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Executive Summary

Many unions around the globe have been experiencing a drop in
membership and a decline in density over the last ten years.
While union membership and density have remained relatively
stable in Canada, the environment for labour organizations has
become difficult: there has been profound change in both the
external and internal environments in which unions operate.
The union response, as documented in this paper based on a
survey of innovations and change in Canadian labour organiza-
tions, has been both defensive and pro-active, focusing on pro-
tecting current levels of wages and benefits as well as fostering
social unionism.

- While all unions responding to the survey, irrespective of size
or sectoral location, were likely to report change, it was the
smaller unions that were more likely to report a greater extent
of change over the preceding three years.

« Among the environmental changes identified as important to
some degree to a majority of respondent unions were: eco-
nomic uncertainties, employer attitudes/behaviour, rising
membership expectations, government budget and spending
cuts, industry restructuring, and adverse changes in labour
legislation.

e Unions in Canada are experiencing increasing downward
pressure on employment, which translates into decreased
membership. A sizeable number of unions, however, have
actually succeeded in increasing their membership.

e The majority of unions indicate increased management
emphasis on cost reduction, closures and mergers, downsiz-
ing, outsourcing and contracting-out, use of temporary and
part-time workers, and privatization.

e Workplace change initiatives appear to have had a major
effect on the work environment in the form of increases in the
workload, in health and safety concerns, and in layoffs, a
decrease in job security, and shrinking opportunities for
advancement and promotion.

Contents
Introduction / 1

Extent and Nature of
Environmental Change / 2

Organizational Priorities / 7

Bargaining Priorities and
Success / 9

Conclusion / 12

References / 13

About the Author

Pradeep Kumar is a
Professor in the School of
Industrial Relations, Queen’s
University.

Gregor Murray is a Professor
in the Department of
Industrial Relations, Laval
University.

Sylvain Schetagne is an
Independent Trade Union
Researcher based in Montreal.



e The impact of change on the labour-management relations climate is
evident in the number of unions reporting increased employer
demands for wage concessions and work rule concessions. However,
a large proportion of participant unions report no change in areas
such as advance notice of change, information sharing, consultation
and communication on workplace issues, incentive payment systems,
profit-sharing, coordinated bargaining, and pattern agreements.

e There is unequivocal evidence of a significant shift in bargaining
power towards the employer, more pronounced in the public sector,
but the shift has not undermined membership support for the union
as an institution.

e The overwhelming priority for Canadian unions, and the bargaining
priority, is the protection of the current level of members’ wages and
benefits. Other priorities are: the encouragement of rank and file
activism, the promotion of new employment opportunities, and of
worker participation in decision-making. Almost half of respondent
unions identify the building of coalitions with other unions and social
groups, ‘social unionism,” as an organizational priority.

e In summary, while there is evidence that Canadian unions are pursu-
ing defensive and pro-active strategies, the challenge would appear to
be finding the appropriate balance between these strategies.

This paper is the result of a research partnership on innovation and change in
labour organizations between the Workplace Information Directorate of
Human Resources Development Canada and Professors Pradeep Kumar and
Gregor Murray. The views expressed are those of the authors and do not nec-
essarily reflect those of the Government of Canada.

The paper was originally published in Workplaace Gazette (Fall 1998). This
condensed version of the paper is reproduced with the permission of the
Minister of Public Works and Government Services, 1999.



Introduction

Unions around the globe are facing hard times and losing their power and influence. A
recent International Labour Organisation study notes that of the approximately seventy
countries for which comparable data are available, about half have seen a drop in their
membership over the last ten years (International Labour Organisation 1997). Among the
OECD countries, where trade unions have been relatively strong, union density, that is
union membership as a percentage of the non-agricultural labour force, has been declin-
ing, in varying degrees, in almost all countries. In North America, the steady decline in US
union membership, started in 1980, continues, while in Canada union membership and
density have remained relatively stable (International Labour Organisation 1997, Human
Resources Development Canada 1997). There is a consensus that the pervasive union
decline is linked to profound changes in the external and internal environment. The
adverse impact of these changes on the organizational, bargaining and political strength of
unions is evident at all levels, from the workplace to national and international.

While there is little doubt that unions are facing a difficult problem of adaptation to
change, the nature and extent of change in the environment or in union responses is inde-
terminate, not well documented, and varies from country to country.1 The purpose of this
paper is to provide empirical perspectives on the nature, extent and scope of environ-
mental change facing Canadian unions and the impact of these changes on their organi-
zational and bargaining priorities.2 The analysis is based on a survey of innovations and
change in Canadian labour organizations,3 conducted by the Workplace Information
Directorate of Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) in 1997. Table 1 indicates
the survey response rate by membership size and Table 2 by membership distribution.

Table 1
Participating Unions by Membership Size

Non Response
Respondents Respondents Total Rate
(%)
1 - 499 19 42 61 311
500 - 4,999 35 71 106 33.0
5,000 - 24,999 25 40 65 385
25,000 - 49,999 9 11 20 45.0
50,000 + 11 6 17 64.7
Total 99 170 269 36.8

1 For international perspectives, see Olney (1995) and Wever (1997); for the challenges facing
Canadian unions, see the special issue of Policy Options (October 1995).

2 For a review of the nature and extent of workplace change, its impact on workers and unions,
and the union agenda, policies and support systems to facilitate the change process, see Kumar,
Murray, and Schetagne (1998b).

3 See Kumar, Murray, and Schetagne (1998a) for the survey sample, methodology and survey
response. In brief, the survey was completed by 99 of the 269 labour organizations in Part | of the
Directory of Labour Organizations in Canada. These 99 labour organizations represented 2,344 mil-
lion members, roughly 59.9 percent of union members in the sample population. An overview of
the survey results is available from the Workplace Information Directorate of HRDC.
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The change in union
environment over the
past few years has
been profound.

Table 2
Membership Distribution of Respondent Unions by Size

Respondent Unions Total Sample

Membership Distribution Membership Distribution
(%) (%)
1 - 499 4,780 0.2 14,100 04
500 - 4,999 61,960 2.6 218,690 5.5
5,000 - 24,999 258,530 11.0 695,490 17.8
25,000 - 49,999 350,120 14.9 692,320 17.7
50,000 + 1,668,590 71.2 2,299,220 58.7
Total 2,343,980 100.0 3,914,820 100.0

The overall picture that emerges is that the change in union environment over the past
few years has, indeed, been profound, rooted in both the changing economy, labour mar-
kets and public policy and employer and worker behaviour and attitudes. The union
response, the survey results show, has been both defensive and pro-active, focusing on
protecting current levels of wages and benefits as well as fostering social unionism through
expanded programs of education and research, new organizing, building coalitions with
social groups and promoting rank and file activism.

Extent and Nature of Environmental Change

The environment for labour organizations in Canada has changed considerably over the
last decade according to the survey results. We asked respondents to assess the overall cur-
rent environment for bargaining, organizing and servicing for their organization compared
to ten, five and three years ago. Change was, of course, more pronounced over the longer
time frame (see Table 3). All unions, irrespective of size or sectoral location, were likely to
report change but it was the smaller unions that were more likely to report a greater extent
of change in the preceding three years.4

Respondents were also asked to rate the importance of 17 possible environmental
changes on a three-point scale (very important, somewhat important, not important).
Three factors are identified as very important or somewhat important in the new envi-
ronment by more than nine out of ten unions in the survey (see Table 4). These include
economic uncertainties, employer attitudes/behaviour and rising membership expecta-
tions. Among other elements judged as very important, a majority of respondents identi-
fied government budget and spending cuts, industry restructuring and adverse changes in
labour legislation. Other factors cited by at least four out of ten respondents as being very
important included changes in social policy, privatization, the rapid pace of technological
change, deregulation, outsourcing or contracting-out, increasing part-time work and com-
petitive pressures. The importance of these factors does not tend to vary either in terms
of union size or sector. Only industry restructuring was more prevalent for unions in the
private as opposed to the public sector.

4 When reference is made to a significant difference, either in terms of union size or sectoral loca-
tion, we are referring to a p value <0.05. Union size refers to smaller unions (under 1,000 mem-
bers), medium-size unions (1,000 to 9,999 members) and large unions (10,000 and more mem-
bers). The respondent unions were also classified as public or private in terms of the location of their
principal concentration of members.
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Table 3
Current Union Compared to 3, 5 and 10 Years Ago

Very Different Different Similar
(%) (%) (%)
10 years ago (n=96) 78.1 115 10.4
5 years ago (n=98) 34.7 49.0 16.3
3 years ago (n=99) 23.2 38.4 38.4

n=number of respondents

Table 4
Importance of Various Factors in the Current Environment

Very Somewhat Not
Important Important Important
(%) () (%)
Government budget/spending cuts (n=97) 74.2 155 10.3
Employer attitudes/behaviour (n=96) 62.5 33.3 4.2
Economic uncertainties (n=97) 61.9 37.1 1.0
Industry restructuring (n=94) 57.4 28.7 13.8
Adverse changes in labour legislation (n=95) 55.8 28.4 15.8
Rising membership expectations (n=94) 46.8 46.8 6.4
Changes in social policy (n=94) 44.7 40.4 14.9
Privatization (n=98) 42.9 27.6 29.6
Rapid pace of tech change (n=93) 41.9 43.0 15.1
Deregulation (n=96) 40.6 28.1 31.3
Out-sourcing/contracting-out (n=97) 40.2 36.1 23.7
Increasing part-time/contract work (n=97) 40.2 36.1 23.7
Competitive pressures (n=95) 40.0 35.8 24.2
Persistent high unemployment (n=95) 38.9 34.7 26.3
Jobless recovery (n=96) 35.4 375 27.1
Aging population (n=94) 245 47.9 21.7
Increasing population of women/
minorities in the workforce (n=95) 10.5 44.2 453

n=number of respondents

In order to identify better the nature and scope of specific types of change taking place
and the pressures that they exert on union organizations, we asked respondents to report
on changes taking place in their major sector or industry over the preceding three years.
More specifically, respondents were asked if there had been an increase, no change or a
decrease in each of the areas identified. Although a few unions completed this part of the
survey for more than one industry, we only report here the principal concentration of
membership for each union organization. Themes included changes in union representa-
tion, environmental pressures, management strategies, workplace practices, work envi-
ronment and labour-management relations.

Employment and Union Membership

The pressures on employment and membership appear to be intense, judging by the survey
response (see Table 5). In terms of the change in the overall level of employment in their major
industry over the previous three years, a majority of the participating unions reported a
decrease. The level of full-time employment followed a roughly similar pattern. The downward
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Unions in Canada are
experiencing increasing
downward pressure on
employment, which
translates into
decreased
membership.

pressures on full-time employment seem to be more acute for unions in the public sector com-
pared to the private sector. This pressure on employment and full-time employment in the
major sector does not, however, necessarily translate into overall membership loss which sug-
gests that unions are taking compensatory actions in other sectors. In summary, the survey
results show that unions in Canada are experiencing increasing downward pressure on
employment, particularly full-time employment, which translates into decreased membership.
However, unions appear to be coping well with the change: a sizeable number of unions have
actually succeeded in increasing their membership over the preceding three years.

Table 5
Changes in Employment and Union Representation

Increase No Change Decrease
(%) (%) (%)
Overall level of employment in the industry (n=93) 16.1 151 68.8
Full-time employment (n=91) 4.4 275 68.1
Number of workers represented (n=96) 27.1 27.1 45.8
Degree of inter-union competition (n=76) 36.8 55.3 7.9

n=number of respondents

Environmental Pressures and Management Strategies

Unions are clearly operating in an environment of increased competitive pressures and
cost-cutting. The majority of respondents report an increase in domestic and internation-
al competition (see Table 6). These intense environmental pressures are manifested in the
trends in management strategies reported by the unions participating in the survey. The
majority of unions indicate increased management emphasis on cost reduction, closures
and mergers, downsizing, outsourcing and contracting-out, use of temporary and part-
time workers, and privatization. Moreover, these pressures are systematically more acute
in the public sector than in the private sector. This is especially true of various forms of con-
tingent or non standard work. Thus, 84.0 percent of public sector union respondents indi-
cate an increase in the use of temporary workers and 72.7 percent an increase in the use of
part-time workers as opposed to 38.2 percent for temporary workers and 31.3 percent for
part-time workers in the private sector. The use of volunteers is also identified by 61.8 per-
cent of public sector respondents (as opposed to 7.1 percent in the private sector).

Workplace Practices and Work Environment

Management strategies to cope with the pressures of environmental change have also been
associated with radical changes in methods of operation and work practices, impacting
the work environment. As can be seen in Table 7, more than four-fifths of the unions sur-
veyed report an increase in new methods of operations and in the use of new technolo-
gies. Respondents also report extensive recourse to new forms of work organization such
as multi-tasking/multi-skilling, team or group working and the adoption of total quality
or ISO programs. The workplace change initiatives appear to have had a major effect on
the work environment: over three-fourths of participating organizations report increased
workload and, once again, this effect is even more pronounced in the public sector than
in the private sector. The majority of respondents also identify an increase in health and
safety concerns, an increase in layoffs, which is again more likely in the public sector, and
a decrease in the job security of members. These results are consistent with other recent
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Table 6
Environmental Pressures and Management Strategies

Increase No Change Decrease

(%) (%) (%)
Degree of domestic competition (n=55) 56.4 36.4 7.3
Degree of international competition (n=47) 55.3 38.3 6.4
Emphasis on cost reduction (n=96) 88.5 7.3 4.2
Extent of closures/merges/amalgamations (n=80) 76.3 16.3 7.5
Extent of downsizing (n=93) 75.3 16.1 8.6
Level of outsourcing/contracting-out (n=83) 67.5 27.7 4.8
Use of temporary workers (n=84) 65.5 28.6 6.0
Recourse to privatization (n=66) 57.6 36.4 6.1
Use of part-time workers (n=82) 56.1 40.2 3.7
Use of volunteers (n=48) 45.8 50.0 4.2
n=number of respondents
Table 7
Workplace Practices and Work Environment

Increase No Change Decrease

(%) (%) (%)
Degree of new methods of operation (n=67) 82.1 10.4 7.5
Implementation of new technologies (n=87) 81.6 16.1 2.3
Extent of multi-task/multi-skilling (n=87) 78.2 21.8 -
Use of team working/group-bases work systems (n=82) 62.2 31.7 6.1
Use of total quality or ISO programs (n=65) 61.5 33.8 4.6
Workload of members (n=95) 85.3 10.5 4.2
Health and safety concerns (n=97) 55.7 38.1 6.2
Numbers of layoffs (n=86) 54.7 36.0 9.3
Level of job security (n=95) 16.8 29.5 53.7
Promotional/advancement opportunities (n=89) 4.5 47.2 48.3
Workers access to training/retraining

opportunities (n=92) 25.0 50.0 25.0

Public support for public/social services (n=69) 30.4 43.5 26.1

n=number of respondents

studies of the effects of workplace change on work environment.5 There also appear to be
shrinking opportunities for advancement and promotion, irrespective of sector or size.
Some aspects of the work environment are more equivocal however. Worker access to
training, for example, is stable for half of the respondents while a quarter report an
increase and the other quarter a decrease. The increases are more likely to be observed in
workplaces represented by large unions and unions in the private sector. Public support
for public and social services has also increased for a greater proportion of respondents
than it has decreased, the remainder identifying no change. The survey adds, therefore, to
the considerable evidence of a union environment characterized by extensive change,
increased workload and declining job security and shrinking opportunities for promotion.

5 See Statistics Canada (1994), Lewchuk and Robertson (1996 and 1997), Lewchuk (1997) and

Lévesque, Murray, LeQueux and Roby (1996).
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The survey responses
reveal
contradictory
trends in the union-
management
relationship.

Labour-Management Relations

The environmental changes, modifications in managerial strategies and workplace prac-
tices and stresses in the work environment have had a significant impact on the labour-
management relations climate. As Table 8 shows, nearly four-fifths of the unions surveyed
report increases in employer demands for wage concessions and work rule concessions.
An increase in such demands is again more prevalent in the public sector (reported by 87
percent of respondents) as opposed to the private sector (indicated by 65 percent in the
case of wage concessions and 63.2 percent for work rule concessions). Moreover, nearly
half of the respondent unions reported that they were 'often’ asked for wage or other con-
cessions during the term of an agreement.

Table 8
Changes in Labour-Management Relations

Increase No Change Decrease
(%) () (%)

Employer demands for concessions

in wages and benefits (n=94) 7.7 19.1 3.2
Employer demands for concessions

in work rules (n=85) 76.5 20.0 35
Union-management conflicts (n=95) 48.4 38.9 12.6
Union-management cooperation (n=96) 385 36.5 25.0
Advance notice of organizational

change by employers (n=91) 25.3 57.1 17.6
Incidence of information sharing by employers (n=91) 31.9 46.2 22.0
Degree of consultation/communication

on workplace issues (n=94) 38.3 415 20.2
Coordinated bargaining between different

bargaining units of the same employer (n=73) 315 53.4 15.1
Pattern agreements between employers

in the same industry (n=64) 17.2 71.9 10.9
Employer bargaining power (n=95) 66.3 27.4 6.3
Union bargaining power (n=94) 17.0 234 59.6
Worker trust/confidence in the union (n=96) 30.2 50.0 19.8
Worker satisfaction with rank and file

communications (n=96) 30.2 54.2 15.6
Worker satisfaction with unions services (n=94) 39.4 45.7 14.9
Public support for unions (n=91) 16.5 48.4 35.2

n=number of respondents

The survey responses reveal contradictory trends in the union-management relation-
ship: more conflict, but also increased cooperation. Nearly half of the participating unions
indicate increased conflict over the preceding three years, and this is more often the case
in the public sector (57.4 percent) than in the private sector (36.6 percent). However, over
one-third of respondents (34.5 percent public sector and 43.9 percent private sector) also
identify an increase in union-management cooperation, compared to one-fourth which
have experienced a decline in such cooperation. For both conflict and cooperation, an
increase is the dominant trend. In other words, environmental pressures and workplace
change appear to have created a more volatile environment with both conflict and coop-
eration characterizing the new workplace.

Although change is invariably the dominant trait of current labour-management rela-
tions as perceived by the union respondents, a large proportion of participant unions
report no change in a number of areas: advance notice of organizational change by employ-
6



ers, incidence of information sharing, degree of consultation and communication on work-
place issues, number of management layers, workforce diversity, use of incentive payment
systems and profit-sharing. A majority of unions also report no change in coordinated bar-
gaining between different bargaining units of the same employer or in pattern agreements
between employers in the same industry. Indeed, coordinated bargaining between different
bargaining units of the same employer is more likely to have increased than decreased.

Although the survey shows mixed trends in relation to a number of aspects of the
union-management relationship, the impact of the changing environment on the bargain-
ing power of the parties appears to be unequivocal. The dominant trend is one in which
employer bargaining power has increased, apparently to the detriment of union bargain-
ing power. Union bargaining power appears to present virtually a mirror image of that of
the employer: over half of respondents report a decrease in union bargaining power.
Union bargaining power is more likely to have decreased and less likely to have increased
in the public sector than in the private sector.

Neither the apparently negative results of environmental change on the work environment
or the lesser union bargaining power imply, however, decreased worker confidence in their
unions. The survey results indicate an underlying stability in membership support for their
unions. A greater percentage of respondents actually perceive an increase than a decrease in
worker support over the three years preceding the survey. Half of the unions report no change
in worker trust or confidence in the union. Similarly, for the majority of participating unions,
there has been no change in worker satisfaction with rank and file communication. Worker
satisfaction with union services follows a similar pattern. Smaller respondent unions, with a
membership of 1,000 members or less, are more likely to identify a positive trend on these
three indicators as opposed to the larger unions with a membership of 10,000 or more. The
reported strength of membership support for their unions contrasts, however, with the
respondents’ perception of public support for unions. If worker support for unions is more
likely to have increased than decreased, the opposite is true of public support for unions.

To summarize, unions in Canada are experiencing a great deal of change. This is most
evident in environmental changes, managerial strategies and associated modifications in
workplace practices and their adverse effects on the work environment. The impact of
these changes on labour-management relations is quite mixed, marked by an underlying
stability in many aspects of the labour-management relationship as well as an increased
incidence of both conflict and cooperation. There is unequivocal evidence of a significant
shift in bargaining power towards the employer, more pronounced in the public sector,
but the shift has not undermined membership support for the union as an institution. On
the contrary, the dominant trend is one of stability and worker commitment to the union
is more likely to have increased than decreased.

Organizational Priorities

How has this environmental change affected the overall organizational priorities of the
unions participating in the survey? We asked respondents to rate 13 items in terms of their
overall importance for their organization’s priorities. It is perhaps not surprising, given the
relative adversity of the environmental changes outlined above, that the overwhelming
priority of Canadian unions is, above all else, a defensive one, namely the protection of
the current level of members’ wages and benefits (see Table 9). Almost all of the organi-
zations participating in the survey identified this as either an extremely important or a very
important priority. Indeed, the relative importance of this core function is perhaps one rea-
son why worker confidence in the union as an institution is either stable or on the increase.
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The survey results high-
light the importance of
both traditional union

objectives and the

NEeW areas of concern.

Table 9
Organizational Priorities

Extremely/ Not Very/
Very Somewhat Least
Important Important Important
(%) (%) (%)

Protect current level of members’ wages

and benefits (n=97) 95.9 3.1 1.0
Encourage rank and file activism (n=95) 70.5 253 4.2
Promote new employment opportunities (n=95) 62.1 25.3 12.6
Promote worker participation in

decision-making (n=95) 60.0 26.3 13.7
Increase wages and benefits (n=97) 57.7 33.0 9.3
Organize political action to change

public policy (n=96) 54.2 30.2 15.6
Organize workers in union’s traditional

jurisdiction (n=94) 51.1 18.1 30.9
Build coalitions with other unions and

social groups (n=97) 45.4 37.1 175
Develop new services for membership (n=96) 41.7 39.6 18.8
Organize workers in new areas of growth (n=91) 36.3 20.9 42.9
Reduce levels of contingent employment (n=86) 31.4 26.7 41.9
Develop alliances with unions in other

countries (n=95) 221 26.3 51.6
Reduce working time (n=95) 20.0 41.1 38.9

n=number of respondents

Other organizational priorities suggest a more pro-active orientation on the part of
Canadian unions. The second priority, in order of overall importance, is the encourage-
ment of rank and file activism. The third and fourth priorities are similarly pro-active:
promoting new employment opportunities and promoting worker participation in deci-
sion-making. In other words, the major priorities identified by the respondents are not
solely focused on traditional ‘bread and butter’ issues but rather extend to building the
organizational strength and dynamics of the union to respond more effectively to a vastly
different environment.

The survey results highlight the importance of both traditional union objectives and the
new areas of concern. Increased wages and benefits are a priority for over half of respon-
dents. Political action to change public policy is identified as extremely or very important
for their organization by over half of respondents. Similarly, the organization of workers
in their union’s traditional jurisdiction is a high priority for just over half of the partici-
pating unions. A substantial proportion of unions also appears to be exploring new ways
of seeking members and defending their interests. In particular, ‘social unionism’ is an
important option for a considerable number of unions as almost half of respondents iden-
tify the building of coalitions with other unions and social groups as an organizational pri-
ority.6 Similarly, there is some emphasis on recruiting and retaining membership in new
ways, e.g. the development of new services and the organization of workers in new areas
of growth. Reducing levels of contingent employment, developing alliances with unions
in other countries and reducing working time are less important organizational priorities.

6 ‘Social unionism’ generally refers to the form of unionism oriented towards social change,
emphasizing broader working class issues rather than pursuing the narrower interests of union mem-
bers (Kumar 1993).
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In a context of globalization where effective union organization would increasingly appear
to depend on some capacity to make linkages with groups of workers in other countries,
the lack of emphasis on cross-border alliances might come as somewhat of a surprise.
Similarly, given the international interest, particularly in Europe, in the reduction of work-
ing time as a method of attacking unemployment, the relative unimportance of this objec-
tive is striking.” It does, however, need to be placed in a larger context of economic uncer-
tainty where union leaderships are under increasing pressure from their members to pro-
tect uncertain levels of working hours.

The overall organizational priorities appear to be influenced by two types of variables.
First, a social unionism profile is more likely among the largest unions than the smaller
unions. Thus, in terms of their most important priorities, the largest unions are signifi-
cantly more likely to encourage rank and file activism (93.9 percent), to organize politi-
cal action to change public policy (75.8 percent) and to build coalitions with other unions
and social groups (63.6 percent). The largest unions are also more likely to organize work-
ers in new areas of growth (53.1 percent) and to develop alliances with unions in other
countries (45.5 percent). The contrast between the largest unions and the others is par-
ticularly remarkable on this latter point as only 14.3 percent of medium size unions and
3.7 percent of smaller unions listed cross-border union alliances as an extremely or very
important priority. In other words, unions with greater resources are most likely to engage
in these types of initiatives. Secondly, there is also some variation between public and pri-
vate sector unions. The private sector unions are significantly more likely to identify orga-
nizing as a high priority, both within their traditional jurisdiction (70.7 percent) and in
new areas of growth (57.5 percent). Unions in the private sector are also more likely to
identify alliances with unions in other countries as an important priority (31.7 percent) as
opposed to their counterparts in the public sector (14.8 percent).

Bargaining Priorities and Success

The survey also explored the recent bargaining experience of the respondent unions. More
particularly, from a list of 27 items, respondents were asked to rate the relative priority of
different items on a three-point scale (high, modest and low) as well as the degree of suc-
cess in meeting them during the most recent bargaining round.

The overwhelming bargaining priority was the protection of current wages and benefits
(see Table 10). This was followed by lay-off protections. No other item was identified as a
high priority by the majority of respondents. The importance accorded to these two items
is undoubtedly the reflection of the relative adversity of the overall organizational envi-
ronment facing the unions and the need for unions to concentrate on core defensive func-
tions to ensure continued membership support.

A second tier of priorities, identified by more than 40 percent of respondents, suggests,
however, that unions are pursuing traditional job control and instrumental items but also
attach considerable importance to playing an active role in workplace change. These
include: the restriction of contracting-out or out-sourcing, improved pensions and early
retirement provisions, increased wages and benefits, increased union role in workplace
decision-making, advance notice of organizational change, a consultation mechanism on

7 The lack of union priority on reduction in working time apparently reflects worker attitudes
on this issue. A recent survey, conducted by Statistics Canada in November 1995, found that two-
thirds of the paid workers in Canada were satisfied with their working hours. Only six percent pre-
ferred fewer hours for less pay, and 27 percent would like to work more hours for more pay if given
the choice. See Drolet and Morissette (1997).

The overwhelming
bargaining
priority
was the protection of
current wages and
benefits.



Table 10
Bargaining Priorities in the Most Recent Bargaining Round

High Modest Low
(%) (%) (%)

Protect current wages and benefits (n=96) 90.6 6.3 3.1
Lay-off protections (n=90) 64.4 20.0 15.6
Increase union role in workplace

decision-making (n=96) 49.0 375 135
Restrict contracting-out/out-sourcing (n=92) 47.8 25.0 27.2
Advance notice of organizational change (n=88) 46.6 28.4 25.0
Improved pensions and early retirement

provisions (n=93) 45.2 39.8 15.1
Increase wages and benefits (n=97) 443 37.1 18.6
Consultation mechanism on change (n=88) 44.3 34.1 21.6
Improved training and retraining

opportunities (n=92) 424 40.2 17.4
Merger/amalgamation protections and

protocols (n=87) 35.6 25.3 39.1
Cost-of-living adjustments (n=94) 35.1 27.7 37.2
Guarantees of minimum levels of

employment (n=88) 34.1 26.1 39.8
Control or regulate workloads (n=94) 34.0 50.0 16.0
Technological change protections (n=91) 33.0 31.9 35.2
Labour adjustment provisions (n=87) 32.2 35.6 32.2
Better severance pay provisions (n=92) 315 33.7 34.8
Regulate working hours/shift schedules (n=93) 30.1 355 344
Access to financial information (n=90) 28.9 34.4 36.7
Regulate the pace and the nature of

workplace change (n=90) 27.8 36.7 35.6
Health and safety improvements (n=92) 27.2 38.0 34.8
Increase worker control and responsibility (n=91) 26.4 48.4 25.3
Policy on harassment (n=89) 23.6 315 44.9
Employment equity policies (n=91) 18.7 29.7 51.6
Family related leaves (n=89) 11.2 41.6 47.2
Restriction on overtime (n=89) 11.2 39.3 49.4
Flex time (n=90) 5.6 311 63.6
Child care facilities (n=88) 2.3 17.0 80.7

n=number of respondents

change, improved training and retraining opportunities. Once again, these results suggest
that the union reaction to environmental change is not merely defensive, in terms of the
importance of traditional control and protective objectives. These traditional goals, of
course, remain very important but so too are a range of new bargaining priorities such as
an increased union role in decision-making, advance notice of change and consultation
mechanisms on change. These new priorities point to an attempt by Canadian unions to
deal with change in a pro-active and consultative manner.

A third tier of priorities, rated as important by at least 25 percent of respondent unions, con-
cerns a wide range of working conditions, job control and participative mechanisms, including
cost-of-living adjustments, better severance pay provisions, health and safety improvements,
merger/amalgamation protocols, guarantees of minimum levels of employment, the regulation
of workloads, technological change protections, labour adjustment provisions, and the regula-
tion of working hours and shift provisions, access to financial information, the regulation of the
pace and nature of workplace change, and increased worker control and responsibility.
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Finally, a fourth tier of high priorities, identified by less than 25 percent of the unions
participating in the survey, largely concerns gender and family issues. Thus, among these
less pressing priorities are a policy on harassment, employment equity, family related
leaves, and child care facilities. The other items which were not listed as high priorities
concern working time, notably restrictions on overtime and flex time. The grouping of the
items in this fourth tier appears particularly significant given the importance of women
and family issues for the future of the labour movement. Two possible explanations might
be advanced here. The first and more unlikely explanation is that these issues are a rela-
tively low or modest priority for the respondent unions because they have already
achieved a high degree of success on these items. The second and more likely possibility
is that these issues have not really found their place as high priority items on the bar-
gaining agenda of the majority of labour organizations.

What then is the degree of success achieved by the unions on their bargaining objec-
tives? Table 11 presents the degree of success in the most recent bargaining round. A pre-
liminary analysis suggests, first of all, that a high degree of success on any item is unusu-

Table 11
Degree of Success in the Most Recent Bargaining Round

High Modest Low
(%) (%) (%)

Protect current wages and benefits (n=87) 49.4 41.4 9.2
Lay-off protections (n=80) 25.0 38.8 36.3
Increase union role in workplace

decision-making (n=86) 5.8 50.0 44.2
Restrict contracting-out/out-sourcing (n=80) 15.0 48.8 36.3
Advance notice of organizational change (n=77) 16.9 42.9 40.3
Improved pensions and early retirement

provisions (n=81) 235 44.4 32.1
Increase wage and benefits (n=86) 14.0 47.7 38.4
Consultation mechanism on change (n=77) 11.7 41.6 46.8
Improved training and retraining

opportunities (n=80) 13.8 50.0 36.3
Merger/amalgamation protections and

protocols (n=77) 18.2 27.3 54.5
Cost-of-living adjustments (n=81) 111 29.6 59.3
Guarantees of minimum levels of

employment (n=77) 5.2 37.7 57.1
Control or regulate workloads (n=79) 7.6 53.2 39.2
Technological change protections (n=78) 14.1 42.3 43.6
Labour adjustment provisions (n=74) 6.8 47.3 45.9
Better severance pay provisions (n=79) 12.7 35.4 51.9
Regulate working hours/shift schedules (n=81) 14.8 48.1 37.0
Access to financial information (n=79) 13.9 354 50.6
Regulate the pace and the nature of

workplace change (n=78) 6.4 43.6 50.0
Health and safety improvements (n=80) 125 46.3 41.3
Increase worker control and responsibility (n=79) 7.6 35.4 57.0
Policy on harassment (n=79) 16.5 36.7 46.8
Employment equity policies (n=77) 14.3 31.2 54.5
Family related leaves (n=77) 14.3 39.0 46.8
Restriction on overtime (n=76) 7.9 23.7 68.4
Flex time (n=77) 11.7 33.8 54.5
Child care facilities (n=75) 5.3 10.7 84.0

n=number of respondents
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Larger unions are
pursuing a broader
social agenda
involving
political
action.

al in the context of the adverse bargaining environment discussed earlier. Secondly, when
considered for all of the respondents, whether or not it was a priority item, the most like-
ly items on which respondents report a high degree of success are the protection of current
wages and benefits, lay-off protections and improved pensions and early retirement provi-
sions. Thirdly, on all other items, less than 20 percent of respondents indicated a high
degree of success. In other words, irrespective of the priority attached to particular items,
unions were more likely to succeed on traditional bargaining items and less likely to suc-
ceed in new areas of concern, even when they were judged to be a high priority. For exam-
ple, an increased union role in workplace decision-making is a high priority for 49.0 per-
cent of survey respondents but only 5.8 percent of the respondents report a high degree of
success on this item. Finally, in a number of the new areas of concern, unions have achieved
some, albeit modest, success. For example, on issues such as an increased union role in
workplace decision-making, restrictions on contracting-out/out-sourcing, advanced notice
of organizational change, consultation mechanisms on change, improved training and
retraining opportunities, the control or regulation of workloads, family related leaves and
policies on harassment, a majority of respondents reported modest to high success.

Conclusion

The results of the HRDC survey highlighted in this paper clearly point to a difficult envi-
ronment for labour organizations in Canada today. Key elements include economic uncer-
tainty, employer attitudes and behaviour and rising membership expectations. This is gen-
erally true for all the unions surveyed but the pressures appear to be particularly acute in
the public sector, notably as regards managerial strategies which emphasize downsizing
and the use of contingent employees.

In response to this more difficult environment, Canadian unions are pursuing defensive
and pro-active strategies. Both the adversity of the external environment and internal
membership expectations seem to compel union leaderships to emphasize the traditional
defensive functions of union representation: the protection of current wages and benefits,
lay-off protections and improved pension and early retirement provisions. At the same
time, however, there is considerable evidence of the pursuit of more pro-active strategies in
new areas of endeavour. Unions are notably seeking to encourage rank and file activism,
promoting new employment opportunities and worker participation in decision-making.
Larger unions, in particular, are also pursuing a broader social agenda involving political
action to change public policy, organizing new groups of members, building coalitions with
other unions and social groups, and developing alliance with unions in other countries.

While these broader overall organizational priorities are reflected in a number of new
bargaining objectives, for example an increased union role in workplace decision-making
and improved training and retraining opportunities, the unions surveyed have achieved a
higher degree of success on many of the traditional bargaining objectives than they have
on some of the newer items on the agenda. That is not to suggest, however, that they have
not achieved some degree of success on many of these new items.

The virtual strategic challenge for Canadian unions, therefore, would appear to be find-
ing the appropriate balance between such defensive and pro-active strategies. Defensive
strategies are a necessary but often insufficient response to the changing environment.
Pro-active strategies are clearly central to the continuing renewal of labour organizations
in Canada and their ability to respond to this new environment on behalf of their mem-
bers. While such pro-active strategies promise to break new ground, they also risk greater
resistance from both the external environment and from within the unions themselves.
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