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Introduction 
Twenty years have passed since the International Monetary Fund (IMF) financial crisis erupted 
in Korea. Even though some say the Korean economy has recovered from the shock, the 
aftermath still impacts people’s daily lives.

The Korea Development Institute (KDI) conducted a survey1 on the effect of the IMF crisis and 
found that 88.8% of respondents regarded the increase of irregular workers as the biggest 
impact of the crisis. The increased casualisation2 of the Korean workforce can be attributed 
to the IMF’s conditions for a  bailout package that included “labor flexibility.” While the term 
“irregular workers” was new twenty years ago, it has sbecome a familiar term in the Korean 
labor movement. In Korea, irregular workers go by many names: temporary contract workers, 
dispatched workers, day laborers, etc. In 2016, Korea had 8.74 million irregular workers (44.5% 
of total waged workers) and 10.89 million regular workers (55.5% of total waged workers).3 
The fact that irregular workers make up almost half the workforces have intensified existing 
challenges and created new ones for labor and workers. 

Recently, in Korea, the illegal dispatch of workers by one of Korea’s largest bakery franchises — 
Paris Baguette (PB) — grabbed national headlines. While the functions of baristas and bakers 
were technically subcontracted to partner firms, PB actually trained and directed the baristas 
and bakers, thus violating Korea’s law on dispatched workers.4 The Ministry of Employment 
and Labor identified the practice as an illegal dispatch and issued a corrective order for PB to 
directly hire its 5,300 bakers and baristas. PB responded with a lawsuit against the order. PB’s 
case demonstrates how labor flexibility allows companies to maximize profits by not taking 
responsibility for the welfare of their workers through indirect employment. 

Increased labor flexibility has gripped other economies around the world. Most recently, France’s 
Macron administration passed a labor law reform in the French parliament that makes it easier 
to hire and fire workers and weakens trade unions’ power to negotiate working conditions. Also 
in 2017, Brazil’s Senate approved labor reforms by President Michel Temer. They included 
the elimination of payment for workers' commute from their contracts, a reduction in employer 
compensation for abuse and allowance for employers’ reduction of workers' salaries while 
increasing work hours5.

1 KDI surveyed  1,000 male and female adults aged nineteen or older. 
2 the lowering of working conditions including less security, more irregular hours, and the absence of benefits
3 The number and current situation of irregular workers - the result of “An Additional Economic Activity Census” by the National Statistical Office 
in August 2016. Korea Labor and Society Institute
4 Article 2.1 of the Act on the Protection, Etc., of Dispatched Workers states: “The term ‘worker dispatch’ means a system 
in which a sending employer, while maintaining employment relations with a worker after hiring, has the worker work for 
a using employer under the direction and order of the using employer in accordance with a worker dispatch contract.”  
Filling a position through someone employed by a partner firm but managing that employee, in effect creates a parallel worker system where 

employees effectively work for Paris Baguette but cannot seek recourse from Paris Baguette for unequal compensation or grievances.
5 Brazil: Temer's Neoliberal Labor and Pension Reforms Explained, Telesur, 2017.06.29 
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In response to worsening conditions, workers - regular and irregular - are fighting back. 
demanding improved working conditions and the recovery of their basic workplace rights. Some 
workers have also engaged in a search for alternatives to the current economic system and 
have sought dramatic changes to their workplace environment. In this report, we will focus 
on workers’ self-management (WSM) as a potential alternative for economic organization. 
We will begin with a brief historical survey of workers’ self-management across countries and 
then proceed towards an in-depth analysis of Woojin Traffic, a Korean bus company that has 
operated stably and successfully as a WSM company for thirteen years.

We do not propose that WSM is the sole solution to the problems facing labor. Rather, it is 
important to identify factors behind WSM companies’ success that can be applied to other cases: 
empowerment of workers through shared responsibilities, decision-making, and ownership; 
education to recover workers’ autonomy; and the reinforcement of workers’ control through first-
hand experience of improved working conditions. These changes taken together are part of the 
solution to solving the problems confronting labor today. It is our hope that our examination of 
workers’ self-management provides some insight into how workers have succeeded in taking 
control back over their work and lives. We hope this knowledge inspires workers elsewhere as 
they attempt to develop solutions to the problems in their workplaces. 

The Idea Behind Workers’ Self-Management 
Saying that workers’ self-management represents an alternative model of economic organization 
prompts the question: an alternative to what? Our answer is capitalism, an ideology, model of 
economic organization, and today’s dominant economic system responsible for coordinating 
production and distribution within and between virtually all countries. It is a system that in the 
wake of the 2008 financial crisis and the resulting global recession (the biggest since the Great 
Depression) has increasingly come into question by ordinary workers the world over. This 
system, characterised by “endlessly repeated cycles, costly bailouts for financiers and now 
austerity for most people….has recurring tendencies toward extreme and deepening inequalities 
of income, wealth, and political and cultural power.”6 As such, in the wake of devastation left by 
workplace closures and massive cuts to social spending, people have been seeking a different 
means of organizing the economic dimension of their lives. Workers’ self-management has 
reemerged as a potentially viable alternative.

In capitalist production, a few business owners determine what to produce, how to produce and 
how to distribute the profits while those who contribute the most to production, workers, have 
virtually no voice. By contrast, worker-owned cooperatives democratize wealth by distributing it 
to the workers who produced it.7 Under workers’ self-management, businesses are run not for 
the profits of a third party, but for the welfare of workers. This is reflected in their decision making 
6 Wolff, “Mondragon,” para. 2.
7 Reece, “End of Illth,” para. 44.
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structure and horizontal governing organization.8 Unlike contemporary capitalist production that 
externalize costs onto society, a workers’ self-managed economy, by incorporating workers into 
its management, take on a more expansive definition of costs that go beyond material inputs 
and take into account workers’ mental and physical health in production. Often, it also concerns 
itself with a wider range of social issues such as pollution and environmental degradation. 
The ideal workers’ self-managed economy represents an “alternative ‘moral economy’”9 to 
the materialistic ethos of contemporary capitalist production. It thus holds the promise of 
transforming not only economic relations but also moving “the consciousness of the larger 
culture”10 in a more sustainable and egalitarian direction.

Unlike the failed experiments in state-directed socialism of the twentieth century, workers’ 
self-management presents a third path situated between “the bureaucratic centralism of the 
former Soviet Union and the hierarchical system of capitalist management.”11 Its emphasis 
on decentralised decision-making and workers’ autonomy places ordinary laborers and their 
communities at the center of the economic system rather than bureaucrats or financiers. This 
grassroots model of economics has bore real fruit in recent years. In Italy, for example, “workers’ 
cooperatives were up to three times more likely to survive the economic crisis…between 2007 
and 2010 than other forms of enterprise,” while French workers’ cooperatives in 2012 were 50 
percent more likely to survive.12 Yet, simultaneously, workers’ self-management is also riddled 
with failures. This mixed record reveals that WSM is by no means a cure-all for the ills of global 
capitalism. By examining several examples of workers’ self-management across time and space 
we hope to arrive at a more nuanced and accurate set of conclusions about the successes, 
limitations, and potential of workers’ self-management.

Cases in the History of Workers’ Self-Management
Workers’ self-management traces its origins to the revolutionary syndicalist movements of late 
nineteenth century Europe, and its vision was realized more concretely in the second half of the 
twentieth century. One early example of a worker-managed firm is the Himler Coal Company, 
which was founded in 1917 by Kentucky coal miner Henrich Himler.13 Only workers were 
allowed stock in the company, and annual profits were distributed equally amongst them in 
dividends.14 The scheme was initially a success. A “cooperative mining town,” Himlerville, sprung 
up around the successful coal mine; the company “raised its capital base from $500,000 to $2 
million” by 1922 and opened two new mines that year.15 Unfortunately, tragedy soon followed, 
8 Ozarow and Croucher. “Recovered Companies,” 990.
9 Ozarow and Croucher, “Recovered Companies,” 990.
10 Reece, “End of Illth,” para. 44.
11 Petras and Veltmeyer, “Historical Perspective,” para. 2.
12 Ozarow and Croucher, “Recovered Companies,” 1003.
13 Reece, “End of Illth,” para. 6.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid., para. 7.
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as a drop in coal prices and competitive pressures from larger firms led to the company’s sale to 
private owners in 1927.16

The only example of an entire economy run along the principles of workers’ self-management, 
albeit imperfectly, is that of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (1945-1992). This era 
can be divided into three periods. From 1950 to 1964, factories were run by workers while 
the Communist Party retained control over macroeconomic policy.17 From 1965 to 1972, 
complications in the system and the state’s “market reform” in response to the pressures of 
global capitalism resulted in growing inequality between and within domestic industries.18 
From 1973 to 1990, the economic troubles and social dislocation that followed contributed 
to the emergence of a virulent ethnic nationalism and was exacerbated by corruption in the 
Communist Party and pressure from the IMF for additional market reforms.19 In the end, the 
worker-managed economy failed just like the communist state that promoted it.

In the same decade as Yugoslavia’s adoption of workers’ self-management, five men in the 
Basque region of Spain founded what would morph into the world’s most successful workers’ 
self-management. Ulgor was founded in 1955 as a worker-managed firm that prohibited outside 
shareholders, required “that all business decisions would be made by workers with equal 
voting rights,” and ensured that “all profits would be distributed directly to each worker’s capital 
account.”20 In 1956, the company moved to a building in the town of Mondragón and became 
the company now known as the Mondragon Corporation.21 It has since expanded its labor force 
from five people to approximately 85,000.22 It is one of the ten biggest corporations in Spain 
in sales and employment.23 It now comprises 120 cooperatives and earns €14 billion a year.24 
This sprawling group of businesses is divided into four sectors: industry, finance, retail, and 
knowledge.25 Collectively, workers in these enterprises choose, hire and fire directors26 decide 
production and the distribution of profits,27 and limit the wage of the highest-paid workers to 
6.5 times that of the lowest.28 Mondragon has even expanded its operations overseas, with 77 

16 Ibid.
17 Petras and Veltmeyer, “Historical Perspective,” para. 7.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Reece, “End of Illth,” para. 25.
21 William Foote Whyte and Kathleen King Whyte, Making Mondragón: The Growth and Dynamics of the Worker Cooperative Complex (Ithaca: 
Cornell, 1991), 34.
22 Wolff, “Mondragon,” para. 10.
23 Ibid., para. 13.
24 Reece, “End of Illth,” para. 25.
25 Wolff, “Mondragon,” para. 8.
26 Ibid., para. 9.
27 Ibid., para. 8.
28 Ibid., para. 9.
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enterprises outside of Spain29 now part of the cooperative family.30

In the 1970s, a major “wave” of workers’ self-management resulted when workers in Italy, 
France, Portugal, and the UK took over factories.31 At the same time, in Chile, under the 
democratically elected socialist government of Salvador Allende more than 125 factories 
operated under workers’ self-management.32 These enterprises operated more efficiently than 
the state-run firms.33 Workers felt empowered through workplace popular assemblies, which 
fought factory closures, protected workers jobs and improved social conditions.34 Reactionary 
elements within Chilean society, with the help of the United States government, worked tirelessly 
to undermine the progress achieved under the Allende administration (1970-1973). Capitalists 
orchestrated truckers’ strikes to paralyse the economy, “attempted to block financing,” and 
eventually ushered an era of dictatorship and neoliberal economic reform through a military 
coup backed by the CIA.35 The dictatorship's privatization and deregulation promoted the 
untrammeled pursuit of profits, shrinking the space for WSM’s more balanced approach to 
production.

In the early 2000s, another wave of workers’ self-management took place.36 Argentina emerged 
as a center of labor activism and cooperative economic development in the face of destabilizing 
neoliberal policies. In the 1990s, IMF sponsored market reforms by the government shrunk the 
welfare state, increased unemployment, eroded labor rights and led to workers being denied 
their rightful pay. The situation worsened when the government's default of $93 billion lead to 
one in four people being unemployed. In response to the massive unemployment and unpaid 
wages brought by the closures of still viable factories and sectors, workers revolted by taking 
over these plants.37 In cases where the businesses had gone bankrupt, these “tomas” (takeovers) 
involved the occupation or blockading of abandoned factories to be gutted by owners to pay off 
debts.38 In 90% of the takeovers, WSM was proposed by external actors (e.g. unions, political 
parties, social movements). In addition to receiving support from these outsiders, 85% of 
WRCs has received subsidies from some level of government.39 Despite great challenges — 
29 “One interesting issue which Mondragon has begun to address is the way in which staff working in overseas subsidiaries 
can be included in the internal cooperative democracy. Mondragon was historically criticised by some for leaving these workers 
disempowered. This is becoming more important as Mondragon Cooperative Corporation increasingly becomes a global business. 
International sales now represent 65% of total turnover. Its President José Maria Aldecoa talks of the cooperative's" firm commitment 
to reinforcing Mondragon's international business", both in Europe and in the BRIC countries of Brazil, Russia, India and China.” 
https://www.theguardian.com/social-enterprise-network/2012/mar/12/cooperatives-spain-mondragon
30 Ibid., para. 13.
31 Ozarow and Croucher, “Recovered Companies,” 991.
32 Petras and Veltmeyer, “Historical Perspective,” para. 9.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid.
36 Ozarow and Croucher, “Recovered Companies,” 991.
37 Ibid., 994-995.
38 Ibid.
39 Ibid.
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inheriting a workplace with no electricity, broken machines, crippling business debts40— 87% 
of Argentina’s worker-run companies still survive and have enjoyed roughly a decade of high 
growth.41 Workers have reported pride in their work and a greater sense of belonging in their 
workplace, thereby overcoming workers’ alienation under capitalism in relation to themselves, 
their coworkers, the fruits of their labor and society at large.42

The final example is the most modern: Cleveland, Ohio’s Evergreen Cooperatives. In 2009, 
the cooperative was launched with $3 million seed money provided by the non-profit Cleveland 
Foundation and $250,000 each from local “anchor institutions” – institutions (e.g. hospitals 
and universities) that remain in a community in an age of offshoring.43 The goal was “to create 
good, environmentally sustainable jobs that would not be outsourced” out of the community.44 
Evergreen Cooperative Laundry was the first business to get off the ground; it catered to the 
Cleveland Clinic and University Hospitals.45 Evergreen Energy Cooperative followed soon 
after, hiring twenty-one community members to install solar panels on hospital, school, and 
government facility roofs throughout the city.46 The Evergreen cooperatives were a response to 
the annual $3.5 billion of the city’s anchor institutions leaving the community and were based on 
a desire to provide economic opportunities for those living in nearby impoverished areas.47 New 
Evergreen Cooperatives are formed by the question: “What can we provide that you will buy?”48

As a worker self-managed company, in Evergreen, every member of the company holds a vote 
and meets every Monday to talk business.49 The highest-paid worker earns no more than five 
times the lowest-paid worker, in contrast to the typical American company where on average 
the CEO makes 400 times the average wage of its employees.50 A worker shares in the profits 
based on her wage, the number of hours worked a year and the number of years worked. It 
takes 8-10 years to enjoy the benefits of ownership, which results in a community of people 
living locally for long periods of time. This stabilizes communities and engages workers in long-
term thinking.51 

A Case Study in Workers’ Self-Management: Woojin Traffic
Woojin Traffic is located in Cheongju city, Chungcheongbuk-do - a province in the center of 
South Korea - and is run by 300 workers. In 2004, when the 240 member trade union went on 
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., 996.
42 Ibid., 1003.
43 Reece, “End of Illth,” para. 18.
44 Ibid.
45 Ibid.
46 Ibid., para. 19.
47 Ibid., para. 17.
48 Ibid., para. 19.
49 Ibid., para. 21.
50 Wolff, “Mondragon,” para. 9.
51 Reece, “End of Illth,” para. 28.
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a company wide strike around overdue wages, the company responded with a lockout. In the 
end, though the company went bankrupt, the workers won 50 percent of the stocks and 3-year 
control of the company. Rather than be solely owned by the union, to give the company a social 
character, these 50 percent of stocks were handed over for control by a respected leader in the 
community with the condition that it be used to establish “social ownership.52” The takeover was 
completed when the union invested in a management fund that took over the rest of the stocks. 
While Woojin is operated as a WSM, it is still legally classified as a stock company: Decisions 
are made through a workers’ assembly where every worker has a vote. 

Written in the entrance of Woojin Traffic headquarter: "Building workers' hope", ⓒSeong Sang-young

However, in 2008, an internal conflict led to over 60 workers leaving the company taking with 
them 4 billion won (about 3.6 million dollars) of the overdue wages and severance pay from the 
previous management that had been reinvested and which they agreed to receive once the 
company stabilized. To overcome the hardship together, the remaining workers resolved to work 
without wages for six months to raise these funds. This was a formative experience that taught 
workers how to transform not only the company’s structure but also themselves. Kim Jea-soo, 
president of Woojin, explained, “After the conflict, we started to think about 'why did it happen?' 
Then we realized that just managing the company transparently as a WSM enterprise did not 
transform workers. So we started to introduce a system to change workers into owners.” Once a 
month, 10 groups of bus drivers, 1 group of administrative workers, and 1 group of maintenance 
52 They chose social ownership since the Woojin workers believed  that the company did not belong to them but to the next generation. They 
first tried to yield to Cheongju city which declined. So they handed it over to a respected and trustworthy community leader, former President of 
Seown University Kim Jeong-ki.
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workers began to meet and discuss their work processes, accomplishments and plan for the 
coming month. Company-wide management decisions began to be made in committees of bus 
drivers and administrative workers (usually in a 7:3 or 6:4 ratio) such as the personnel committee 
(for recruitment and disciplinary action), recruitment committee (for hiring new workers), and 
welfare committee (for deciding working conditions and wages). This self-government structure 
was completed in 2013 and is now stably operating. 

In addition to establishing the structure for a WSM company, workers implemented intense 
educational programs to change workers’ perceptions. When a worker first starts, they must 
complete a six-month education program known as the Self-Government School. Its goal is to 
educate new hires on WSM and transition them into assuming their role as owners responsible 
for the company. It is conducted twice a year with two teams of 15-20 workers. Workers learn 
and discuss capitalist society, workers’ philosophy, the meaning of WSM companies in Korean 
society, the Korean labor movement’s history and Woojin’s history.53 There are also workshops 
and training for new employees. Furthermore, business briefings are held every month where 
every worker participates and is updated on the main issues related to their work. This detailed 
explanation about the changes in working patterns for bus drivers and negotiations with 
Cheongju City Office educates and empowers workers to judge workplace developments on 
their own. 

The workers who graduated from Self-Government School presented their theses to their colleagues. © 
Chungbukin News

 

53 The experiment of Woojin Traffic, the bus company in Cheongju(청주 시내버스 우진교통의 불온(?)한 실험) Sung Sang-young, 2017.09.06, 
Media Participation and Innovation(미디어 참여와 혁신)
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Workers participate in historical trip and hiking © Woojin Traffic

Self-government structures and educational programs have made it possible for Woojin Traffic 
to continue operating as a stable WSM company. The workers say there are two big differences 
with the past. First, they feel dignity as workers and their views have changed through the 
company’s educational programs. Furthermore, the culture in the workplace has changed 
as workers’ perceptions changed. During the six-month Self-Government School, workers 
participate in experiential programs such as a short trip, a historical trip, camping, and cultural 
programs. These programs improve workers’ lives. According to Kim, “For them[workers], the 
workplace is not a place where they suffer from exploitation, overwork, or unjust treatment but 
where they experience human decency through working.” This creates a virtuous cycle in which 
the work environment brightens and workers “can provide better services to people, and the 
company gets more trust from people and workers.” 

Woojin has created a workplace where workers become the owners of the company and 
coexistence comes before profit. These values go beyond their workplace through their solidarity 
activities. They regularly sponsor non-profit organizations and civil society groups. They actively 
give lectures about their experiences taking over a once-bankrupt company and turning it into 
a WSM company. For example, for two years, the president of the company and administrative 
team supported a social enterprise of 100 female babysitters in Cheongju city. With their past 
experience and know-how, they helped the company normalize its management and stand on 
its own. They also have an “Art Travel with City Bus” where local artists and poets can exhibit 
their works inside and outside of the bus.
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Art Travel with City Bus ⓒChungbukin News

Woojin Traffic is also active in struggles and solidarity work to guarantee other workers’ rights 
and improve working conditions for workers in even the other five bus companies in Cheongju. 
For example, in 2012, managers and trade unions from the other five companies wanted to 
hire irregular workers. Woojin Traffic exposed the fact that despite government subsidies, 
these companies were hiring irregular workers to maximize profits. Woojin workers carried out 
a sit-in strike at city hall and demanded the abolishment of irregular workers in Cheongju bus 
companies. In the end, Cheongju city office publicly announced a no-irregular worker policy. As 
a result, bus companies in Cheongju can no longer hire irregular workers. 

While Woojin Traffic enjoys stable management as a WSM company, it believes in the need for 
more sustainable models of WSM companies. One legal barrier has been the lack of a legal 
WSM company classification in Korea. As part of its efforts to strengthen WSM companies, 
Woojin is planning to reinvest their profits into an affiliated company managed by WSM 
principles. By doing so, they will be taking another step towards universalising WSM’s structure 
and values. 

What We Can Learn from WSM Cases
After looking into WSM cases abroad and Woojin Traffic, we draw three significant lessons.  

First, workers’ self-management empowers laborers to play an active role in running 
their workplace, thereby combatting alienation from society, from leadership each other 
and from profits so many workers experience in their jobs.  

As mentioned above, in Woojin Traffic, the decision-making structure incorporates workers' 
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direct participation in determining wages and benefits — an area most companies consider 
the realm of management. Not only does this connect workers to the companies’ profits but 
it also connects them to leadership and each other. Worker representatives can’t simply 
indiscriminately vote for wage raises, but must take into account the needs of the company (by 
basing their proposal on the company’s management and accounting situation) and the needs 
of workers (by getting the proposal approved by the general assembly). This reconnection to 
worker agency and profits is reflected in workers' desires not simply to carry out their tasks but 
also improve upon them. Furthermore, increased workers’ participation along with (emotional 
and material) ownership makes it possible for workers to express their grievances and have 
them addressed through creative solutions for the company and workers.

Cases from abroad also testify to workers' empowerment. Loretta Bey, an office manager at an 
Evergreen cooperative, commented, “I feel like I’m part of this company versus just working for 
it.”54 Crew leader Mike McKenzie noted that staff “work better together because of the common 
goal of being more efficient and making the company more profitable. You share in the profits 
and you have some say in the direction of the company.”55 Similarly, after visiting Mondragon, 
economist Richard Wolff observed that workers displayed “a familiarity with and sense of 
responsibility for the enterprise as a whole that I associate only with top managers and directors 
in capitalist enterprises.”56 This sense of empowerment and responsibility at work strengthens 
the bonds between fellow workers. In Argentinian WRCs “the introduction of multitasking 
– whereby workers would eat, cook, clean[,] and take managerial decisions together….
engendered a new sense of community, openness and togetherness.”57 

Second, the values and social perceptions of workers within WSM companies change 
through education and direct experience. Education not only fosters cohesion in the 
workplace through common values, thus fortifying the company, it also creates social 
agents for change, thus laying the seeds for larger social transformation.

Woojin emphasizes the importance of educational programs to its workers. After the 2008 
internal conflict, they realized simply adopting a WSM structure was not enough, to succeed, 
workers’ perceptions also had to change. Kim explained, “Workers said that their view of society 
changed after participating in the company’s educational program. Before they didn’t care about 
the news, but now they can understand the social relations behind the issues.” The six month 
educational program is important in going beyond the value of money promoted in capitalist 
society and instilling the values of solidarity, worker rights and power, and cooperation necessary 
for the smooth function of a WSM. Furthermore, Woojin’s structure puts into practice its theory of 
worker rights: All its workers (except the president) are members of the trade union [in a country 

54 Ibid., para. 20.
55 Ibid., para. 23.
56 Wolff, “Mondragon,” para. 14.
57 Ozarow and Croucher, “Recovered Companies,” 999.
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where only 10.3% of workers are part of union members (OECD’s 2015 average was 29.1%)]. 
Furthermore, Woojin’s solidarity extends beyond their company and into society, not only 
through their work with community organizations, but also through their 2012 solidarity struggle 
with workers in the other Cheongju bus companies. By successfully fighting to prevent bus 
companies receiving city funds from hiring irregular workers, Woojin workers not only improved 
the lives of countless other workers but also averted the race to the bottom contrary to the WSM 
model and one where all workers lose. This was only possible because Woojin educates its 
workers to not only be in solidarity with each other but also in solidarity with other workers.

Third, to weather and overcome the challenges of the marketplace, it’s necessary for 
WSM companies to seek innovative responses that allow them to stay true to their 
worker-centered character while remaining viable in the marketplace.  

For example, Mondragon has responded to the pressures of competition by using “a portion 
of each member enterprise’s net revenue as a fund for research and development” to facilitate 
technological progress and product development. This practice allowed Mondragon's R&D in 
2010 to grow to 800 people with an over $75 million budget resulting in 21.4% of Mondragon’s 
sales being new products and services.58 The Evergreen cooperatives intentionally developed 
a business model immune to the pressures of outsourcing to another region or offshoring in the 
search for cheaper labor by (1) partnering with established anchor institutions like schools and 
hospitals that were very unlikely to move; and (2) providing them with services such as laundry 
and energy that could not be easily outsourced outside the community. Through this model, they 
have incubated three businesses and created 100 jobs in the community sowing the seed for 
rebuilding the local economy in one of the poorest cities in the U.S. In Argentina, the Graphics 
Network brings 15 recovered print and graphics companies in the industry’s supply chain to 
increase production levels through working in partnership and creating non-capitalist spaces.59 

This is also apparent in Woojin’s case. Being bankrupt and 15 billion won (about 14 million 
dollars) in debt from the previous management prevented them from even getting bank loans. 
They continued repaying their debt for five years, and in 2010 they rehabilitated their financial 
status sufficiently to start financing. This was possible because of worker discipline and sacrifice 
possible from being owners. Now, Woojin achieves the highest profit of the 6 bus companies 
in Cheongju and workers receive more than workers in the other Cheongju bus companies. In 
addition, they ranked number one in the reduction of the accident rate which led to a reduction 
of insurance costs, thus raising profits. There are also positive non-financial performance indices 
such as no unfair dismissals, no overdue payments, and no out-of-pocket costs for drivers in the 
case of traffic accidents on the job, etc.60

58 Ibid., para. 12.
59 Ozarow and Croucher, “Recovered Companies,” 1002.
60 A Worker-Owned Firm’s Organizational Change from the Perspective of Organizational Learning: The case of Woojin Traffic, ICA-ILO 
International Research Conference Nov. 2015, Hwalshin KIM, Seungkwon JANG
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Although workers in many of the examples above improved their working conditions and living 
standards, even the most successful must continually contend with the competition, turmoil, 
instability, and hostility of capitalism and those invested in its preponderance. To the extent 
that worker-managed enterprises build alliances and partnerships with local communities, like-
minded businesses, civil society groups, and broader political and social movements, they lay 
the foundations for a more resilient mass-based workers’ movement that can not only withstand 
the vicissitudes of the market economy but present a more coherent challenge to the capitalist 
system as a whole.

Conclusion 
Based on the research on WSM in Korea and abroad, it is clear that workers are empowered 
through their participation in workplace decision-making processes. In addition to such 
participation, the cases show the importance of changing workers’ perception through education 
and direct experiences in exerting their power in the workplace. It leads them to become proper 
co-managers and builders of their WSM and also agents for change in larger struggles, thus 
creating a virtuous cycle in society that facilitates the creation of more WSMs. Workers use 
this newfound autonomy to put different values first such as people and cooperation over 
competition and profit. This not only lessens the problems in workplaces but also changes 
values in society.

While there are lessons to be learnt by companies that simply want to increase their 
efficiency and motivate their workers through improved communication to prevent worker and 
management conflicts or receive feedback from workers to improve production, the primary 
lessons go towards those trying to create alternatives to our current system. Woojin and many 
of the cases from abroad show us that as important (if not more) as structural changes are in 
changing society, so is transforming people in the process.

Despite these positive aspects of WSM, there are still challenges that many WSM companies 
face since they continue to operate within the capitalist system. Currently WSM companies 
make up a very limited portion of the whole economy, so they are sometimes isolated or 
attacked by other companies with more resources. The WSM system faces challenges across 
the capitalist world. Moreover, being a WSM firm doesn’t make it immune from social prejudices 
such as discrimination against women and minorities prevalent in their societies. Thus, they 
need to actively tackle these issues that go beyond working conditions for their current workers 
to create more inclusive spaces for future workers. These limitations need to be investigated in 
greater detail in future investigations into workers’ self-management. 

Although the research and writing process behind this report helped us answer some of the 
questions we had about workers’ self-management, it also gave rise to new questions. How 
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can we expand WSM to new workplaces? What do WSM companies need to do to deal with 
lingering issues such as minority discrimination in the workplace? What other alternatives 
aside from WSM exist that can help tackle labor problems? We hope the discussion on WSM 
continues and provides answers to these questions. 

We’d like to conclude with Woojin Traffic President Kim Jea-soo’s words, 

“In WSM companies, our values can be evaluated on the basis of workers’ 
happiness. If workers’ happiness can be a goal and a value for a company, the 
reason to make a profit changes. In ordinary companies, high valuation means more 
profits to stakeholders and capitalists, but in a WSM company, we increase workers’ 
happiness by enhancing the value of company and productivity through voluntary 
and creative work. At least we put people before profit. I hope there are many trials 
conducted and alternatives explored in the pursuit of this value.”
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