participation 

During M. Witucki’s time in office as CEO – as well as later – a series of 

steps were taken to help develop participation. One of these entailed a 

group of top managers devoting part of each weekend to visiting local 

structures of the firm of varying types and profiles. The aim was to talk 

with both employees and clients, with a view to ensuring that 

communications were strengthened, with problems also detected, and 

employees furnished with tools making it possible for them to act. 

M. Witucki points to an initiative entitled Karta zaangażowania (the 

Commitment Charter). In this, the managers at the highest level signed 

up to a commitment that their actions would be of the highest quality, 

inter alia as regards respect for subordinates, with their potential relied 

on as the firm pursues its various projects. 

The culture of participation has been further strengthened by a 

procedure entailing joint assessment by all Board Members of managers 



 

 

at N-1 level, i.e. in all the different domains of activity. This provides for 

information exchange, and hence also for the identification of those 

people finding a culture of appropriate relationships with subordinates 

problematical. 

A series of mechanisms were also brought in to allow for mutual 

assessment, e.g. of operations at service divisions. In many employees’ 

groups it was left to those employed themselves to decide upon 

compensation to be paid out to clients where a given installation had 

given rise to a problem of one kind of another. 

A further matter of significance was the organising of open-plan offices. 

Most employees ceased to hide out in different isolated rooms. In this 

respect, M. Witucki recalls how he would emphasise the importance of 

workers meeting (or at least seeing) one another while at work. 

At Orange Polska, participation is presented in terms of its being a culture 

of feedback, which is to say an inclination to achieve mutual transfer of 

information among employees, as well as to respond and react to that in 

the appropriate way. The activity relating to that is treated by 

management at the firm as an element providing for cultural change, 

which is to say a change of attitude, indeed a profiling of employees’ 

attitudes towards dialogue with their fellows, communicating problems in 

an open way, and so on and so forth. 

Recent years have seen the following programmes and projects pursued 

actively: 

1. The Ja w mojej firmie (”Me in My Firm”) Project, which gained 

implementation between August 2008 and May 2016 and saw employees 

participate in studying the organisational climate. They were able to 



 

 

assess relationships within teams of employees, as well as up-down 

relations between managers and employees, and ways in which the given 

employee is able to operate within the organisation. This work offered a 

picture of the situation in many different organisational structures of the 

firm. 

2. The (employee) social barometer – as group-level survey research 

carried out from December 2011 through to 2015, and in fact a new 

version that has been operating from May 2016 onwards and through to 

the present day. The purpose here is to ensure that employees in the 

firm’s different structure may express their opinions and have them 

transferred to higher levels in management. They may express things in 

terms of their level of satisfaction, and can assess leadership in the 

organisation, labour conditions and so on. The research is carried out 

within the framework of the firm’s new strategy, wherein the vision on the 

side of the employees is encapsulated in the use of the slogan digital and 

caring. 

3. Cultural change and an Organisational Health Survey (by McKinsey) – 

this has been a programme put into effect since September 2017, with 

the aim of greater commitment and motivation among employees being 

achieved, i.a. through the building of a feedback culture, as well as the 

development of trust-based cooperation between different areas of the 

firm. A key pillar to that is developed direct communication between 

subordinates and superiors. 

4. A 360-degree assessment programme (Feedback 360) has been 

pursued each alternate year since 2013 – initially (in the case of several 

first editions) in relation to managers only. Subsequently, it was extended 



 

 

to all employees. In line with the Board’s intentions, this was to be a key 

tool building a culture of openness, enhancing the quality of cooperation, 

and also raising the effectiveness of work engaged in. 

Employees take part in survey research based around 10 closed questions 

and two open ones. The responses provide for a superior to be informed, 

as well as made subject to an assessment of conduct, strongpoints and 

anticipated directions of change. In turn, bosses can compile this 

feedback information from their workers and combine that with self-

assessment. In essence, it is thanks to this kind of research that 

employees play their part in formulating standards of behaviour: for 

managers (”the leader in action”) and for themselves (”myself in action”). 

In a further stage it is possible for an employee to discuss with a manager 

the determination of objectives as regards development, and the 

preparation and pursuit of a development plan. 

In the view of Zbigniew Pachacz, the evaluations that employees come up 

with in relation to their superiors in the context of the programme are of 

significance to the shaping of relations between the two sides, and 

indeed to their steady improvement. Over time, “many employees 

become bolder and bolder, formulating opinions that may be very 

concrete, even if they are not always especially flattering”. 

5. Pulsometer research – engaged in once a month since 2018, with 

employees responding to three closed questions by reference to a 5-point 

star scale also allowing for comments. Employees are thus involved in an 

ongoing expression of opinion as regards the atmosphere prevailing in 

the team, and the achievement of objectives and feelings concerning the 

impacts of change. These reach both managers and team members, 



 

 

becoming a topic for open discussion between employers and their 

superiors. 

6. ”No-sugar” webinars – offer the chance for all employees to participate 

in monthly online meetings with Board Members. de facto some 4500-

6000 employees actually take part, and questions may be raised by 

anyone. The first meeting of this kind was held in March 2018. 

8. The participatory budget is a further element to worker participation at 

Orange Polska first introduced in 2015. Employees are in a position to 

make proposals in regard to defined activity within their local structure 

(of which there are more than 20). The projects they put forward for 

implementation range from the purchase of a coffee-maker to the 

installation of a bike stand or adaptation of a courtyard, as well as the 

organisation of a tea room, purchase of a massage chair and so on. 

Participation and delegation 

Various forms have been taken by participation, in the sense of people 

being delegated to engage in different kinds of activity on an 

independent basis. In the view of Z. Pachacz, task-delegation at the firm 

is very much a matter for the individual unit involved, e.g. whether it 

concerns advising clients, sales, network repairs, the central steering of 

installations, or specialisation in the development of services. 

The work of advisors associated with individual clients in fact gains far-

reaching description in work regulations. It is made quite clear how a 

conversation with a client should be conducted, with only limited room for 

manoeuvre when it comes to an employee’s own innovation. Things are 

different with the advisors of business clients, who may have up to fifty 



 

 

firms in their portfolios. Activity again follows a kind of scheme, but there 

are far more opportunities for individual action to be taken. 

Likewise, most employees dealing with technology or investments have 

some choice in the way they act as regards their professional knowledge, 

and again the room for manoeuvre is not too limited. 

Z. Pachacz opines that employees do a great deal of what they do on a 

project-by-project basis, meaning that Project Groups are set up. 

However, this is true of the units within the firm dealing with ICT, customer 

service or changes in organisational structure. Furthermore, there are no 

rules on how this kind of group is organised, even as it is typical for the 

leader to be designated in top-down fashion, in line with criteria that 

have already been set out. 

Where participation denotes communication, the most important form of 

achieving this is the transfer of information achieved by management by 

way of intranet pages – including those dedicated to specific groups of 

employees. The purposes of communication are also served by once-a-

month ”No-sugar” Webinar sessions, which is to say meetings convened 

with the firm’s management. Distinct channels supplying information are 

organised by the unions, with these primarily involving contact by email 

or person-to-person meetings. 

Opportunities and threats associated with participation 

Employees and their representatives usually praise the activity of 

management. Jerzy Iwaszkiewicz, as Chair of NSZZ Solidarność notes how 

employees appreciate the many forms of participation at their disposal. 

Mention is made of the ”Friendly working environment” Programme, which 



 

 

genuinely allows for work stations to be equipped better, along with the 

communal premises. The participatory budgeting is also popular. 

In contrast, there is visibly less participation among employees engaging 

in their everyday work, or when it comes to changes in the way work is 

organised. Key decisions in this regard are taken top-down, which seems 

understandable enough where the strategic matters of the firm’s 

development are concerned. On the other hand, the same thing seems to 

take place at a lower level following the effort to flatten the company’s 

organisational structure. Many workers apparently feel that their 

involvement exerts no influence on conduct at the place of work. There 

are in fact many organisational changes in the firm, and these can lead 

to layoffs. Even the announcement of a new idea fails to safeguard 

employment, and indeed it is even possible for the company to dispense 

with employees who have trained specifically to implement given 

projects. 

Zbigniew Pachacz notes how everyone in the firm is willing to stress the 

significance of a culture of feedback, whereby required information is 

received. Directors in turn go to great lengths to underline the 

significance of attitudes of this kind. The unions do just the same. 

In the opinion of interviewees, content of this kind fails to make it through 

to middle-managers, who fail to see the value in feedback, and indeed 

avoid opportunities for it to arise. “I am unsure where this comes from. 

Maybe they think that it is just a source of further problems for 

management? I do not know how much the Company Directors are aware 

of this situation. In recent years, there has been little good to be said 

about the model that has been introduced – in line with which the unions 



 

 

are to negotiate mainly with HR managers, thereby avoiding direct 

meetings with middle-managers. Ultimately, they do not wish to meet”. 

The humanisation of labour 

It was not possible to diagnose distinct problems with the humanisation 

or dehumanisation of labour in the company. And nor was any group 

identified as possibly threatened by agents of dehumanisation. However, 

respondents did point to an understanding of humanisation as care taken 

to ensure proper conduct towards co-workers, with equality of 

entitlement safeguarded, as well as safety at work and the prevention of 

occupational diseases (H&S) – not least the sense of hearing among 

employees manning information helplines. The company does provide its 

employees with supplementary health insurance. 

One factor that can be considered to serve in humanising working 

conditions is the Ethics Committee – an organisational structure to which 

employees may bring any reservations about their superiors that they 

may have, where there is any suspicion of such inappropriate conduct as 

lack of respect, an authoritarian style of management, and so on94. Z. 

Pachacz points to the Committee being in a position to play a genuinely 

positive role, even as the unions actually have no representative sitting 

with the body. The unions are nevertheless informed about numbers of 

cases coming before the Committee in any given year. Employees also 

turn to the trade unions as and when they wish them to intervene, as well 

to the Personnel Division. 
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Case Study – the FCA Group (ex Fiat Group and now Stellantis Group) 

The subject of analysis was the FCA Group, which was encompassed by 

processes involving the introduction and pursuit of both technological 

and organisational change, as well as practical manifestations of direct 

participation. In association with all of that, actions seeking to achieve a 

humanisation of labour also took place. 

Automation of production processes was ushered in from 1992 

(significantly in the years 1997-8, among other times). That was the year 

in which Fiat Group left Polish Treasury hands. Further technological 

change has also ensued in the more recent period. Thus, in the case 

under analysis it is technological change encompassing the company in 

the years 2002-2007 that is taken account of95. The company’s authorities 

have also been pursuing key projects linking up with technological 

modernisation. Historically, however, in the pre-privatisation period, 

technology hardly changed at all from the onset of manufacturing 

activity through to the early 1990s. For decades, therefore, a great deal 

of the work here (not least in welding) was done by hand. The Paint Shop 

was only modernised in the 1990s, with this indeed leading to a reduction 

in the amount of manual work done (and hence also in the negative 

influences exerted on human health). A further consequence of the 

modernisation of production has been for the risk to the natural 

environment to be reduced likewise. 

Presented below are the participation procedures and methods 

associated with the technological change referred to briefly above. 

Poland – Fiat 
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It is worth emphasising at the outset just how long the history of 

cooperation between Poland and the Fiat Group really is. It was in 1921 

that the foundation stone for the first Fiat factory in Poland was laid in 

Warsaw. This was also in fact that company’s first factory anywhere in the 

world outside Italy. Post-WW2, the authorities in Poland brought a Fiat car 

factory into operation under licence from the Italian-based group. Within 

that framework, production was largely concentrated in three localities, 

i.e. the Polish cities of Tychy (small cars), Bielsko-Biała (engines) and 

Warsaw (middle-sized passenger cars). 

It was then on December 22nd 1965 that an agreement was signed 

between Fiat and the state-run Centrala Handlu Zagranicznego 

“Motoimport”. This was a licencing agreement, by virtue of which a 

Warsaw-based enterprise known as Fabryka Samochodów Osobowych 

commenced with the manufacturing of medium-sized passenger cars. 

The first such – in production from 28.11.1967 – was the Polish Fiat 125p. 

This continued to be manufactured through to 1991 (Podbielski 2021). In 

turn, the small cars were made by a firm and factory called Fabryka 

Samochodów Małolitrażowych (FSM). In 1975, the relevant plant in Tychy 

came into existence, at which production under licence commenced in 

regard to the Fiata 126p (universally known to Poles as “the small one” or 

maluch). This continued to be made through to 22nd September 2000, 

with more than 2 million examples of this model turned out in total96. 

However, once the communist system (Polish People’s Republic) had 

fallen, FSM found itself purchased by the Fiat Group97 (which acquired 90% 

of the shares) – as early as in 1992. It was as a result of that transaction 
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that the main company emerging – on October 16th 1992 – was Fiat Auto 

Poland SA. In turn, in 1993, the Minister of Finance transferred into Fiat 

Auto Poland SA identified components of assets taken on by Poland’s 

Treasury in respect of FSM SA98. For its part: ”the company founded with 

Fiat’s involvement took on all of the old FSM debts (most with Fiat), with a 

sum of 7.8 bn zł involved, as well as ca. 150M domestically following 

restructuring” (NIK/Supreme Chamber of Audit, 22). 

At the time of its sale, the company was producing 262,000 cars a year. 

Production rose thereafter (peaking at 344,000 in 1999). A major decline 

then commenced between 2001 and 2003, only to be followed by a re-

increase to a level of 606,000 in 2006, prior to a fall once again. 

It is further worth noting here how – by 2021 – the name Grupa FCA 

Poland had come into use in Poland, applying to the company managing 

in the name of Fiat Group. This extends to include numerous daughter-

companies responsible for different parts or elements of the production 

process, as well as for organisation, sales, etc. The Group in fact has 

three locations at which it engages in manufacturing, i.e. the Tychy-based 

FCA Poland plant (where cars are assembled), FCA Powertrain Poland (in 

Bielsko-Biała, where engines are made), and Teksid Iron Poland (at 

Skoczów, where iron is cast)99. 

x 

Labour relations. FCA Group indeed has many daughter companies, which 

emerged as the firm went through its preliminary restructuring. These 
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discharge a wide range of functions and tasks that it was once possible to 

encompass within a single firm. However, the analysis covered here 

extends mainly to the two largest firms assembling cars (at Tychy) or else 

manufacturing engines (in Bielsko-Biała). 

The companies making up this group have traditionally had rather high 

levels of union membership (albeit of course varying somewhat from one 

to another). This remains the heritage of the situation back in the days of 

the Polish People’s Republic. All the major unions are active here, as are 

local ones. Unionisation is at the level of 40% of those employed100. The 

plants’ largest organisations are affiliated with Poland’s two major 

umbrella groups101, i.e. Ogólnopolskie Porozumienie Związków 

Zawodowych (OPZZ) and NSZZ Solidarność. The several smaller unions in 

operation include Wolny Związek Zawodowy Sierpień’80, the Father Jerzy 

Popiełuszko ”Christian Solidarity” and OPZZ’s Union of Engineers and 

Technicians102. 

Fig. 7. Production of cars in the Fiat Group. 
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Source: https://wyborcza.biz/biznes/7,177151,26743654,produkcja-aut-

na-rowni-pochylej-najgorszy-wynik-od-cwierc-

wieku.html?_ga=2.150338352.763836080.1630396284-

889707790.1625062314 

No Works Council was called into being within the FCA Group. For in 2006, 

the unions agreed among themselves that they would not become 

involved in a venture of this kind. The same was true even after 2009, 

when the Polish Act relating to this matter was amended. Equally, there 

were no initiatives relating to the founding of a Council from among the 

employees who were not union members. As former (1986-2019) Head of 



 

 

the OPZZ union at Fiat Auto Poland based in Bielsko-Biała, and as Chair of 

the Silesian District of the Polish Federation of Unions in Metallurgy and 

Steelmaking, Stanisław Młynarczyk notes the lack of any effort to get any 

such Council established, given that the existence of a collective labour 

agreement appeared to assure the unions of access to information they 

needed in matters of employment and planned changes. 

The Group’s collective labour agreement in question was in fact signed as 

early as in 1996. It has been updated regularly since then, having been 

devised after the privatisation of FSM and the founding of Fiat Group in 

Poland. The agreement deals, inter alia, with principles concerning 

remuneration, promotion and recruitment, as well as social issues. It 

foresees the payment of extra anniversary and Christmas bonuses, 

pension contributions, payments for holidays and through which to 

finance time at camp for the children of employees, as well as the 

funding of a recreation centre, and one-off sums to help those in need. 

Such abundant social provisioning was viewed by the unions as their 

major success, with S. Młynarczyk feeling particularly satisfied at an 

apparently successful reconciling of attractive remuneration with 

beneficial solutions of a social nature, as well as the way it has proved 

possible to prevail with a move away from production- (or productivity-

)related payment in the direction of the daily sum. 

Fig. 7. Production of cars in the Fiat Group,1993- 2012. 



 

 

 

Source: Fiat Group. 

A period of key changes. As was noted above, the introduction of robots 

at the FCA Poland Group began in 2002, in a ”smart production” context. 

Management saw this as “management of the production cycle in an 

automated way, using computer systems”. The aim was thus to free 

employees from the restrictive regime of the main manufacturing 

processes. Employees were nevertheless to remain in charge of 

supervision, as well as the periodic checking of installations. The 

introduction of this new project was associated with the start-up of 

production of a new make of car (the Panda) at the Tychy plant, as well 

as the manufacture of a new type of diesel engine called the SDE 1.3 (at 

the plant in Bielsko-Biała). 



 

 

800 robots were introduced at the Tychy factory, with these assigned to 

the production of the Fiat 500 and Lancia Y. Many of these are in 

operation at the Welding Shop. In the past, employees there had to do 

hand-welding of the carriage body for the Cinquecento, and later on the 

Seicento (with 2500 welding points per chassis). The situation changed 

when production of the Panda started up. Robots engage in precision 

welding in this case, meaning no chance of “human error” arising. The 

production of 1 item of car bodywork lasts 70 seconds. In spite of all the 

change, there is still a chance for 380 employees to work at the Welding 

Shop. They perform simple tasks associated with the servicing of the 

automated processes, as well as the measurement and logging of what is 

produced. 

In turn, at the Paint Shop, the introduced robots allowed for total 

automation of the spraying process. 80 of them have been installed, yet 

300 people remain in employment there. The only work to be done by 

hand now relates to the preparation and sealing of car bodies, as well as 

cases in which paintwork needs touching up. Robots are also present at 

the Production Division, where they engage in such activities as the 

mounting of heavy elements like seating, as well as the screwing on of 

wheels. The Division still employees 1400. 

Other technologies used at the plant are: 

 a cloud gathering production-line data (jams, micro-halts in 

production and the characteristics of different products and 

measurements), 

 3D printing, e.g. in the production and processing of stub axles. 



 

 

Many activities are subject to automation by way of new technologies. In 

the case of the production of the Twin Air 0.9 engine there has been 98% 

automation of the phase involving the processing of elements to the 

engine, while even assembly is now 61% automated. In turn, where the 

SDE 1.3 is concerned there has been 95% automation of the processing 

work, with a corresponding figure of 45% applying to the assembly work. 

There is broad application of the so-called partner, by which the heaviest 

operations are performed – such as those involving installation of such 

heavy subsystems as the seating (Lucia Morosini, IRES 2016). 

The influence of robotisation 

Robotisation was achieved in 2003, meaning that there was no particular 

subsequent reduction in levels of employment in this connection. The 

decline in numbers employed that did take place was rather linked 

stratightforwardly with a decline in numbers of cars produced. Lucia 

Morosini’s IRES Report tells us that employment involved in the 

manufacture of the SDE 1.3 engine was cut, even as there was a decline 

in the actual number of engines turned out. While 2007 saw 1255 people 

manufacturing almost 700,000 cars, in 2008 there were 1060 people at 

work making 574,000 cars. In the years 2009 -2010, in turn, a mere 724 

people were employed, with output at the level of around 400,000 units a 

year. 

While given places of work or work stations were associated with job-

losses, the people affected were re-employed elsewhere with the firm. 

There were also cases of individuals with particular desirable 

qualifications being employed, as for example at the unit responsible for 



 

 

maintaining factory operations … which employed electronics specialists 

(Lucia Morosini IRES 2016). 

Automation certainly affected the recruitment process, in that 

requirements set before potential employees were changed. Emphasis 

was now placed on a capacity to engage in self-discipline as equipment 

is being used, even as this was very much a matter of self-servicing. Also 

of importance were the manual skills helpful in assembling different 

elements as cars are made. Following Poland’s EU accession, the situation 

on the labour market was very much changed and it became harder to 

take on new people. While earlier there were cases of people being 

employed with a Bachelor’s Degree, later on that came to apply to 

almost everybody – there was even a joke that qualifications of this kind 

were needed even to be a waiter. However, this did not influence 

productivity, according to Mirosław Grzybek, who headed the Federation 

of Metallurgical and Steelmaking Trades Unions, and was also Deputy 

Head of the OPZZ union at Fiat Group. 

Organisational change 

Alongside changes of a technological nature, there were numerous 

changes relating to the organisation of work from the time the Italian 

owner first took over in 1992. For what happened then was the 

emergence of a network of dependent firms taking on various different 

elements of production. A need for a far-reaching restructuring of 

employment thus arose of necessity, with many employees leaving the 

main company, only to find work in the various subsidiaries. The figures 

make this clear, as – while Fiat Auto Poland was still employing close on 

16,000 people back in 1993, by 2002 the figure was just 3000. 



 

 

In the main company, the employees remaining in post were those 

dealing with the final assembly of cars (at the Tychy plant), or else engine 

production (at the plant in Bielsko- Biała). Some employees passed into 

retirement, while there were also mass layoffs in the year 2001, with this 

affecting some 2-3000 people as production fell (not least when the Fiat 

126 was withdrawn). An end had been put to the production of the 

Cinquecento even before that. Levels of employment actually rose back 

somewhat in 2003, when manufacturing of the Panda commenced. 

Given the multitude of companies coming within the group, questions 

about working conditions inevitably came to be raised. In the affiliated 

companies, labour pacts similar to those with the main company came 

into existence, with comparisons here made with the 1996 situation. A 

subsequent non-standard process of divergence and differentiation bore 

fruit when it came to the rate at which pay rises came along. 

”A concept for co-creation” 

Mirosław Grzybek is a FIAT employee of long standing who now Heads the 

Federation of Unions for those in the metallurgical and steel-making 

trades103. According to him, Italian managers showed a great willingness 

to cooperate in the process by which the shift was adapted for work with 

new technologies, and in general with a far greater degree of 

automation. 

The FCA Group took employees into various different decision-making 

and organisational processes, while also providing training to accelerate 

adaptation to changing working conditions. Thus ”an employee of the 

FCA Group has daily participation” in the ”concept for co-creation, being 
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a part of this advisory body, in a position to pass on remarks and 

reservations” – as the report accepted by the trade unions notes. 

The concept for co-creation appeared at the FCA plants in connection 

with first implementation of a model for management known as WCM or 

World-Class Manufacturing. This has employees obliged to pass on ideas 

relating to innovation in the so-called Kaizen form. The aim is to work 

together in the search ”savings”, as well as steady qualitative 

improvement at the place of work. 

Indeed, employees were actually under an obligations to each year 

supply a given number of proposals seeking to achieve the necessary 

streamlining and improved efficacy (for which the Japanese term Kaizen 

is used). Bonuses are received by those employees whose ideas are 

shown to cut costs at the firm, while these at the same time have an 

influence on the periodic assessment an employee receives – with this 

obviously helping to safeguard stability of employment. For, as and when 

it becomes necessary to proceed with layoffs, there is more protection for 

those whose innovative output has been greater (even if account is also 

taken of other factors such as a status or non-status as a family 

breadwinner). M. Grzybek noted how the unions had actually streamlined 

the Kaizen system itself, it having initially been introduced unilaterally by 

management. The union input was to ensure the employees felt 

comfortable with the whole concept. Indeed, there were accusations that 

a given foreman may have elected not to pass an idea up to the higher 

level – or even that ideas might have been “stolen”. It was then the 

unions’ role to come up with a way of ensuring the saving and transfer of 

ideas in such a way that authorship proved to be transparent and easy to 

trace. 



 

 

Problems with communications 

B. Klimczak – a middle-manager – asserts that employees wishing to act 

as co-deciders in their place of work always have the change to do this in 

the context of their daily contacts with their immediate bosses. He himself 

has willingly applied an “open door” policy denoting a readiness to talk at 

any time. Furthermore, he had always proceeded on the assumption that 

the employees knows what is needed at the post or work station, with a 

view to ensuring smooth working. In turn ”I always explained to my own 

superiors that experts in the organisation of work could be brought in, but 

if so this ought to be done with full participation of employees, as well as 

team leaders and managers. Only where the knowledge and experience 

of all of these is brought in can a good organisational model for the work 

station be generated”. 

Klimczak further warns against the kinds of managers who are too much 

”dizzied” by their promotions, even if this is clearly a feature of a given 

type of person. Equally, it was in no way true that managers encouraged 

foremen or other leaders to adopt an authoritarian standpoint in relation 

to their subordinates. 

B. Klimczak does consider it a visible feature among certain middle-

managers that they have problems with communicating effectively, 

including also with the relaying to lower levels of information that has 

come from their own superiors. They may for example “goldplate” what 

comes down the line with an extra layer of drama, thereby for example 

overstating requirements that have been set. There is also a lack of skill 

when it comes to the analysis of messages, and the clear presentation to 



 

 

workers of the expectations or intentions of senior management when it 

comes to production. 

”The thing is that people have different personalities, and it is necessary 

to understand how to talk to them in a particular way – some will need to 

hear things gently, while others should be spoken to “normally”, or else in 

a way that helps to get them motivated”. An additional remark was that: 

”there are issues with inter-personal matters … and always will be. 

Whether that is true of rank-and-file employees, union members or 

bosses. I would say about 25-30% of employees may actually have 

problems with developing good and friendly relations with their co-

workers, irrespective of whether those involved are above them or below 

them in the hierarchy”. 

Employees’ attitudes to the introduction of new technologies 

Work on this was done at FCA Group in 2016. Among the aspects studied 

was the fear (or lack of fear) over the possibility that layoffs from work 

might ensue. Questions answered also considered the possibility of an 

increased risk of employees being excluded … or faced with the 

consequences of inequalities and disparities. Some replied by saying 

“there is no threat like that – layoffs or reductions are a consequence of 

declining output”, or “(the threat) does not exist”. 

Some pointed to a need to ensure opportunities for employees to raise 

their qualifications by way of a system of training courses. This was seen 

as potentially helping protect them from being laid off. ”Workers 

engaged in production will need retraining, with this then making it 

possible for them to be deployed in new posts connected with new 



 

 

technologies”; and ”management ought to take heed of the need for 

training and requalification”. 

There were also certain expressions of fear. “Yes, the risk is big…”, that 

some employees will lose out ”against smart production”. ”In large 

measure they will take the place of human beings, leading to reduced 

levels of employment”. Another worker noted that: ”…they provide a 

replacement more and more often, lowering costs and raising the quality 

and repeatability of production – hence the need for new skills and 

employee development”. 

Some voices were more optimistic: ”At our plant … robots augment the 

work done, as there are operations along the assembly line that no 

automation or robot can carry out”. Another worker opined that: ”…it is 

more a case of them supporting the manufacturing process, since in 

many cases the cost of the purchase and use of robots is simply 

uneconomical – even where there is serial production with repeat 

activities”. “In the case of the car industry they will always be a 

supplement rather than a replacement”. “The place of a human being 

won’t be taken by them, but the direction we should head in would see 

production and technological processes augmented by robots …” 

x 

Employees also answered questions about how thing at FCA at Tychy 

looked when it came to employees’ adaptation to changes arising out of 

technological development, as well as training, apprenticeships, 

internships, what employees are directed towards, and the influence of 

new technology on employability, remuneration and safety at work. Some 

members of the work force emphasise that the firm ”can be proud of the 



 

 

benefits of constant training of employees, so as to maintain a very high 

and professional level of awareness, knowledge and skill in many 

areas…”. In turn, an employee confirms that: ”training sessions are run in 

series as is also the case for H&S. The key courses of training that 

employees from managerial levels at Team Leader or above participate 

in concern WCM, as well as foreign languages”. 

Respondents also said that employees went through training on the job, 

also seeking to upskill in regard to other posts so as to be suitable mobile. 

They also participate in classes on different subjects as organised by the 

managers on their part of the line. This allows people to familiarise 

themselves with technological change affecting the manufacturing 

process, as well as with whatever the top plant management has decided 

upon. Basically, ”employees are sent on training courses in line with the 

need”. The assessment from another worker was simply that: “the 

employer cares about us, when it comes to the ongoing raising of 

qualifications and upskilling”. 

x 

The study also homed in directly on a question as to whether the 

relationship between the employer and employees at the plant was as it 

should be or not. More specifically, researchers sought to determine if the 

reaction were appropriate when new digital technology was brought in, 

and/or intelligent production systems. 

A respondent put it this way: ”the relations are appropriate, based 

around Partnership even; but there is a lack of any greater freedom when 

it comes to playing a part in shaping the internal rules”. However, the 

feeling was still that – thanks to trade-union representation as necessary, 



 

 

the employer did not feel inclined to enforce either “poor working 

conditions or low pay”. Thanks to that, it was apparently possible for 

workers to affect the change arising as new digital technology and 

intelligent production systems are brought in. 

A further respondent suggested that relations were indeed based around 

cooperation, and – when it came to bringing in new technology – that 

process had taken place on the basis of both relevant training and 

incentives (of a financial nature). Employees were thus up to speed as 

regards change that was taking place or on the way, with this continuing 

to ensure that suitable working conditions could be put in place. 

Further people surveyed were ready to confirm ”appropriate” relations 

pertaining between the employer and workers. Management reacted to 

change rapidly and – as far as possible – rather correctly, since the most 

abrupt and/or sudden transformations are avoided. Indeed, the situation 

seems to be quite the opposite as ”they are many times discussed at 

divisional level, between employees and those involved on the technical 

side”. Yet another employee opined that relations were supremely 

professional in character, with this taken to mean that, as and when new 

technology was ushered in (above all intelligent systems) there is 

immediate change made, with innovation shown in both the training 

offered and the way that the real levels of knowledge in employees are 

raised. 

Joint action during the time of the pandemic 

Once the pandemic had broken out, the firm’s management brought in a 

strategy to deal with matters of health and safety at work and protection 

against infection. The unions were given the opportunity to field remarks 



 

 

and make proposals, with the management declaring itself open to these. 

Naturally, ideas from both unions and employees themselves were 

primarily concerned with reducing the chances of people becoming 

infected. In the view of B. Klimczak, some 30% of all the rules and 

regulations brought in to ensure better safety originated with the unions. 

”We for example proposed that employees should bring their own 

individual bottles of water, rather than making use of large communal 

sources. Management made use of ideas on how to avoid crowding, e.g. 

in the cloakrooms, as well as ways of coming in through the gate without 

having to actually touch anything. We might also note how the employer 

put on extra buses for workers to make sure that proper distances 

between people were maintained as journeys were being taken”. 

The humanisation of work: 

In the view of Bolesław Klimczak, humanisation is seen as a matter of 

importance at the plant. Stressed aspects include the need to safeguard 

employees against excessive routine and monotony of activity. Activity in 

this area is in turn necessitated by the aforementioned World Class 

Management system, one of whose principles is 3x3x3 – meaning that a 

given team of workers is to include 3 people who know 3 different 

operations, while 3 know all of the possible operations. According to Mr 

Klimczak, the point here is to allow for a series of different assembly-

related or other operations to be carried out, in rotation, with a view to a 

deleterious tedious repetition being avoided. However, it is not obvious 

that all employees actually welcome that, given that they may be used to 

certain tasks only, and may seek to keep things that way. 



 

 

However, for many, the upholding of the 3x3x3 rule has been regarded as 

important, given the raising of the level of flexibility where workforce 

competences are concerned, and in fact the possibility for workers to be 

moved around from one activity to another. This obviously helps to ensure 

maintenance of a given rate of production. 

Verified application of this rule does take place, with team leaders 

required to engage in the specific documentation of different employees’ 

mastery of different operations. Through to the time when provisions of 

the General Data Protection Regulation came into force, this information 

was actually put up on a board, so that a given worker might see what he 

or she is recognised as being able to do, along with other people, and 

with the information even being accessible to those from outside the 

plant. 

The humanisation of labour was also to have been supported by the 

calling into being of an anti-mobbing committee tasked with considering 

issues brought by employees and usually bringing in a trade union 

member. In practice, the number of cases coming before the committee 

in a given year was 2-3. 

The introduction of WCM principles helped put in place a favourable 

atmosphere at work, with good relations in place among employees. 

Training helped with that, hence the fall to a low level in numbers of 

accusations relating to mobbing. Indeed, in line with this approach, 

management became far more aware of matters of people 

management, and ways of engaging in this so as not to engender 

conflict, or feelings that dignity or autonomy of action were being 

undermined, and so on. 



 

 

Summary 

In Poland, direct participation is a phenomenon characterised by lack of 

continuity. Respondents thus presented a range of opinions portraying a 

mixed situation. 

The union leader at Volkswagen Poznań for example claims that 

managers are looking more and more conciliatory in their work and 

approach, seeming to be set on achieving co-decision. However, there 

are some who think they can behave like the proverbial cowboy, knocking 

heads together as they see fit, and – as necessary – hiring and firing more 

or less at will. Any kind of reform of Polish managers proves challenging 

at times, and all the more so where the lower tiers are concerned. 

Nevertheless, the entire management system deployed by the firm is 

participatory, with this inevitably denoting a need to adapt and conform. 

The person interviewed adds that co-decision and participation have their 

downsides, not least as the time for decisions to be arrived at may be 

extended. However, this is seen as the best approach overall, since it is 

the one that brings better decisions generally. 

For his part, G. Pietrzykowski (who heads the National Section of Solidarity 

connected with the motor industry in the broad sense)104 likewise points to 

an overall orientation towards cooperation and conciliation in the typical 

circumstances of large firms. Behaviours that might be regarded as over-

authoritarian are eliminated by firms themselves, on the basis of an 

awareness that reputations are damaged in this way, while the effects in 

terms of lowered productivity may be quite tangible. ”A good atmosphere 

is beneficial to all. There is no great gap between employees and 
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management on the different levels, as relations have been developing in 

a partnership direction, with many now on first-name terms”. 

Franciszek Gierat, the Chair of WZZ Sierpień’80 at the Fiat plant (today’s 

Stellantis) says that employees continue to encounter cases of boorish 

behaviour from supervisors. Some employees are afraid to speak up 

within the firm, given the possibility of transfer to less-ideal kinds of work. 

There are bosses who consider themselves the only ones involved in 

assessment or the offering of opinions. 

Radosław Pyszczek, who leads for NSZZ Solidarność at T-Mobile, shows 

the businesslike way in which participation is approached over in 

Germany. Decisions are indeed debated there in a participatory fashion, 

with worker involvement. However, when a decision is made, discussion is 

at an end and respect for what has been agreed is manifested by all. This 

also finds its reflection in the way the firm in Poland operates. 

Managers versus managed 

The research points to the various different attitudes managers adapt. 

Interesting results are supplied by the work of Ryszarda Rutka and 

Małgorzata Czerska, who researched the attitudes and orientations 

displayed by lowest-tier managers in the 1997-2000 and 2011-2014 

periods. Between those times it prove possible to identify significant 

changes in the conditions in which managerial roles are played in 

enterprises and institutions105 In the first period, almost one-third of all 

managers at this lowest level were convinced that it was by way of 
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intensive supervision and scrutiny that desired behaviour in subordinates 

could be encouraged. By the second study period only a quarter thought 

the same way. 

The work also reveals how 46% of managers interviewed in the first 

period felt that they were striving to ensure that subordinates’ conduct 

was in line with procedures in force or their own convictions – given that 

this was the best way in which work could be carried out. By the second 

(2011-2014) period, the share of managers adopting such an attitude 

had risen to 54%. 

The researchers drew the conclusion that ”managers focus first and 

foremost on ensuring that subordinates’ conduct falls into line with their 

own views as to how employees ought to proceed, in line with procedures 

(with this remark applying to the enterprises’ sector in particular” (Rutka 

and Czerska 2016: 145). 

One matter researched was the (perceived) willingness of subordinates to 

accept a shared responsibility for decisions made. In the 1997-2000 

period, 54% of managers (working for the firm) felt that subordinates did 

not want to bear any joint responsibility of this kind (with as many as 23% 

opining that workers were not in fact interested in any form of 

participation in the decision-making process). However, by the time of the 

second session of surveying, only 36% were of the view that joint 

responsibility was of no interest to subordinates. 

Further work concerned employees’ expectations as regards their bosses 

developing a positive atmosphere in which to work, above and beyond 

their role in ensuring the technical and organisational conditions in which 

the work in question might take place. While 37% of enterprise managers 



 

 

in the first period felt that their subordinates had this kind of expectation; 

by the second period that was true of 33% of managers (Rutka and 

Czerska 2016). 

 


