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Workplace ethnographies –  
an underestimated source of subject-
oriented work research 

Andrea Gabler 

 
The article tries to argue why workplace ethnographies, with their deep 
immersion into daily social action, are more than other approaches appro-
priate to illuminate hidden and subjective levels of work. Insofar they 
should be more picked up by the current debates on subjectivation, subjec-
tivity and informal organisation of work in German sociology of work and 
industrial sociology. A cursory view of the rich tradition of ethnographic 
research and of examples within the anglophone language area will show 
the methodical and factual gains of this approach. The US-American 
“Workplace Ethnography Project” demonstrates an interesting way to de-
duce more general insights and patterns from ethnographic case studies. 
Exemplary findings can be linked to the German debate. Finally a view on 
one of the few German ethnographic studies will show its value to the 
analysis of subjectivity, subjectivation and informal organisation of work: 
and gives reasons for pursuing similar research.  
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1.  The debate on subjectivation of work 

“I am an entrepreneurial self now”, Christoph Bartmann writes on his brave 

new, ‘post-bureaucratic’ world as an employee (Bartmann, 2012, p. 15). In 

fact, the subject seems to have been allocated a larger space in the work 
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process today, representing an important aspect of the transformation of 

work. It is a main characteristic of the (earlier) Fordist organisation of work, 

to eliminate the subjective factor through strict division of work, mandatory 

rules and rigid control by management, and thus considerably contribute to 

alienation. In Taylorist work, the subjective factor seems to be completely 

excluded, from its ideal typical concept as well as from the average working 

day, although I will show later that subjectivity is indispensable in everyday 

work and that, in fact, it does play a central role. With the introduction of 

post-Fordist, post-bureaucratic working methods however, subjectivity is 

recognised as a factor that may increase production, and is even promoted. 

First of all, from the point of view of the company and the management, this 

subjectivation means a more intense access to the labour capacity of the 

employee. Higher demands on the presence and the flexibility of the compa-

nies, resulting from the process of ‘marketisation’, are handed ‘down’ to the 

employees as higher demands on their creativity, flexibility and subjective 

potentials which have not been used before. The subjective work capacity, 

although it had always been present and was practiced, but so far had rarely 

or not at all been claimed, is today expected and used for the purposes of the 

organisation. The employees are supposed to work in a ‘holistic’ way, to give 

up their creativity and their ability to structure completely, and to exploit 

their potential of self regulation. Next to their professional skills, they are 

supposed to integrate social, extra-professional and personal abilities into 

their work: that is, their complete personality. Thus, subjectivity is function-

alised, new ways of control and cooperation emerge: a process that is present-

ly debated, using terms like ‘self control instead of surveillance’ or ‘ways of 

team or project work’.     

The other side of subjectivation of work is based on historically relatively 

new demands of employees concerning their work. The main social trend of 

the 20th century, which is an increasing individualisation, materialises here in 

a stronger insistence on self realisation, on individual responsibility, and on 

greater freedom of one’s own decisions and actions in the work process. This 

“normative subjectivation” (Baethge, 1994) confronts companies with a need 

for holistic, more ‘liberated’ and satisfying work-places. In this way, we are 

dealing with a “double process of subjectivation” (Kleemann, Matuschek, & 
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Voß, 2002, p. 58). In German sociology of work and industrial sociology, the 

current debate focuses, on one hand, on manifestations of this ‘double subjec-

tivation’. On the other hand, there are attempts to identify the consequences 

for employees and employment (see Lohr, 2013, pp. 434f.). The empirical 

findings remain contradictory (see ibid., pp. 432ff.), in spite of the spectacu-

lar thesis of the ‘Arbeitskraftunternehmer’ (entrepreneur of one’s own man-

power) (see Voß & Pongratz, 1998). ‘Double subjectivation’ is first of all an 

ideal typical description, and should be differentiated according to groups of 

employees, industries, and demographic and individual factors. Only then, its 

chance: like self-realisation, higher work satisfaction, breaking of fixed role 

patterns, and its risks: like work overload, insecurity, and alienation, can be 

identified empirically.  

With the identification of this twofold transformation: a stronger grasp on 

work ability and higher demands on work, the sociology of work increasingly 

considers the subjective aspect. However, its “research into subjectivity as 

well as attitudes towards subjectivation [are] still in the phase of conceptual 

development” (Langfeldt, 2009, p. 388). “The problem of investigation of 

subjective attitudes towards subjectivation of work has […] not yet led to a 

final conclusion” (ibid., p. 391). There seems to be no silver bullet in the 

search for the subjective factor in work so far. However, we have suggestions 

to eliminate methodical and factual difficulties by including other disciplines 

and approaches like gender studies or labour and organisational psychology 

(see ibid., p. 389).  

There are other options which have not yet been exhausted. This contribu-

tion suggests consulting sources that have, so far, found too little considera-

tion in subject-oriented work research: workplace ethnographies. At first, the 

methodological specificity and uniqueness of the ethnographic approach will 

be explained. A cursory view of the rich tradition of ethnographic research, 

and of examples within the anglophone language area, will show the method-

ical and factual gains of this approach (2). Then, an interesting way to deduce 

more general insights and patterns from ethnographic case studies will be 

introduced by presenting considerations, implementations and selected 

findings from the US-American “Workplace Ethnography Project”. Through 

the presentation of examples, options for their application and links to the 
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German debate can be shown (3). One of the few German language studies of 

workplace ethnography will show the ‘value’ of this approach to the analysis 

of subjectivity, subjectivation and informality in work (4). The contribution 

will close with reflections on further options of making wider use of ethnog-

raphies in the German language area (5).  

2.  Workplace ethnographies: Methodical and analytical subject 
orientation par excellence 

Ethnography, originally part of ethnology (resp. ‘social anthropology’), is a 

methodological approach as well as an analytical perspective (see van 

Maanen, 2011, p. 218). Its objects are social practices, which are being 

observed during longer phases of field research: classically a period of one 

year in the field, and then verbalised (by recording and editing field notes and 

diaries), and interpreted.1 Typical formats are single case studies: analyses of 

one culture resp. one group, community or organisation. According to Wittel, 

ethnography can be described as “a process of investigation and textualisa-

tion of a culture with relatively clearly defined affiliations and limitations” 

(Wittel, 1997, p. 17), consisting “mainly in field research” (ibid.). At the 

center of a “broad scope of techniques of observation and communication” 

(ibid.), there is always a “longer period of field stay” (ibid.). Although ethno-

graphic research follows different methods and combinations of methods in 

an opportunistic way (see Breidenstein, Hirschauer, Kalthoff, & Nieswand, 

2013, p. 34), the focus is always in participant observation. Even as, in the 

German language area, one would perhaps not go as far as in Anglo-Saxon 

countries where, meanwhile, ethnography has been widely identified with 

                                           
1 For the following see Breidenstein, Hirschauer, Kalthoff, Nieswand, 2013, pp. 33ff. 

Ethnographies are time intensive, expensive and demanding. Under the restrictive 
conditions of the conventional academic activities, it is not surprising that ethnograph-
ic field work is in most cases restricted to phases of qualification (mainly for Doctoral 
degrees), and that the period of the field research is increasingly determined by prag-
matic considerations. Pleas for a “focused ethnography” (Knoblauch 2001), are met 
with comprehensible criticism (see e.g. Dellwing & Prus, 2012, p. 214; Westney & 
Van Maanen, 2011). 
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participant observation (see Gans, 1999, p. 544), it is generally accepted: 

Without participant observation, no ethnography.  

Jean Peneff, who not only widely practiced participant observation in the 

field of work research, but also presented a historical survey on its applica-

tion in sociology, interprets participant observation as a methodological 

instrument that is supposed to induce a social experience (see Peneff, 2009; 

Benouaddah-Muller, 2009). You live with or like (other) social groups, 

immerse yourself in their milieu, and share experiences. In this way, partici-

pant observation becomes an instrument to identify issues that are seemingly 

self-evident or have never been questioned, to uncover the „unknown in the 

seemingly known“ (Strodtholz & Kühl, 2002, p. 16). It should be stressed 

that as an effect of active participation, immersion, as with Erving Goffman, 

opens access to the ‘back stage’ of the given social field. The technique 

consists in the collection of data “by subjecting yourself, your own body and 

your own personality, and your own social situation to the set of contingen-

cies that play upon a set of individuals, so that you can physically and ecolog-

ically penetrate their circle of responses to their social situation, or their work 

situation, or their ethnic situation or whatever. […]. You’re artificially forc-

ing yourself to be tuned into something that you then pick up as a witness: 

not as an interviewer, not as a listener, but as a witness to how they react to 

what gets done and around them” (Goffman, 1974, pp. 125f.). Through this 

active state of witness and his active participation in the social processes in 

the field, the researcher achieves a perspective from within on “relevant 

structures and concepts of action” (Münst, 2008, p. 372). At the same time, 

he tries to scientifically objectify his perspective through systematic observa-

tion and its documentation.  

In a broader sense, this purposeful observation is guided by theory: at 

least through previous knowledge or the concentration on certain aspects. 

This is what distinguishes the participant observer from a describing layper-

son (see Kohl, 2000, p. 111).2 Ethnographies do not deal with mere descrip-

tions of phenomena and actions, but with their content of meaning, with the 

                                           
2 This could be an important criterion to distinguish research from journalistic works or 

social reports. 
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decoding of cultural and social codes, not only by recording them from 

‘outside’, but through an attempt to co-live and understand them from ‘in-

side’. This is what makes ethnographies so appropriate for the comprehension 

of social actions from the perspective of the subject. They provide the chosen 

method when it comes to uncover the perspectives from inside, from below, 

and realise the variety of everyday perceptions and -interactions. On one 

hand, it offers special options for data acquisition; “especially thick, contex-

tually embedded, contradicting and ambivalent data” (Bachmann, 2002, p. 

355) can be generated. On the other hand, this kind of immersing fieldwork is 

complex, hardly controllable, and hostile to methods in a certain sense. “The 

more participating the participatory observation, the more it carries problems 

of qualitative methods to extremes” (ibid.). Meanwhile, an ethnographic 

approach can be observed in many areas, even in “experimental writing” and 

“political interventions” (Silverman, 2004, p. 45), meaning that ethnographic 

research can be conceptualised and practiced as action research. But this is 

not imperative, even if particular characteristics of both areas of research 

overlap. As a rule, the ethnographer mainly participates in order to observe 

and to draw his conclusions from this, and less to drive something forward 

with his actions.  

As has been indicated earlier: “Ethnography is an attitude and not a par-

ticular application” (Helmers, 1993, p. 8), and the respective ethnographic 

attitude can be applied to all forms of social practice. Ethnographic fieldwork 

on the Trobriand Islands does not principally differ from fieldwork in a 

German factory (see Senft, 2002). Nevertheless, approaches in ethnographic 

research have hardly been registered in German language sociology of indus-

try and work. This is in obvious contrast to the English language area, where, 

for example, industrial relations on the micro-level of the factory have often 

been ethnographically investigated in form of a ‘workplace study’. It is also 

in contrast to the French sociologie du travail, which has so far been underes-

timated as a possible source of subject-oriented work research. In addition, 

Anglo-American organisation research counts on ethnographies of and in 

organisations (see van Maanen, 2001, p. 240), which are, above all, supposed 

“to uncover and explicate the ways in which people in particular work set-

tings come to understand, take responsibility, take action, and otherwise 
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manage their day-to-day-situation” (van Maanen, 1979, p. 540). Such ethnog-

raphies of organisation and work have a great tradition, going back to the 

Chicago School (Park, Whyte and others).  

Since the publication of the famous Hawthorne Studies, many ethno-

graphically oriented single case studies investigate the central problem, how 

processes and norms of a work-group shape the approaches and attitudes of 

their members. They are especially interested in informal structures and 

obstinate patterns of action (see Vallas, Finlay, Wharton, 2009, pp. 54ff.). 

But these work ethnographies have been drafted only exceptionally as inter-

vening action research (for one example, see Gabler, 2010). Michael Bu-

rawoy’s study “Manufacturing Consent” (1979), presently in its 10th edition, 

is a classic of participatory-observatory work sociology. In the German 

language area, Burawoy has mainly been perceived as participant in the 

‘Labour Process Debate’ or as the president of the American and the Interna-

tional Sociological Association and less as a work ethnographer. But “Manu-

facturing Consent” impressively demonstrates how much can be gained from 

ethnographic approaches to subject oriented work research. Working ten 

months as a machine operator in a factory for agricultural equipment, (see 

ibid., pp. ix ff.), Burawoy reports of acts of game playing, that is, of open or 

hidden bargaining processes by which the ‘playing’ internal actors could 

reproduce and manipulate the rules of the game, and thus support a basic 

consensus in the factory. That means, a consensus is produced by actions, and 

even by acts of resistance, of the protagonists on the shop floor; dynamic 

production politics emerge, with the work processes and results dependent on 

them. Here, the subjective effort of the workers are interpreted as voluntary 

co-operation in their own exploitation (see Neuberger, 1995, p. 266): a 

‘harmonising’ conclusion, with which one does not have to agree. It seems 

more important to refer to Burawoy’s immediate observations, which relate 

to large quantities of small acts of self-determination, to acts of making out, 

and to active actions of workers who are seemingly suffering passively: 

something that is not envisaged in (Marxist) theory. The study can also be 

read as a coincidentally long-term study: by chance, Burawoy worked in the 

same factory as Donald F. Roy, who had done ethnographic field studies 

there thirty years earlier (see Burawoy, 1979, p. x). Roy’s studies are regard-
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ed as milestones of early ethnographic work research (Roy, 1954; Roy, 

1959). He did his research in ‘wild’ settlements and, since 1934, worked 

himself in 24 of the lowest jobs in about 20 factories (see Burawoy, 2001, p. 

454), among others, 1952, in the factory for agricultural equipment that had 

already been mentioned. These occupations formed the basis of his research 

on work conditions, workplace interactions, conflicts, and the role of the 

unions (see Duke University Libraries n.d.). Roy’s “Banana Time” (1959) is 

one of the most frequently quoted ethnographic studies of organisation and 

industrial sociology. It reflects his experiences in a textile factory in New 

York. The term “Banana Time”, coined by Roy, describes “how employees 

have made workplaces more tolerable by participating in off-task camarade-

rie. Banana time refers to the collectively determined break time of factory 

workers, the start of which was signaled with a lunch box banana” (Duke 

University Libraries, n.d.). A banana was stolen regularly from a co-worker, 

leading to predictable but entertaining disruptions. Roy describes how the 

workers succeed in rendering meaning to the monotonous work “through 

playing ‘games’ and ritualised social interaction” (Burawoy, 2001, p. 455). In 

other studies, Roy shows that not only money, but also dignity, poses an issue 

at the shop floor. He shows how a particular culture of the work-group is 

formed by its own norms (and norm setting), but also how much, at the same 

time, work-groups are heterogeneous, fragmented and shaped by a fragile 

coherence. His close relation to the object develops through participant 

observation, explaining the rich analyses as well as their limits (e.g. the 

influence of exogenous factors) (see Caveng, 2006). 

In a later study, Roy examines the influence of sexual relations on produc-

tion (“Sex in the Factory”, 1974), a long time before the gender aspect of 

work became topical (see Burawoy, 2001, p. 455). Burawoy reports that Roy 

was also increasingly interested in the role and the interests of the emphatic 

researcher; he was “a participant observer in search of a new science of 

ethnography, what he called action research” (ibid., p. 456).  

Roy’s material has been taken up and referred to over and over. William 

F. Whyte’s analysis of industrial piece work and incentive systems is only 

one example. It relies heavily on ethnographic material, among others on 
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Roy’s work diary as a drill mechanic in a steel factory (see Whyte, 1955).3 

He quotes descriptions: e.g. how an experienced worker explains time meas-

urement and facilitative arrangements to an inexperienced worker, and con-

cludes that these devices and inventions are paradigmatic for “the ingenuity 

of the American workman. They evidence a knowledge of machine operation 

that could be exceedingly valuable to management” (ibid., p. 177). Whyte 

does not always agree with Roy’s interpretations, but gives great significance 

to his material in regard to “the problem of fixing the piece rates” (ibid., p. 

29). Roy’s experiences with informal actions, various ways of output re-

striction, informal group norms as well as with the invention of individual 

tricks (see ibid., p. 39) are taken up by Whyte under a different perspective, 

as he is interested in a socially acceptable and efficient piece rate. Neverthe-

less, they do not lose anything of their fascination and explanatory power. 

Burawoy refers to Roy’s research as well, insisting in retrospective that the 

company where both did their fieldwork had “an amazing constancy in the 

organisation of production between 1944 and 1974” (Burawoy, 2004, p. 3). 

During these 30 years, the industrial relations had developed from a despotic 

to a hegemonic regime: where there was coercion before, now consent has 

become more important (see ibid., p. 4). 

Not only Burawoy’s widely received study, but also his job history is a 

good example for the inspiring effects of workplace ethnographies. Only a 

few years before “Manufacturing consent”, Miklos Haraszti had published 

“Workers in a Workers’ State” (1975), a workplace ethnography from a 

Budapest tractor factory that soon became famous. Haraszti does not only 

show the equivalence of exploited and alienated work in ‘real socialism’, but 

also describes the workers’ self-action and solidarity. They put their own 

strategies against a seemingly complete alienation, e.g. in form of fusizni: 

paid work on their personal items, that is only inadequately translated by the 

term moonlighting. The significance of fusizni lies in the self-determined 

actions of the workers through which they are able to regain control over 

their work process (see ibid., pp. 105f.). The “startling” parallels in the work 

                                           
3 Whyte himself came forward with a classical study on the social structure of restau-

rants and a study on slums of Italian migrants (see also Vallas et al, 2009, pp. 56f.). 
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experience in capitalism and real socialism: “the same array of drills, mills, 

and lathes, etc. and operators were paid on individual piece rates” (Burawoy, 

2004, p. 14), but also the differences (a higher degree of exploitation in the 

Hungarian factory, a production policy that can be seen as “bureaucratic 

despotism” (ibid.)), inspired Burawoy in the 1980s to work and pursue 

participant research in various Hungarian factories. A systematic comparison 

of various production regimes leads him to the conclusion that state socialism 

is a system that manufactures dissent (see ibid., p. 16). In the early 1990s, 

Burawoy continues his ethnographic studies in the USSR, first for two 

months in the “dungeon” (ibid., p. 17) of a well-known Moscow rubber plant 

with “atrocious working conditions” (ibid.), then for four months in a furni-

ture factory in north west Russia. Here, he becomes witness to the process of 

economic transformation, to internal “civil war” (ibid.) between different 

factions of management, to the emergence of new classes and to de-

industrialisation (see ibid., pp. 17f.). 

This series of English-language workplace ethnographies, which are 

sometimes classical works of work sociology, could be continued; for a first 

glance on the long list of important studies I would like to recommend the 

web site of the “Workplace Ethnography Project”.4 But already the examples 

mentioned above prove that the ethnographic method produces “gold mine(s) 

of data” (Hodson, 1999, p. 3). They allow to understand a situation in the 

same way the participant does, in other words, they merge the perspective of 

the participant, who calls for empathy, and the perspective of the researcher, 

who conducts causal research (see ibid., p. 4; Burawoy, 1991, p. 3). By 

describing the “polyphony of the field” (Eberle & Maeder, 2011, p. 67), they 

refer to the multifaceted social reality. In consequence, they are especially 

interesting when it comes to problems of subject-oriented work research. 

Unlike a large part of research in work sociology, the concept of subjectify-

ing work action does not aim at objectifiable, scientifically managed work 

practices, but on work behaviour (see Böhle, Bolte, Neumer, Pfeiffer, Por-

schhen, Ritter, Sauer, & Wühr, 2011). Certain phenomena or skills are not 

seen as deviant, but as autonomous forms of action and experience-led 

                                           
4 see http://www.sociology.ohio-state.edu/rdh/welist.htm. 
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knowledge. Sensory perceptions, subjective sensations, body and emotion, as 

well as interaction and nonverbal communication, may play a role. “The 

expanded view on the ‘how’ of action thus opens a widened view on the 

‘what’ of work. The limits of planning and the overcoming of insecurities in 

the every day work process come into the open. Most of the time, they have 

been hidden from perception and description ‘from outside’. On one side, 

they are not officially envisaged, and on the other side, they are the more 

hidden, the more successfully they are overcome. Therefore, they come into 

sight predominantly from the perspective of work behaviour, and in many 

cases only are realised through the reflection on the particular work action” 

(ibid., p. 22). 

Here, ethnographies, with their perspective of extreme subjectivity and 

their strong focus on the social actions of the subjects, could be adapted. 

Other sub-fields of work sociology that focus on dimensions of action in a 

shop, could profit from them as well. For a long time, mainstream research 

had assumed that depersonalized, technical and organisational “objectivated 

forms of domination” (Minssen, 2013a, p. 255) exposed the employees as 

predominantly “powerless” (ibid.) towards everyday domination in the plant. 

Ethnographic studies, however, could observe “subtle and unspectacular 

forms of resistance” (ibid.). Minssen’s claim that these “hardly matter” (ibid.) 

vis-à-vis everyday domination, however, illustrates a widespread narrow 

conception of labour in work sociology. Meanwhile, work sociology, accord-

ing to Minssen, is no longer only concerned about structural dimensions, but 

also increasingly interested in the dimensions of action. This opens up the 

possibility to explore, through ethnographic approaches, related phenomena 

like power resources, power politics, trust, exchange processes in the plant, 

development of new kinds of domination etc.   

At present, a general increase in the significance of the factory level can 

be observed: signs of which are the increasing importance of bargaining 

policy in the plant, but also the workplace as a space of subjectivation and of 

subjective normativation, of delimitation and of conflict (see Heiden, 2011). 

This points to the increasing significance of micro studies. Heiden, for exam-

ple, states that “work conflicts become an every day matter” (see ibid., p. 27) 

and concludes from the results of studies of work sociology that the “conflict 
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potential of the transformation of work” is realised “more and more in con-

flicts of everyday work” (ibid., p. 39) and thus on the level of interaction on 

the shop floor. At the same time, the conflict potential concerning the aims 

and consequences of the current transformation of work tends to become 

higher.  

Consequently, it makes sense to interpret the very space where actors 

move, dealing with rules, forms of power and control, and zones of insecurity 

etc., as a political arena (see Minssen, 2013b). Not only linguistically but also 

logically it makes sense to capture this micro politics through micro analysis. 

Burawoy’s participant observations of ‘games’ on the shop floor are examples 

of the productiveness of such an approach. Beyond the individual example, the 

usefulness of ethnographic approaches to problems of work sociology can be 

convincingly demonstrated with the “Workplace Ethnography Project”.  

3.  The Workplace Ethnography Project 

It is not surprising that researchers frequently refer to Burawoy when it 

comes to certain topics. He represents an elaborated research tradition in the 

Anglo-American area that has existed for decades in various sociological 

fields. Therefore, it takes some effort to get a complete overview over the 

ethnographic work research in English. The Workplace Ethnography Project 

(WEP) gives this overview over these multitudes of micro studies. It was 

started in the early 1990s by a team around the sociologist Randy Hodson at 

Ohio State University. The concept of the project is as simple as it is effec-

tive. It attempts to identify as many workplace ethnographies as possible, 

makes them available in a data base and prepares them for secondary analy-

sis. Systematic search for and compilation of English language workplace 

ethnographies were conducted in two waves so far, in the early 1990s and 

during the early 2000s (for the following, see Hodson, 2005, p. 49). From 

thousands of case studies, a selection was done according to certain criteria, 

like all English language monographs that were published after 1940 with the 

main research method of participant observation for at least 6 months. The 

observation should have focused on only one organisation and on at least one 
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specific group of employees (e. g. one working group at an assembly line, 

one office, one project group).   

Consequently, it is one of the important achievements of the WEP to rep-

resent and continuously increase, as a work in progress, a pool of academic 

English language studies that have already been published. The current data 

base of the WEP contains 217 coded cases (Hodson, Chamberlain, Crowley, 

& Tope, 2011, p. 128) from 162 monographs (as listed on the WEP website, 

March 2014). These cases represent a large variety of different areas of work, 

ranging from services over industrial work and commercial jobs to experts, 

managers and clerks. However, beyond the compilation of a virtual library, 

the focus of WEP is mainly the development of a system of access through 

codification of the ethnographic material in order to facilitate various kinds of 

utilisation in job training and research. Its digitalisation permits to retrieve 

data from all areas and to combine them. In this way, interactions, dependen-

cies and correlations can be shown, and repetitive patterns and relations can 

be identified. Even as this does not lead to statistically representative data, 

the elaborately compiled data pool can be seen already as an argument 

against allegations that ethnography deals with absolutely individual cases. 

As this compilation of data is also open to third parties, further analysis like 

cross or longitudinal sections are possible. Hodson and his colleagues have 

done this already in several cases. Publications on the following topics al-

ready exist: on organisation and behavior of workers and management; on 

relations at work; on interrelations between union representation and formal 

resistance; on implications of work team demography; on attitudes towards 

work life and home life; on dignity at the workplace. Furthermore, the list of 

publications contains questions of correlations between workplace organisa-

tion and sexual harassment as well as on supervisory bullying, trustworthi-

ness, work-group effort and rule-breaking. Issues of gender, forms of control, 

social inequality, occupational change, and implications of neo-liberalism on 

organisation are addressed also.  

Even if not all results and conclusions from the Anglo-American area can 

be directly transferred to other regions, there are certainly inspiring points of 

reference to the debate on the subjectivation of work. I would like to illustrate 
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this by highlighting some findings and an offshoot from the WEP, chosen at 

random.     

3.1 Solidarity at the workplace 

According to a popular thesis in the current debate, not only companies, but 

also employees focus more and more on strategies of their ‘marketing’ and 

‘marketisation’ under the conditions of globalised markets, of enhanced 

orientation on the finance markets and of subjectivation. As far as the com-

panies are concerned, this leads, according to general view, to an “economy 

of excess” (Gerst, Pickshaus, & Wagner, 2010, p. 4) and to a policy of share-

holder value with a short-term pressure of return that reaches into small and 

medium companies (see Dörre & Holst, 2010, p. 30). Employees, on the 

other side, develop new ‘marketable’ strategies of adaption, even leading to a 

new social type of the ‘entrepreneur of one’s own labour power’, who, alt-

hough employed, acts as an employer of his own manpower. (see Pongratz & 

Voß, 2003). Although this assumption is not shared by everybody, the debate 

in work sociology agrees on the point that intensified external competition is 

reflected in increasing internal organisational and social competition within 

the company. Researchers observe an intensification of work and a resulting 

higher pressure on time and effort, leading to higher mental and physical 

stress (see Lohmann-Haislah, 2012; DGB-Index Gute Arbeit, 2011). At the 

same time, flexibilisation and precarisation of work lead to new conflicts 

among the employees: permanent staff are, for example, pitted against leased 

labourers and contract workers. Increasing diversification of the employment 

and work situation makes collective identification and representation of 

interests more difficult. From this situation, many authors conclude on a trend 

to an increasing individualisation and competition, a de-collectivisation and 

de-solidarisation. Solidarity at the workplace, they claim, is undermined by 

this development, is diminishing or disappears completely. At the same time, 

a wave of newly introduced team work facilitates group processes within the 

organisation. In fact, such types of work are partly given up and substituted 

by re-Taylorisation as well as more ‘managed’ types of work (see Gerst et al., 

pp. 9f.): but also then, social relations and collective knowledge are supposed 
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to be used more systematic as forces of production. “Obviously, there is a 

paradox in modern organisations: changes in the environment and in the 

structure of organisations lead to a growing demand of solidarity, but changes 

closely connected to that, also obviously lead to an erosion of the respective 

supply of solidarity” (Sanders, van Emmerik, & Raub, 2005, p. 122; original 

emphasis). These contradicting tendencies lead to the current and central 

problem of social cohesion among staff, starting with a look into attitudes and 

their determinants on company level. Which factors have which effect? 

Group processes, relations among team members and among co-workers are 

important dimensions, not only of work relations in general (see the signifi-

cance of job satisfaction), but they are also indicators of solidarity at the 

workplace. Here, the findings from the WEP show important correlations. 

‘Solidarity and mutual defence’ is often named as one of four functions 

attributed to relations among co-workers, and it is also one of the categories 

of interpretation of the WEP. The results confirm that higher degrees of 

interaction within the team-based organisation of work may develop into a 

source of increasing solidarity as well of increasing tensions (see Hodson, 

2002, p. 294). An analysis of 204 ethnographic case studies shows that, of all 

exogenous factors, employee involvement has the greatest positive effect to 

cohesiveness, peer supervision and conflicts on the micro level (see Hodson, 

2008, pp. 181f.). Participation of the employees increases the intensity of all 

social relations in work, desired or not desired, supportive or conflictual. 

Management behavior has a similar intense effect. A certain degree of pre-

dictability of resources, of functioning organisation, control, reward and 

justice is central to the establishment of trust and is the precondition to 

cohesiveness and integration. An incompetent management that respects the 

employees neither materially or ideally is a powerful stimulant to internal 

conflict and generally one of the main factors of destabilisation of relations 

between co-workers. In other words, coherence in organisations and especial-

ly management’s organisational as well as social competence enhances the 

relations between the co-workers, facilitates peer supervision, and reduces 

conflicts (see Hodson, 2004; Hodson, 2008, p. 176). German findings support 

this as well, as they stress the need for the management as the last decision 

level to deal with decision insecurities resulting from increasingly self-
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directed and decentralised work processes. The employees do not only expect 

clear guidance in ‘critical moments’, but they also expect “‘guide railings’ for 

orientation in their daily work” (Bolte, Neumer, & Porschen, 2008, pp. 

105ff.). 

Analysis of data from the WEP also shows differences according to the 

respective organisational settings and the distribution of power between 

management and employees that comes with it. It can be observed that in 

some settings, intense solidarities can be obtained or newly developed. For 

example, in balanced constellations of organisational power, e.g. in the craft 

organisation of work of half-autonomous work-groups ethnic minorities 

experience protection from interventions by the management (see Hodson, 

2010). Also, the percentage of women and ethnic minorities in work-groups, 

as well as the status of the employees, have effects on the solidarity among 

co-workers. High percentages of a minority in work-groups go along with a 

lower degree of supportive human relation practices, a higher percentage of 

women in a work-group is connected to a lower cohesiveness and less peer 

review, and employees with high status show less cohesiveness than employ-

ees with low status (see Hodson, 2008, pp. 181f.). With all this, findings from 

the WEP make important contributions to the debate on development and 

changes of the solidarity potential on the shop floor.  

3.2 Deviant behaviour and autonomous activity in organisations 

Since Weber’s reflections on bureaucracy, deviance in organisations has been 

a recurrent topic. Frequently, the debate on work concentrates on causes and 

forms of deviant behavior, with an autonomous activity of the workers that 

had not been intended, as well as on the consequences for the respective 

organisation. These processes change in the course of the transformation of 

work organisation and tend to become more important to the analysis of 

organisations. Therefore, the debate on subjectivation of work takes up the 

self-activity with regard to. The “double reality of enterprises” (Weltz, 1988) 

as a crucial question. However, precisely here, conventional qualitative 

research methods come to their limits. There is a lack of further and more up 

to date results. Insofar, it attracts attention when Martin et al. cast a glimpse 
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on ‘rule breaking’ in and around organisations (Martin, Lopez, Roscigno, & 

Hodson, 2013, p. 550). Their considerations are not primary analyses of the 

WEP data base, but a stimulating example of an offshoot. Using ethnographic 

examples which illustrate types of rule-breaking they systematise earlier, 

fragmented and partly contradictory results of various disciplines dealing 

with forms and contexts of deviant behavior of workers (for the following, 

see ibid., pp. 550ff.). In this, the authors identify two basic dimensions of 

rule-breaking: on one side, the degree of contentiousness as a yardstick of 

permitted or contested rule-breaking, on the other side the hierarchy as a 

framework of rule-breaking and mobilisation (or ability to mobilise) of the 

organisational power in this interest. The theoretical model of the authors is 

initially based on these two dimensions and aims, excluding motivation and 

consequences, to illuminate the potential influence of the rule-breaking on 

three levels of the organisation: individual actions at low hierarchy levels, 

collective actions in work-groups, and organisational actions of the top 

management.   

Individual rule-breaking shows the deviation of interests of individual 

workers from formally prescribed rules, embraces a variety of forms and can 

reflect corruption as well as courage. Collective rule-breaking by work-

groups can represent an act of resistance or happen in unison with the objec-

tives of the organisation, but is also found in confinement to other groups. 

Compared to individual rule-breaking, collective rule-breaking is more 

difficult to put into practice, because the participation of all group members 

has to be assured in the first place, and in the end, the rewards that resulted 

from the deviant behaviour have to be distributed to all participants. If, on the 

third level of the organisation, rule-breaking is initiated and expected by the 

top management, and it is expected that the lower hierarchy levels share it, an 

organisational ‘decoupling’ takes place: In most cases, such an unofficial 

policy is directed against an external pressure that is thus separated from the 

internal objectives of the organisation. Of course, this has consequences for 

the whole organisation. Inconsistency of rules often leads to routines and 

unproblematic rule-breaking. But tensions between organisations and their 

surrounding fields regarding. external institutions of the organisation envi-

ronment also play a role. The authors combine these three hierarchical levels 
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of social actions with the intensity degree of rule implementation (high or 

low) and thus receive six interconnected, dynamically effective variations of 

rule-breaking in work organisations. New questions can be formulated on the 

basis of this integrating typology, thus widening the perspective on certain 

topics. If, for example, traditional approaches select the topic ‘stealing’ and 

focus on the motivations of individual workers, Martin et al. additionally 

question the role of management tolerance in this context. Another example 

refers to safety violations. Here, conventional concepts mainly mention work-

group pressures and expectations on the side of the management; but the 

authors believe that also the way how the management judges the intention 

and the abilities of external government authorities to enforce safety laws, is 

crucial (see ibid., p. 570). This analysis on the dynamics of deviant practices 

systematically screens the interaction between the actions of workers and 

bureaucratic organisation. The organisational setting is an essential factor of 

compliant as opposed to deviant behavior, of activities of adaption or defense 

of the workers. The current discourse on the transformations in the use of 

subjective labour power could profit from this, as it mainly focuses on chang-

es, consequences and modes of reaction on the side of the subject, so far. In 

this, the bureaucratic organisation functions as an impulse generator, com-

municating the constraints of the market to the employees, but then is often 

neglected as a systematic factor. Often, it seems to have disappeared behind 

the ever present talk of reduction of bureaucracy. It seems to be rendered 

superfluous because of the change of work as well as the ‘self-entrepreneurial 

individual’. In the ‘games’ of the delimited subjects that are somehow mud-

dling through, the organisation does not seem to play a role any more. But 

not only from the experiences of the employee, Bartmann suggests that this is 

a premature conclusion. He is regularly afflicted by “a certain discomfort (…) 

when it comes to the order of the present office” (Bartmann, 2012, p. 14) and 

to the computer indicated “new bureaucracy” (ibid.). In the same way, the 

findings that have been mentioned go beyond the individual context when 

they conceptualise informal and deviant action in the bureaucratic organisa-

tion. Simultaneously this analytic offshoot opens up further paths to benefit 

from the WEP data base. 
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4.  A German beacon 

As workplace ethnographies and the results of WEP are a very suitable basis 

for subject-oriented research, it is interesting to look for something compara-

ble in the German language area. Only some individual studies can be found, 

like Konrad Thomas’ “Die betriebliche Situation der Arbeiter” (1964), a 

‘beacon study’, published already in the early 1960s, but widely ignored in 

German language sociology of work and industrial sociology. After academic 

studies in Theology, Thomas worked between 1955 and 1959 as a semi-

skilled worker in the metal industry (see Thomas, 1964, p. 1), changing his 

work-place twice (Thomas, 2011, p. 189. For the following see ibid.). In-

spired by the experiments of Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy who attempted to 

bring together different social groups in voluntary work service, Thomas, as 

well, tried to overcome estrangement through sharing of similar ways of life. 

He distanced himself from other motives to go into a factory, be they aca-

demic, political or motivated by social reform or material gains, as it was the 

case with working students. Although he originally planned to leave the 

academic world for good, he returned to an academic career when his work 

experiences found the attention of sociologists. But initially, he completely 

dived into the world of industrial work. After some time, he did not feel like a 

stranger any more; the newcomer learned a lot from his co-workers, shared 

their perspective and perceptions and found personal friends: the immersion 

had been successful. He acquired a comparably thorough knowledge of work 

processes and the circumstances of work and life of industrial workers, 

authenticated by his colleagues. In his own view, this is caused not only 

because of the long period of his stay in the field: four and a half years, but 

also because of the introduction into this unknown world by door-openers. 

“The unknown cannot be understood without mediators from within the 

world of the unknown” (ibid., p. 191). This was a classical ethnographic 

experience in the same way as Thomas’ experience of immersion into the 

field corresponds to Goffman’s conclusions given above. Thomas describes 

dense and exemplary observations of various settings. Some illustrating 

examples aside, he does not speak of concrete persons and never of his own 

person, but delineates general roles, processes and actions on the shop floor. 

Accordingly, a precise identification of individual work experiences is not 
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possible. The distance is stressed by a reserved language. Nevertheless, 

Thomas does not remain neutral but draws on his observations as a basis for 

his arguments and valuations as well as for his debate of the contemporary 

state of research. The ethnographic data material led his reflection to the 

direction of a “suitable” (Thomas, 1964, p. V) theory. He terms this way of 

knowledge acquisition a “post-scientific” (ibid.) method, going beyond 

“everything that we academically know and have acquired so far” (ibid.). 

Different from what the title suggests, it is not the situation of the workers in 

the factory that is described. The economic significance of the metal industry 

and the “typical situation and problems of general machine work” (ibid., p. 1) 

do allow conclusions which may be generalised cautiously. This view is 

confirmed by almost identical findings and sets of problems in other reports 

on Fordist industrial work (see e.g. Roy, 1954; Gabler, 2009). 

Especially the first part of the study is instructive on what ethnographies 

of work are and what they can achieve.5 This part deals, on one side, with the 

situation on the shop floor: mainly with dimensions of work analysis like the 

treatment of material, noise, acquisition of skills, grading and evaluation, 

measurement of effort and wages, control and hierarchies as well as the 

efforts of the workers. On the other side, it deals with the organisational 

coherence in the factory, like working times or the spatial dimensions of 

authority in the plant. The precise and multifaceted observations are con-

cerned with structural frameworks like harsh work conditions, socialisation 

and qualification through work and co-workers, determination of wages, 

effort and working hours, as well as with visible and invisible hierarchy. 

Here, work appears to be a daily struggle against the impositions of the 

organization, as a struggle for the necessary free spaces and against alienation 

and objectification. For reasons of space, it is not possible to go into further 

details of this description, which would certainly be worth reading. Instead, I 

would like to focus on the part of Thomas’ study that relates on actions of the 

workers even more explicitly, and that analyses the hidden “self-determined 

                                           
5 The second part of the book deals with the contemporary state of research on factory 

and industrial work, the third part deals with problems of social ethics of the situation 
on the shop floor. 
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actions in the production process” (Wolf, 1999, p. 81). Dimensions of self-

determined actions resp. of informal actions are already reminiscent in the 

description of frame conditions and of typical everyday situations. We hear 

about the application of tacit knowledge, being highly superior to the official 

requirements, about underhand learning through peer support, about the 

struggle for a self-determined, individual rhythm of work, about the deliber-

ate isolation of the individual although the work process is collective, about 

the priority of unwritten rules etc. Subordinated to an extensive preliminary 

planning and to highest requirements, the “real effort of the workers” (Thom-

as, 1964, p. 43) lies in changing “the non-function of the organisation into 

function and to press factors that have not been accounted for into the time 

planning process” (ibid., pp. 43f.). Part of the informal organisation is the 

compensation of gaps in the work organisation as well as resistive actions 

against “unbearable conditions and additional efforts” (ibid., p. 46), self-

determined work according to one’s own rhythm with inevitable sideline jobs 

or acts of solidarity. This informal self-activity is necessarily directed against 

requirements of formal planning and consequently expresses a form of devi-

ant behavior in organisations. It can not only be found in Thomas’ observa-

tions, but also in other reports on work situations and workplace ethnogra-

phies. When it comes to the introduction of new rules and orders that are 

implicitly or explicitly directed against them, self-determined actions become 

extremely obvious. Whatever measures are being taken, “it always goes 

according to the slogan: ‘Plus ça change plus c’est la même chose’” (Whyte, 

1955, p. 59). With these words, Roy alludes to the classical vicious circle of 

bureaucracy, where the introduction of new rules generates new defensive 

reactions, from prefabricating pieces to bypassing the rules, and in the end 

everything remains business as usual.6 However, hidden autonomous behav-

iour is not only a reaction to external intervention, but results from “within 

the work itself” (Thomas, 1964, p. 133). It structures everyday work in an 

essential way. Work sociology, according to Thomas, has neither taken up 

                                           
6 A recent example of precisely these bureaucratic processes and forms of reaction is 

presented by Kühl in his description of the permanent reform of the (German) institu-
tions of higher education (see Kühl, 2012). 
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this “effort of the workers” (ibid.) nor the “clandestineness of the situation” 

(ibid.). Half a century later, this statement is, in grosso modo, still applicable. 

Thomas’ findings play an important role for the arguments of Wolf, who has 

referred to the significance of these phenomena of ‘necessary self-activity’ in 

the work process (see Wolf, 1999). Otherwise, they have only been taken up 

sporadically (see Modrow-Thiel, 1997; Fischer & Röben, 1997). The closest 

reference to such motives can be found in the concept of subjectifying work 

action (see Böhle, 2010). 

5.  Conclusion 

Regardless of their topic, be it social relations at the work-place, self-activity 

or deviant behaviour, informal action or other dimensions of work: workplace 

ethnographies are rich sources for the subjective aspect of work. This survey 

could only range from Roy and Thomas to Burawoy, authors who stand as 

examples of the factual richness as well as the inspiring analytical potential 

of many other work-place ethnographies from various countries, time periods 

and organisational settings.  

Their methodological approach makes them extremely useful for the quest 

for the subject. They present data covering various dimensions of work that 

can hardly or not at all be captured by conventional qualitative methods. The 

WEP shows a practicable way for secondary analysis of workplace ethnogra-

phies and thus opens a perspective that enables the researcher to identify 

recurrent patterns and relations in the studies of individual cases. Thomas’ 

work experiences, too, reach beyond their temporary and specific context and 

can contribute to questions of informality and the subject in work in a pro-

ductive way.  

At present, subject oriented approaches are prominently presented in 

German language sociological work research. They also seem to develop a 

sense for the quality of ethnographic approaches. For example, when it comes 

to the definition of interactive work, Dunkel and Weihrich refer to Leidner’s 

profound study on employees of a fast food chain (see Dunkel & Weihrich, 

2010) However, a broader access to ethnographic data material is still miss-

ing. It makes sense, therefore, to attempt a secondary analysis of ethnograph-
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ic work studies for the German language area as well. As thick descriptions 

with an ethnographic quality are rather infrequent, it is advisable to include 

studies from other academic disciplines as well. Recently, interesting activi-

ties in work research can be observed especially in folklore / cultural anthro-

pology. A number of studies draw increasingly on topics of sociology of 

work and are looking into additional dimensions of subjectivity and work 

behavior from a perspective of organisation culture. Irene Götz, for example, 

observes and interprets the everyday standardisation and production of 

arrangements of work in stores of a bakery chain (see Götz, 1997). Andreas 

Wittel’s ethnographic case study examines the interpretation of the corporate 

ideology of a computer firm by the employees, and its re-interpretation into 

their ‘culture of work’ (see Wittel, 1997). The “double reality of enterprises” 

(Weltz, 1988) also shows up in Birgit Müller’s study on the transition situa-

tion 1991 in three East German companies (see Müller, 2002). Judith Krohn’s 

ethnography on the subjectivation of the work of fashion shop attendants (see 

Krohn, 2008) or Götz Bachmann’s study on selected aspects of the employ-

ees’ culture in two department store branches (see Bachmann, 2014) can be 

named as examples of recent studies in workplace ethnography. Moreover, 

also especially rich case studies on companies within industrial sociology 

may be included into a pool of subject oriented ethnographies of work (see 

Pongratz & Trinczek, 2010). A systematic collection and secondary analysis 

of all such ethnographic (and near-ethnographic) sources, could drive subject 

oriented work research a good way forward.  
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