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Abstract: 
 

Technological advances, a competent labour, and global and local regulatory settings make 
industrial relations (IR) in the Indian IT sector distinctive and changing. Human resource (HR)-
centric frameworks, individualized dispute resolution, and employee participation are common in 
the IT sector, unlike unionized manufacturing. This report compares native and MNC IT 
enterprises in India to examine industrial relations.  

The mixed-methods study uses 500 quantitative survey responses and 30 semi-structured 
interviews that provide qualitative insights. Key findings indicate that hierarchical decision-
making styles, partial dependence on traditional Indian business standards, and incremental 
adoption of global best practices influence IR in local IT enterprises. MNCs, on the other hand, 
are more likely to adopt global, uniform policies and procedures, but they must adapt them to 
Indian labour laws and culture. Despite widespread perceptions of white-collar professionalism, 
employees in domestic and multinational IT organizations are increasingly interested in 
employee resource groups and professional associations to address concerns about excessive 
work hours, career stagnation, and skill obsolescence. 

The report also studies India's new labour rules and concludes that while they have the ability to 
streamline and modernize the country's legal structure, how they apply to the flexible and 
project-based IT sector is unclear. Industrial relations are further complicated by technological 
disruptions like AI adoption and remote work, which change job responsibilities, managerial 
methods, and employee expectations.  
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The study concludes that industrial relations in the Indian IT sector are increasingly based on a 
hybrid model that combines HR-led conflict resolution with rising alternative representation 
platforms. Formalized employee committees, conflict resolution training for managers, and 
regulatory reforms that address IT employment structures are recommended. These insights help 
policymakers, company leaders, and academic researchers understand and improve industrial 
relations in high-skilled, rapidly expanding industries. Future study could use longitudinal and 
cross-country comparisons to track changes in work practices, regulatory frameworks, and 
employee goals.  

Keywords: Industrial relations, Indian IT sector, domestic vs. multinational firms, labor laws, 
employee representation, HR-centric practices, globalization, remote work, skill obsolescence, 
employee resource groups 
 

1. Introduction 

Background and Context 

Over the past three decades, India has undergone a remarkable transformation in its economic 
and industrial landscape, buoyed primarily by the unprecedented growth of the information 
technology (IT) sector. From the early 1990s onward, the liberalization of the Indian economy, 
coupled with advancements in communication technologies, paved the way for India to emerge 
as a global hub for software development, information technology-enabled services (ITES), and 
back-office operations (Kumar, 2019). With leading cities such as Bengaluru, Hyderabad, and 
Pune becoming synonymous with technology parks and innovation clusters, the Indian IT sector 
has come to symbolize the new face of India’s economic promise (NASSCOM, 2021). 

Despite the sector’s robust performance, less attention has been paid to the industrial relations 
(IR) dynamics underpinning this success. Conventional literature on industrial relations in India 
has historically concentrated on manufacturing and traditional sectors, which have long-
established frameworks for trade unions, collective bargaining, and conflict resolution (Shyam 
Sundar, 2015). In contrast, the IT sector, with its predominantly white-collar workforce, project-
based employment structures, and global clientele, deviates from the norms of classical IR theory 
(Budhwar & Varma, 2013). Employee turnover rates are high, organizational hierarchies are 
often flat or matrix-based, and trade unions have a minimal formal presence in most IT 
organizations (Dutta, 2020). 
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Given this complexity, understanding the industrial relations phenomenon in the Indian IT sector 
requires a nuanced approach—one that recognizes the interplay of global competitive pressures, 
rapidly changing technological environments, and a highly skilled and mobile workforce (Khan 
& Ackers, 2019). Moreover, domestic Indian IT firms and multinational subsidiaries operating in 
India exhibit distinct corporate cultures, management styles, and IR strategies that merit detailed 
comparative investigation. 

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant for multiple interlinked reasons: 

1. Economic Importance: The IT sector contributes significantly to India’s GDP and is a 
major source of export earnings. Any disturbances in industrial relations, including 
disputes or lack of employee motivation, could pose a threat to India’s competitive edge 
(NASSCOM, 2021). 

2. Pioneering Role in HR Practices: The IT industry often sets precedents for HR and 
work culture trends in other knowledge-based industries. From remote work models to 
innovative employee engagement tactics, IT firms frequently lead the way, influencing 
broader labor market dynamics (Kumar & Mathur, 2020). 

3. Transformation of Traditional IR: By eschewing or modifying classic collective 
bargaining mechanisms, the IT sector challenges how we conceive of industrial relations. 
Insights gleaned from the IT realm might reshape IR practices across a range of emerging 
sectors (Chilton & Wadhwani, 2021). 

4. Policy Implications: Government labor reforms and new labor codes are being crafted 
with an eye toward modernizing India’s workforce regulations (Government of India, 
2020). Understanding how IR operates in the IT sector can inform policymakers about 
the practical needs of white-collar and knowledge-based workers. 

Research Objectives and Questions 

This research aims to critically examine industrial relations in the Indian IT sector, comparing 
domestic Indian IT firms and multinational (MNC) firms operating in India. The specific 
objectives are: 

1. To investigate the current state of industrial relations across different types of IT 
organizations in India. 
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2. To compare the IR practices, strategies, and outcomes between domestic and 
multinational IT firms. 

3. To evaluate the effectiveness of existing labor laws, trade union mechanisms, and HR-
driven employee representation in the sector. 

4. To propose best practices and recommendations for policymakers, corporate leaders, and 
employee representatives aimed at improving industrial relations. 

From these objectives, the research addresses the following core questions: 

1. What are the key characteristics of industrial relations in the Indian IT sector, and how do 
they differ from traditional IR frameworks? 

2. How do domestic vs. multinational IT firms diverge or converge in their approach to 
employee relations, dispute resolution, and workforce engagement? 

3. What role do trade unions, professional associations, and regulatory bodies play in 
shaping IR outcomes in the Indian IT sector? 

4. Which best practices or innovative models could be adopted to strengthen industrial 
relations, ensuring both organizational success and employee well-being? 

 Scope and Delimitations 

This study focuses on medium-to-large IT organizations (i.e., those with more than 2,000 
employees) to ensure that formalized HR/IR structures are present. It narrows its geographical 
scope to major IT hubs in India (Bengaluru, Hyderabad, Pune, Mumbai, and the National Capital 
Region) while acknowledging that smaller Tier-2 cities might showcase different dynamics. 
Furthermore, the paper addresses both software services and IT-enabled services (ITES) 
verticals, but does not delve extensively into very small start-ups or entirely product-based 
technology firms operating at niche scales. 

Organization of the Paper 

Following this Introduction, the paper is structured into six primary sections: 

 Section 2: Literature Review delves into the concepts, theories, and existing empirical 
work on industrial relations, with a spotlight on India’s historical IR framework and the 
unique challenges posed by the IT industry. 
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 Section 3: Research Methodology explains the mixed-methods approach undertaken, 
detailing the data collection instruments (surveys, interviews, document analysis), 
sampling procedures, and analytical frameworks. 

 Section 4: Findings and Analysis presents the study’s core results, highlighting trends, 
themes, and quantitative data related to IR practices and outcomes in the selected IT 
firms. 

 Section 5: Discussion interprets these findings against theoretical models and 
contextualizes their implications for multiple stakeholders. 

 Section 6: Conclusion summarizes the study’s key insights, proposes recommendations, 
addresses limitations, and outlines areas for future research. 

 Section 7: Tables provides the study’s four main tables (growth data, comparative 
overview, IR practices comparison, recommended best practices), followed by Section 8: 
References, which lists all cited works in APA (7th edition) style. 

2. Literature Review 

Defining Industrial Relations: Classical and Contemporary Perspectives 

Industrial relations (IR) encompasses the dynamics between employers, employees, and state 
agencies, focusing on conflict resolution, negotiation processes, and frameworks designed to 
ensure fair and productive work environments (Clegg, 1979). In classical IR models, especially 
those arising from the manufacturing context of the early to mid-20th century, the presence of 
strong unions and collective bargaining was central (Dunlop, 1958). The theoretical lens often 
highlighted adversarial or pluralistic relationships, where management and labor had distinct, 
often conflicting, interests (Clegg, 1979). 

However, contemporary IR—especially in post-industrial or knowledge-based economies—has 
shifted toward a more collaborative approach, influenced by concepts like employee 
engagement, high-performance work systems, and strategic HR management (Budhwar & 
Debrah, 2019). The emphasis on social dialogue in modern IR recognizes not just trade unions 
but also professional associations, employee resource groups (ERGs), and informal networks as 
legitimate intermediaries (Cross & Thomas, 2009). This reconceptualization is particularly 
relevant in sectors like IT, where employees often prioritize career growth, flexibility, and 
innovation-friendly cultures over traditional union-driven demands (Dutta, 2020). 
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Evolution of Industrial Relations in India 

Industrial relations in India have evolved through several historical stages: 

1. Colonial Era: Labor was primarily engaged in plantations, textiles, and mines under 
exploitative conditions, prompting early labor movements (Shyam Sundar, 2015). 

2. Post-Independence (1950s–1980s): The government enacted laws like the Industrial 
Disputes Act (1947), Trade Unions Act (1926), and Factories Act (1948) to formalize 
dispute resolution processes, establish tribunals, and protect workers (Government of 
India, 2020). Trade unionism was heavily politicized, often aligning with major political 
parties (Saini & Budhwar, 2008). 

3. Economic Liberalization (1990s–2000s): The shift toward market-oriented reforms 
encouraged foreign investment, privatization, and technological influx. Traditional IR 
models, rooted in manufacturing, began to face challenges from new economy sectors 
that prioritized flexibility, meritocratic HR policies, and non-unionized work 
environments (Shyam Sundar, 2015). 

4. Contemporary Phase (2010s–Present): With ongoing labor law reforms, the introduction 
of new labor codes, and the rapid adoption of remote/hybrid work, India’s IR 
environment is in a phase of fluidity. While manufacturing and public sectors remain 
unionized, knowledge-based sectors like IT show minimal union presence but 
increasingly sophisticated HR and employee engagement frameworks (Government of 
India, 2020). 

Overview of the Indian IT Sector 

Growth Trajectory and Economic Impact 

The Indian IT sector’s ascendancy is frequently cited as a development success story (Sen, 
1999), contributing over 8% to the country’s GDP and employing millions of professionals 
(NASSCOM, 2021). Table 1 in section 7 provides a summarized view of key growth indicators, 
including export revenue and workforce size over the decade 2015–2025. 
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Fig.1 

 

Initially propelled by offshore outsourcing of software development and business process 
outsourcing (BPO) in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the sector has gradually diversified into 
consulting, research & development (R&D), analytics, cloud computing, and Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) (Rajan, 2020). Government initiatives such as Digital India and Startup India 
have further bolstered the environment for technology ventures and innovation ecosystems. 

 Workforce Characteristics and Demographics 

Compared to traditional industries, the IT workforce is relatively young, skilled, and highly 
mobile (Budhwar & Varma, 2013). A significant portion of employees hold engineering or 
computer science degrees, and many organizations encourage continuous skill upgrades through 
certifications and training programs (Balasubramanian, 2013). The typical IT employee aspires 
for rapid career growth, global exposure, and competitive compensation—all of which shape 
their engagement with IR (Bhatnagar & Sharma, 2019). 

Moreover, the diversity in the IT workforce is increasing, with more women entering the sector 
and numerous multinational companies promoting inclusivity initiatives (Agarwal & Garg, 
2021). The younger workforce, less socialized into traditional union cultures, often views 
conflict resolution and relationship-building through organizational or professional rather than 
collective labor lenses (Saini & Budhwar, 2008). 

Key Players: Domestic and Multinational Firms 
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Domestic IT giants—such as Tata Consultancy Services (TCS), Infosys, Wipro, and HCL—
dominate a significant share of the export-oriented services, offering end-to-end solutions across 
domains (NASSCOM, 2021). These firms have scaled rapidly, establishing extensive networks 
across India and abroad. In parallel, multinational corporations like IBM India, Accenture, 
Microsoft, Google, and Amazon have not only outsourced projects to India but have also set up 
development centers and innovation hubs to harness local talent (Rajan, 2020). 

Table 2 elaborates on the comparative overview of these domestic and multinational IT players, 
focusing on core business areas, market orientation, workforce composition, and IR practices. 
While domestic firms often emphasize cost-competitive services, multinational firms typically 
leverage global brand equity and standardized processes, adapting them to the local context 
(Dutta, 2020). 

Theoretical Frameworks for Comparative Industrial Relations 

Several theoretical frameworks illuminate how to compare IR across different contexts: 

1. Dunlop’s (1958) Systems Theory: Posits that IR outcomes emerge from the interaction of 
three primary actors (employers, employees, and the state) within a given economic, 
technological, and socio-political context. This approach underscores the interdependence 
of these actors, shaped by common rules or procedures (Dunlop, 1958). 

2. Pluralist Perspective (Clegg, 1979): Recognizes that multiple stakeholder groups (unions, 
management, governments) have distinct interests and that conflicts can be resolved 
through negotiation and collective bargaining. This theory is relevant to sectors with a 
history of union involvement and formal dispute-resolution mechanisms (Clegg, 1979). 

3. Human Resource Management and High-Performance Work Systems: These frameworks 
focus on how organizational strategies, culture, and innovative HR practices can yield 
competitive advantage and foster collaborative labor–management relationships 
(Budhwar & Debrah, 2019). The high-skilled, knowledge-based workforce in IT often 
resonates with these approaches, which emphasize employee empowerment, performance 
incentives, and skill development (Bamberger, Biron, & Meshoulam, 2014). 

4. Cross-Cultural Management Approaches: In the context of MNCs, theories highlight the 
influence of national culture, corporate culture, and institutional frameworks. 
Multinational subsidiaries blend global directives with local realities, leading to “hybrid” 
IR practices (Khan & Ackers, 2019). 
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Integrating these perspectives allows us to dissect how domestic and multinational IT firms 
formulate and implement IR strategies, considering both global standardization and local 
adaptation imperatives (Verma & Kochan, 2014). 

Critical Gaps in the Literature 

Although a wealth of research addresses human resource management in the Indian IT sector 
(Budhwar & Varma, 2013), fewer works delve into the industrial relations domain, specifically: 

 Comparative IR Studies: Most studies focus on a single type of organization (either 
domestic or multinational), lacking a systematic comparison of IR practices (Dutta, 
2020). 

 Role of Emerging Labor Codes: Ongoing labor reforms in India are reshaping legal 
frameworks around wages, social security, and dispute resolution, but empirical studies 
examining their practical impact on the IT sector are limited (Government of India, 
2020). 

 Influence of Technological Disruption: Rapidly evolving technologies, including AI, 
machine learning, and remote-work platforms, change the structure of work and 
employee expectations. The intersection of these technologies with IR remains 
understudied (Kumar & Mathur, 2020). 

Addressing these gaps can significantly enrich the discourse on industrial relations and provide 
actionable insights for policy and practice. 

3. Research Methodology 

Research Design and Approach 

This study employs a mixed-methods design, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches 
to capture the complexities of industrial relations in the IT sector (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2018). By integrating surveys, interviews, and document analyses, the study aims to provide both 
breadth (statistical trends, large-scale patterns) and depth (contextual understanding, qualitative 
nuances). 

1. Quantitative Component: A structured survey was designed to measure employee 
perceptions of IR climate, conflict resolution mechanisms, satisfaction with management 
policies, and openness to collective representation. 
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2. Qualitative Component: Semi-structured interviews with HR managers, employees, union 
representatives (where applicable), and government officials offered rich, narrative 
insights into the strategies, challenges, and future directions of IR in the sector. 

Data Collection Methods 

1. Surveys 

Instrument: An online questionnaire (administered through a secure platform) consisting 
of Likert-scale, multiple-choice, and open-ended questions. 

Topics: Conflict resolution, role of HR vs. union representation, perceived fairness in 
management, and views on labor laws. 

Pilot Test: Conducted with 20 respondents to refine question clarity and validity. 

Response Rate: Approximately 500 usable responses were obtained, with near-equal 
representation from domestic and multinational IT firms. 

 

2. Interviews 

Semi-Structured: A flexible guide was used to explore themes such as management 
styles, employee engagement practices, trade union interactions, and policy compliance 
(Yin, 2018). 

Interviewees: 30 individuals participated—15 from domestic IT firms and 15 from 
multinational IT firms. Participants included HR directors, line managers, and senior 
employees. Additionally, four interviews involved external stakeholders (one government 
labor official, one union leader, and two industry experts). 

Recording and Transcription: With consent, interviews were audio-recorded and 
transcribed verbatim for analysis. 

3. Document Analysis 

Types of Documents: Annual reports, sustainability reports, employee handbooks, policy 
documents, and government labor notifications. 

Purpose: To cross-verify statements made in interviews and survey results, and to provide 
context on organizational structures and policies. 
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Sampling Strategy and Sample Characteristics 

Firm Selection: Purposive sampling was used to select 20 IT firms (10 domestic, 10 
multinational) with a significant footprint in India. Selection criteria included firm size (2,000+ 
employees), operational presence in at least two major Indian IT hubs, and willingness to 
participate in the study. 

Respondent Pool: Stratified random sampling ensured representation across job levels (entry-
level, mid-level, senior management), functional areas (software development, ITES, consulting, 
support functions), and genders. 

Profile: Survey participants mostly ranged in age from 22 to 45, holding at least a bachelor’s 
degree, and with a tenure of 1 to 10 years in their current organization. 

Data Analysis Techniques 

1. Quantitative Analysis: 

Descriptive Statistics: Calculated means, medians, modes, and standard deviations for 
variables such as job satisfaction, perceived fairness, and conflict resolution effectiveness 
(Kothari, 2004). 

Inferential Statistics: T-tests and ANOVAs were performed to compare domestic vs. 
multinational firms, controlling for demographic variables (e.g., age, experience). 
Pearson correlations explored relationships between perceived management effectiveness 
and employee turnover intentions. 

2. Qualitative Analysis: 

Coding and Categorization: Thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006) was 
applied, generating codes like “HR-centric IR,” “employee autonomy,” and “union 
perceptions.” 

Triangulation: Cross-checked interview data with survey responses and document 
analysis to ensure consistency and credibility (Yin, 2018). 

Ethical Considerations 

All participants provided informed consent, ensuring they understood the research purpose, 
confidentiality measures, and their right to withdraw at any time (Bell & Bryman, 2007). Data 
were anonymized, and any sensitive company information was masked or aggregated. The 
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project adhered to institutional review board (IRB) standards, aligning with both national 
regulations and best practices in social science research. 

4. Findings and Analysis 

Macro-Level Trends in IR within the Indian IT Sector 

The survey and interview findings collectively demonstrate that industrial relations in the Indian 
IT sector are predominantly: 

 HR-driven and Non-Unionized: Over 85% of survey respondents indicated they rely on 
internal HR channels—such as grievance portals, HR helplines, or direct managerial 
interactions—for conflict resolution (N=500). Only about 5% had any formal or informal 
connection to a union or employee association (Interview #14, #20). 

 Focused on Career Progression and Skill Development: Employees rated opportunities 
for skill enhancement and clear career pathways as critical factors influencing their 
commitment to the organization (Bhatnagar & Sharma, 2019). 

 Informed by Global and Local Pressures: Interviews with HR managers revealed a 
tension between global standards (e.g., corporate codes of conduct, diversity and 
inclusion policies) and local labor regulations. This tension often surfaces when dealing 
with layoffs, work hours, or contract stipulations (Interview #5, #12). 

The sector’s IR environment can thus be characterized as collaborative but managerialist, with 
power concentrated in management’s hands. Employee engagement surveys, town halls, and 
open-door policies are common, albeit primarily controlled by corporate HR units (Kumar & 
Mathur, 2020). 

Comparative Analysis of IR: Domestic vs. Multinational IT Firms 

Domestic IT Firms 

 Hierarchical Structures and Cultural Nuances: Domestic firms often reflect traditional 
Indian business hierarchies, with paternalistic elements shaping management-employee 
relationships (Dutta, 2020). Decision-making can be top-down, although many firms are 
adopting more agile, team-based approaches. 
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 Emerging Best Practices: Interviews showed that leading domestic firms (TCS, Infosys) 
are embracing global HR certifications (e.g., ISO standards) and investing in managerial 
training to enhance IR effectiveness (Interview #3). 

 Challenges: Reluctance to fully engage with external worker representation systems (like 
unions) persists. Instead, domestic firms prefer internal committees or grievance 
mechanisms, partly to maintain brand reputation and operational continuity (Interview 
#9). 

Multinational IT Firms Operating in India 

 Global Frameworks with Local Adaptation: MNCs typically implement standardized 
procedures, such as whistleblower policies, formal employee resource groups, and global 
grievance redressal boards. However, some localization occurs to comply with Indian 
labor laws or cultural expectations (Budhwar & Varma, 2013). 

 Focus on Diversity and Inclusion: Many MNCs have robust D&I initiatives, offering 
resources for women employees, LGBTQ+ staff, and differently abled professionals. 
These initiatives can act as surrogates for union-like support or affiliation (Agarwal & 
Garg, 2021). 

 Cross-Cultural Challenges: Managing multi-ethnic teams across time zones and bridging 
the gap between corporate headquarters and local offices remains a challenge, often 
affecting IR outcomes (Interview #11). 

Quantitative Comparison 

A series of t-tests (p < 0.05) on survey data indicated that: 

 Employee Satisfaction: Employees at MNCs reported slightly higher satisfaction with IR 
processes (mean = 4.1 on a 5-point scale) compared to those in domestic firms (mean = 
3.8). 

 Perceived Fairness: Fairness in performance appraisals and conflict resolution was rated 
higher in MNCs (mean = 3.9) than domestic firms (mean = 3.5). 

 Intent to Stay: Both domestic and MNC respondents cited competitive pay and career 
advancement as major retention factors, but MNC employees had a lower intent-to-leave 
ratio in the next six months (22%) versus domestic employees (29%). 
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These findings suggest that while domestic firms are catching up through policy reforms, MNCs’ 
global standardized approaches often garner relatively higher employee confidence in industrial 
relations (Dutta, 2020). 
 

Role of Trade Unions, Worker Representation, and Labor Laws 

Trade Unions and Employee Associations 

The Indian IT sector is largely non-unionized, a stark departure from older industries like 
textiles or automobiles (Shyam Sundar, 2015). Interview narratives revealed multiple reasons: 

1. Professional Identity: Many IT employees view themselves as professionals, rather than 
“workers,” and see unionism as irrelevant to career progression (Interviews #4, #8). 

2. Corporate Culture: Employers in IT have developed strong HR departments and 
engagement programs that overshadow the perceived need for external representation 
(Balasubramanian, 2013). 

3. Regulatory Ambiguity: The scope for unionization in IT is not explicitly prohibited, but 
employer resistance and the uncertain application of certain labor laws (e.g., Industrial 
Disputes Act) act as deterrents (Khan & Ackers, 2019). 

In response, employee associations or professional bodies occasionally emerge, focusing on 
networking, skill-building, and career guidance. These bodies, however, generally do not engage 
in collective bargaining (Saini & Budhwar, 2008). 

Labour Laws and Policy Environment 

The introduction of new labor codes in India—covering wages, industrial relations, social 
security, and occupational health—aims to consolidate and modernize existing laws 
(Government of India, 2020). Yet the application of these codes in the IT sector, where 
employees often have flexible contracts or work as “managerial/professional” staff, remains 
ambiguous (Shyam Sundar, 2015). 

 Flexibility vs. Security: Many IT roles involve variable pay structures, project-based 
contracting, or remote work, raising questions about rights to overtime, job security, and 
severance pay (Government of India, 2020). 
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 Dispute Resolution Mechanisms: While the Industrial Disputes Act (1947) stipulates 
negotiation and conciliation procedures, many IT employees prefer direct negotiation 
with management, or exit the organization when dissatisfied (Interview #14). 

Overall, labor laws offer a baseline of protection, but the IT sector’s unique operational models 
dilute their practical impact on IR (Khan & Ackers, 2019). 

Impact of Globalization, Outsourcing, and Technological Advances 

Globalization and outsourcing have been cornerstones of the Indian IT sector’s evolution. By 
taking on service contracts from global clients, domestic IT firms expanded their reach, while 
MNCs established captive centers or joint ventures in India (Kumar, 2019). This international 
exposure influences IR in multiple ways: 

1. Cross-Border Regulations: Employees frequently travel on onsite assignments, subjecting 
them to foreign labor laws or client-specific guidelines (Rajan, 2020). 

2. Virtual/Remote Teams: Technological infrastructure enables distributed workforces, 
complicating traditional IR frameworks that rely on physical proximity and localized 
negotiations (Kumar & Mathur, 2020). 

3. Increased Competition: The rise of other outsourcing destinations (e.g., the Philippines, 
Eastern Europe) motivates Indian firms to maintain cost competitiveness and 
productivity, impacting IR decisions on wages, working conditions, and employee 
benefits (Chilton & Wadhwani, 2021). 

Technological disruption further shapes IR by altering workforce demands. Automation and AI 
can create fears of job displacement, compelling employees to seek re-skilling or up-skilling 
opportunities and pressuring employers to invest in training programs or face higher turnover 
(Parry & Battista, 2019). 

Detailed Case Illustrations 

To provide more nuanced insights, two case studies were developed: 

Case Study 1: “AlphaSoft” (Domestic Firm) 

AlphaSoft, a large domestic IT services company with approximately 50,000 employees, faced 
internal unrest when a major outsourcing contract from a North American client was abruptly 
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terminated. This led to a planned layoff of around 1,500 employees across multiple development 
centers. Employee grievances arose around: 

 Severance Packages: Many felt the severance offer was inadequate, with no clear 
guidelines on who qualified for higher payouts. 

 Transparency: Rumors circulated about favoritism in deciding layoffs, exacerbating 
distrust in management. 

 Lack of Voice: Without a formal union or robust employee association, employees 
resorted to online forums to vent frustrations. 

Alpha Soft’s management quickly set up a “Transition Support Cell” to offer resume workshops, 
job referrals, and an extended health insurance cover. While these steps improved sentiments 
slightly, employees criticized the ad-hoc nature and lack of genuine consultation (Interview #8). 

Case Study 2: “Global Tech India” (Multinational Subsidiary) 

Global Tech India, the local subsidiary of a multinational tech giant with over 20,000 employees 
in India, encountered employee dissatisfaction regarding “call burnout”, as many teams 
supported multiple time zones. Employees lodged complaints about: 

 Excessive Work Hours: Onshore teams often scheduled calls with offshore teams late into 
the evening, and weekend escalations were common (Interview #13). 

 Work-Life Balance: Family commitments were being compromised, and employees 
perceived a disconnect between global “work-life balance” policies and local realities. 

Global Tech responded by forming a cross-functional committee (including HR, line managers, 
and select employee representatives) to revise the team scheduling policy. The firm introduced 
time-zone-based rosters, mandated a “no-call day” policy once per week, and provided well-
being resources. Employee feedback subsequently improved, demonstrating how structured IR 
mechanisms, guided by global corporate values, can lead to tangible policy reforms (Interview 
#11). 
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5. Discussion 

Interpretation of Key Findings 

The cumulative findings highlight a consistent thread: industrial relations in the Indian IT sector 
deviate from classical, union-centric models, instead revolving around HR-centric approaches 
and individualized negotiation processes. The high-skill, mobile workforce perceives 
unionization as less relevant to their professional trajectory, preferring direct interaction with 
employers (Balasubramanian, 2013). 

Domestic vs. MNC Differences: While domestic firms show a slower transition toward globally 
benchmarked IR practices—still retaining pockets of hierarchical decision-making—
multinational firms more frequently adopt standardized processes that foster a sense of fairness 
among employees (Budhwar & Varma, 2013). However, it is noteworthy that domestic firms like 
TCS and Infosys are increasingly implementing global certifications and structured HR systems, 
suggesting a convergence of IR paradigms in the sector (Dutta, 2020). 

Implications of Remote and Flexible Work: The expanding acceptance of remote or hybrid 
models in IT, especially post-COVID, adds a new dimension to IR. Traditional IR reliant on 
localized negotiations or direct observational management are giving way to virtual conflict 
resolution, digital grievance platforms, and continuous feedback loops (Kumar & Mathur, 2020). 

Alignment with Theoretical Models 

 Dunlop’s Systems Theory: The Indian IT context reveals that while the state remains a 
formal actor (providing labor regulations), the real interaction primarily occurs between 
employers and employees through HR frameworks. The “common rules” revolve around 
organizational policies rather than sector-wide collective agreements (Dunlop, 1958). 

 Pluralist Perspective: Although there are potential conflicts between management and 
employees (e.g., layoffs, working hours), these are largely resolved through internal 
channels and individual negotiations, not broad collective bargaining (Clegg, 1979). 

 High-Performance Work Systems: The reliance on continuous training, performance-
based rewards, and career development fits well with high-performance and strategic HR 
approaches, underlining the importance of collaborative employee relations (Bamberger 
et al., 2014). 
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 Cross-Cultural Management: MNCs adapt global norms to local contexts, creating a 
“glocal” IR environment. This synergy often results in standardized procedures that 
employees perceive as fair and transparent, albeit occasionally clashing with local 
expectations around hierarchy and seniority (Khan & Ackers, 2019). 

Practical Implications for Stakeholders 

1. Corporate Management and HR Practitioners 

Structured IR Frameworks: Developing formal employee committees or councils could 
offer a middle path between unionization and purely management-driven policies. 

Transparent Communication: Enhanced transparency around layoffs, promotions, and 
policy changes can mitigate distrust, particularly in domestic firms (Saini & Budhwar, 
2008). 

Work-Life Balance Initiatives: Instituting robust guidelines on working hours, flexible 
scheduling, and mental health support is critical, especially in global or multi-time-zone 
projects (Chilton & Wadhwani, 2021). 
 

 

Fig.2 
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2. Employees and Employee Representatives 

o Professional Associations: Employees might benefit from forming or joining 
professional networks that provide resources for career development, mentorship, 
and limited collective representation (Budhwar & Debrah, 2019). 

o Awareness of Labor Rights: Familiarity with the new labor codes could empower 
employees to negotiate for more favorable terms related to severance, leave, and 
fair performance assessments (Government of India, 2020). 

3. Policy-Makers and Government Agencies 

o Clarification of IT-Specific Provisions: As the new labor codes are rolled out, 
guidelines tailored to knowledge-based or remote workers would ensure more 
uniform enforcement. 

o Facilitation of Dialogue: Government bodies could encourage tripartite forums 
(state, employers, employees) to preempt conflicts and develop sector-specific IR 
standards (Shyam Sundar, 2015). 

Challenges and Opportunities in Industrial Relations 

 Challenges: 

o High Attrition and Mobility: Employees often choose to quit instead of pursuing 
protracted disputes, weakening the impetus for collective action. 

o Regulatory Gaps: The existing laws do not clearly delineate rights and obligations 
for high-skill, flexible roles, creating ambiguities in dispute resolution (Khan & 
Ackers, 2019). 

o Client Pressures: IT firms sometimes prioritize client deliverables over employee 
welfare, risking conflict escalation (Interview #5). 

 Opportunities: 

o Digital Transformation of IR: Online grievance redressal platforms, AI-enabled 
policy audits, and data analytics can bring efficiency and transparency to IR 
(Parry & Battista, 2019). 
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o Hybrid Representation Models: “Light-touch” collective bodies, such as 
employee committees or town halls, can supplement formal HR processes without 
the perceived adversarial tone of traditional unions (Saini & Budhwar, 2008). 

o Cross-Cultural Learning: Domestic firms can learn from MNC approaches to 
equity, inclusivity, and meritocracy, while MNCs can assimilate local cultural 
sensitivity, bridging the global-local divide (Budhwar & Varma, 2013). 

 

 

6. Conclusion 

Summary of Findings 

This paper aimed to comparatively analyze industrial relations in domestic and multinational 
IT firms operating in India, shedding light on the unique features of IR in a high-skill, rapidly 
evolving sector. Key insights include: 

1. HR-Dominant IR: The IT sector relies predominantly on HR-led processes for conflict 
resolution and employee engagement, with minimal union presence. 

2. Comparative Nuances: MNCs generally exhibit more standardized, transparent IR 
procedures, while domestic firms are in the midst of transition, gradually integrating 
global best practices. 

3. Regulatory Ambiguity: Existing labor laws, though robust for manufacturing and 
traditional sectors, require adaptation to address flexible work arrangements, international 
deployments, and project-based employment typical of IT. 

4. Opportunities for Innovation: The sector’s inherent dynamism offers scope to redefine IR 
through technology-driven solutions, professional associations, and collaborative policy-
making. 

Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

1. Formalizing Employee Representation Mechanisms: Establishing employee committees 
or resource groups can facilitate a structured voice for workers without resorting to full-
scale unionization, which is often viewed as unnecessary in IT (Agarwal & Garg, 2021). 



ESSBC JOURNAL OF BUSINESS STUDIES      
ISSN: 2583-8563 (Online) 
Peer Reviewed: Volume: III, Issue: I, January: 2025  
Online copy of the published article is available at https://egrassbcollege.ac.in/journal/ 
Publisher: Department of Commerce, Egra Sarada Shashi Bhusan College, West Bengal, India 
Search your DOI @ https://dx.doi.org/ 
 

 
 
 

28 
 

 

2. Policy Reforms: Policymakers should clarify the scope of new labor codes, possibly 
introducing IT-specific guidelines that address flexible contracts, remote work, and global 
project structures (Government of India, 2020). 

3. Training and Development: Employers must invest in ongoing up-skilling programs, not 
only to maintain competitive edges but also to reassure employees of their career stability 
amidst technological disruptions (Budhwar & Debrah, 2019). 

4. Encouraging Work-Life Balance: Both domestic and multinational firms must craft 
policies that respect personal time, especially in a 24/7 global service model, to reduce 
burnout and enhance long-term IR harmony (Interview #13). 

5. Strengthening Governance and Accountability: Implementing clear, data-driven metrics 
to assess grievance resolution time, employee satisfaction, and turnover can help 
organizations refine their IR practices (Saundry, Latreille, & Ashman, 2016). 

Limitations of the Study 

While this research contributes a comparative lens on IR in the Indian IT sector, certain 
limitations remain: 

1. Geographical Concentration: The focus on major IT hubs may not fully capture IR 
dynamics in smaller towns or rural centers. 

2. Sample Size and Response Bias: Though the study attained 500 survey responses, certain 
subgroups (e.g., very senior executives) were less represented. 

3. Rapid Technological and Policy Changes: The conclusions drawn may need revisiting as 
remote work and automation continue to redefine job roles and as labor codes are more 
vigorously enforced. 

Future Research Directions 

1. Longitudinal Studies: Examining how IR evolves in specific IT firms over time, 
especially as they adapt to new digital or regulatory environments (Kumar & Mathur, 
2020). 

2. Comparative International Research: Contrasting Indian IT firms with those in other 
prominent outsourcing destinations such as the Philippines or Eastern Europe to 
understand global vs. local IR patterns (Verma & Kochan, 2014). 
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3. Start-Up Ecosystems: Investigating whether emerging start-ups in fintech, AI, and 
software-as-a-service have distinct IR practices and how they might shape the future of 
industrial relations. 

4. Unionization Potential: Exploring the potential for unionization or quasi-collective bodies 
in IT, especially given the global push for “ethical tech” and the evolving nature of 
professional labor movements (Khan & Ackers, 2019). 

Overall, the Indian IT sector’s industrial relations landscape is at a transformative juncture, 
presenting a valuable opportunity for scholars, corporate leaders, policy-makers, and employees 
alike to shape forward-looking and collaborative labor-management dynamics. 

Tables 

Table 1: Growth of the Indian IT Sector (2015–2025) 

Year Estimated Export Revenue (USD 
Billions) 

Total Workforce 
(Millions) 

Annual Growth Rate 
(%) 

2015 100 3.5 12 
2018 135 4.1 10 
2020 147 4.4 8 
2023 180 4.9 9 

2025* 220 5.3 8 
*Projected figures 
(Source: Adapted from NASSCOM, 2021; Kumar, 2019) 

Table 2: Key Indian IT Companies vs. MNCs – Comparative Overview 

Aspect Domestic Firms (e.g., TCS, Infosys) MNCs in India (e.g., IBM, Accenture) 

Core Focus 
Large-scale outsourcing, IT services, 
system integration 

Consulting, product development, R&D 

Workforce Size Very large (100,000+ employees) 
Medium to large (10,000–100,000 
employees) 

Market 
Orientation 

Primarily global clients with India-based 
delivery centers; also domestic projects 

Global clients + region-specific 
adaptation 

IR Practices 
Evolving, some hierarchical tendencies, 
reliance on strong HR departments 

Standardized global policies + local 
adaptations 

Key Challenges 
Talent retention, wage competition, 
transitioning to global best practices 

Cultural alignment, labor compliance, 
balancing global vs. local approaches 

Typical IR 
Mechanisms 

Ad-hoc committees, internal grievance 
systems 

Structured channels (e.g., global portals, 
ERGs) 

(Source: Company Annual Reports, 2021; Rajan, 2020) 
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Table 3: Industrial Relations Practices in Domestic vs. Multinational Firms 

Dimension Domestic Firms Multinational Firms 
Conflict Resolution Predominantly HR-driven, ad hoc 

committees 
Formalized global protocols, local 
adaptations 

Employee 
Representation 

Limited associations, informal discussions Structured Employee Resource 
Groups (ERGs) 

Union Involvement Minimal or nonexistent, occasional local 
experiments 

Rare to nonexistent, overshadowed 
by strong HR 

Grievance 
Mechanisms 

Internal HR portals, direct manager 
mediation 

Online global systems, centralized 
reporting 

Performance 
Appraisal 

Seniority and loyalty often factor in; 
shifting toward performance-based metrics 

Primarily performance- and 
competence-based, standardized 
tools 

Focus Areas Cost optimization, upskilling, brand 
building 

Innovation, brand integrity, 
compliance, diversity 

(Source: Field Interviews, 2023; Dutta, 2020) 
 

Table 4: Recommended Best Practices for Strengthening IR in Indian IT 

Practice Rationale Potential Outcomes 
Regular Employee 
Surveys 

Captures real-time feedback, identifies 
emerging concerns 

Early detection of conflicts, 
improved engagement 

Formal Employee 
Committees 

Provides structured representation 
without union formalities 

Enhanced communication, trust-
building 

Transparent Dispute 
Resolution 

Clear guidelines, documented steps Reduced legal risks, higher 
employee satisfaction 

Continuous Manager 
Training 

Ensures HR and line managers can 
handle conflicts effectively 

Lower attrition, consistent IR 
quality 

Collaborative Policy 
Design 

Involves employees in policy 
formulation 

Ownership, better alignment with 
on-ground realities 

Work-Life Balance 
Frameworks 

Mitigates burnout, promotes overall 
well-being 

Reduced turnover, stronger 
employer brand 

(Source: Agarwal & Garg, 2021; Balasubramanian, 2013) 
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