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Labour-Management Relations in Canada
A Survey of Union Officials
Terry H. Wagar
In the spring and summer 1994, labour
unions across Canada were surveyed with
respect to employer decision-making and
strategy, human resource policies, and the
labour-management climate. This report
provides a summary of the research
findings of the study. The results
contained in this report represent initial
findings from more than 1,500 Canadian
union locals. Although multivariate
statistics are being used in examining the
data, the use of statistical jargon and
procedures in this report is kept to a
minimum. Rather, the author's focus is on
presenting the major conclusions of the
research. Please do not hesitate to contact
Dr. Wagar if you have any comments or
questions about the study.
Terry Wagar is a 1984 graduate of the
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University of Ottawa and a Ph.D. from
the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State
University. Currently, he is an Associate
Professor in the Department of
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Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada. As well, he would like
to thank his research coordinator, Nancy
Mills, and research assistants (Catherine
Read, Ann Barrett, Tanya Weddleton, Jane
MacNeil, Marion Schnare, and Cheri
Delaney) for their help in completing this
project.

Executive Summary
 In this survey, 55% of respondents reported a
permanent reduction of bargaining unit
employees with an average reduction of 19% of
the employees.
 On average, there was support for the position
that the employer failed to adopt a progressive
decision making ideology but relied fairly
heavily on rules and rigid procedures.
 Union officials varied considerably in terms of
perceptions concerning employer opposition to
unionization in nonunion facilities. Unions with
a more cooperative bargaining relationship were
less likely to support the position that the
employer opposed unions.
 There is a general perception that many
employers are not prepared for change and
global competition.
 While about one-third of employers had introduced total quality management programs,
there was strong evidence that organizations
were not integrating quality management with
a culture focusing on employee participation.
 Most unions reported having an employee
pension plan but few indicated having a drug
testing policy.
 More than 60% of respondents indicated that
their local was involved in employee/management
joint programs of some nature
 24% of respondents had a strike over the past 5
years.
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 On average, the relationship between labour and management was slightly
cooperative with 44% of union officials characterizing the relationship as
adversarial.
 Union officials tended to be far less satisfied with the labour-management
climate compared to management participants in a similar study.
 Several unionists did not feel that negotiations take place in an atmosphere of
good faith bargaining and indicated that the union is often not consulted prior
to decisions by management affecting the membership.
 There is moderate evidence that unions have the strong support of their
members.
 Unions have generally resisted concessions relating to seniority but concessions
on wages, job classifications and job assignments have become relatively
common.
 Local union leaders were most likely to support cooperative programs while
upper management and supervisors were least likely to support such efforts.
 There is skepticism among workers concerning the benefits of labourmanagement cooperation and modest support for the position that cooperative
efforts increase job security.
 Overall membership satisfaction was relatively low and had not
improved noticeably over the past five years.
 While some conflict existed between the union and management, it had not
changed substantially over the past five years.
 The economic performance of the employer was above average and had
increased very slightly over the past five years.
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Introduction
Although several recent articles have underscored the importance of human resource
management (HRM), employee involvement (EI), and labour-management cooperation (LMC), there has been very little research addressing these topics from the perspective of organized labour. In my meetings with union officials and employees,
questions that frequently arise include: what are other unions doing? To what extent
are other unions adopting LMC? Can unions cooperate with employers yet still meet
employee and union goals? And what are the risks/rewards of moving toward greater
cooperation with management? The present study is aimed at providing some practical information about labour-management relations across the country.

The Study Participants
Characteristics of the Respondents
The findings of this research are based on survey responses from 1,530 private and
public sector union locals in Canada. Respondents varied somewhat in terms of the
number of members in their local; 31% of the union locals had 50 members or less,
16% had between 51 and 100 members, 30% had between 101 and 500 members,
and 23% had more than 500 members. Participants represented members in a wide
variety of industries in both the private and public sectors.
The average score for employer investment in new technology was 3.7 (which was
just above the midpoint of the six point scale where 1 = no investment and 6 =
substantial investment). Just over 56% of the locals indicated that the employer had
permanently reduced the number of bargaining unit employees over the past two
years with an average reduction of 19% of the employees. In terms of the
approaches to workforce reduction, 39% of the cuts were by attrition, 16% by
voluntary severance (including early retirement), and 45% by layoff.

The Competitive Environment
A set of questions asked respondents about the competitive environment confronting the employer. Overall, respondents indicated that there had been a slight
increase in demand for the employer's primary product or service (mean of 3.0 on a
six point scale where 1 = substantial increase and 6 = substantial decline in
demand). About 38% of respondents reported a substantial increase in demand,
11% indicated a substantial decline in demand, and 51% reported a modest change
in demand over the past two years. Slightly more than half of the respondents stated that the environment facing their employer was highly competitive (mean of 3.7
on a six point scale where 1 = low competition and 6 = high competition).

Corporate Ideology
Three questions on the questionnaire addressed a key aspect of corporate ideology—
what is known as a 'progressive decision-making ideology'. Participants were asked to
respond to the statements using a 6 point scale with the anchors 1 = Strongly
Disagree and 6 = Strongly Disagree (see Chart 1).
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With respect to corporate ideology, the results reveal that substantial variation exists
in different workplaces. The overall mean for progressive decision-making was 2.88,
indicating a moderately negative view of the reliance by employers on participative
decision making. Progressive decision making score did not vary significantly when
considering bargaining unit size. However, a more positive labour-management climate tended to exist in organizations high on progressive decision making. It is well
documented that developing a desired culture and changing the existing culture
requires substantial effort and a long-term focus and commitment by the employer.

Employer Strategy and Decision Making
For presentation purposes, questions pertaining to employer strategy and
decision making have been grouped under the two headings of employment
relations and strategy and change (see Chart 2).
With reference to employment relations, there were substantial differences in
responses to the question addressing whether the organization opposes union representation in nonunion facilities; in fact, 50% of respondents agreed with the statement and 50% disagreed. Unions reporting that the employer did not utilize a more
progressive decision making ideology and unions indicating that the labour-management climate was more adversarial tended to support the position that the organization opposes union representation in nonunion facilities. Unions look for consistency in their dealings with management and employers seeking to move toward
greater labour-management cooperation may be more careful in avoiding actions
that could impair a good bargaining relationship.
While employers frequently assert that employees are involved in decision making,
the results in Chart 2 indicate relatively low support for the statements that employee participation in strategic management decisions is encouraged and top management is committed to employee involvement. Similarly, while the ability to respond
to change is key in today's economy, there is noticeable support among union officials that many organizations are not prepared to respond effectively to change.
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Interestingly, perceptions of union officials regarding the readiness of the employer
to compete globally differ only slightly from management perceptions of the same
question—in short, many organizations are not prepared to meet the challenges of
global competition.

Culture within the Organization
There is growing support for the position that labour relations policies must 'fit'
with the culture of the organization. Four types of culture (entrepreneurial, group,
hierarchical and rational) were identified in the present study. The mean scores for
the four culture types are summarized in Chart 3. Note that scores can range from 1
to 6 and the higher the score, the greater the presence of that culture within the
organization (employer). As the chart indicates a rational culture (which focuses on
productivity and achieving goals) was the most common, followed closely by a hierarchical culture (which is based on formal rules and procedures). It should be noted
that there is no one 'right' culture. As well, all four types of culture may be present,
in varying degrees, in an organization.
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HRM Team-Based and Incentive Programs
Human Resource Management Programs
Concerning human resource management policies, respondents were asked to indicate whether a number of specific HRM programs or practices applied to bargaining
unit employees. As indicated in Chart 4, most employees (93%) were covered by a
pension plan. Approximately two-thirds of respondents had a sexual harassment
policy, 66% had an orientation program for new hires, 62% had an employee assistance plan (EAP), and 53% had a formal performance appraisal system (although
there were major differences based on the industry sector of the employer). Note,
however, that only 37% of respondents reported that the employer shared business
information with union members; such sharing of information is often essential in
establishing the trust and commitment necessary if labour and management are going
to truly cooperate. About 20% of employers conducted employee attitude surveys
and a drug testing policy existed very infrequently.

Team-Based and Incentive Programs
Union officials were asked to indicate whether bargaining unit employees were
involved in a number of specific team-based and incentive programs. These results
are presented in Chart 5. As reported in the chart, 29% of the union locals had
autonomous work teams, 25% had quality circles and 32% had quality of worklife
programs. Somewhat more popular were employee/management joint programs
(63%) and problem-solving groups (47%).
Consistent with past research findings, unions have generally stayed away from contingency compensation plans such as profit sharing, productivity sharing, and employee
stock ownership plans; overall, less than 10% of respondents reported having such
plans. While industry sector helps explain this finding (for instance, such programs are
often inapplicable to public sector employees), private sector unions have traditionally
rejected contingency compensation for more predictable hourly wages. However, there
does appear to be some acceptance of group or team incentives.
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About one in four participants reported membership involvement in job sharing or
job enlargement/enrichment while 32% indicated having a total quality management (TQM) or similar program. While a number of organizations have introduced
TQM, my research (and the work of others) confirms that merely having such a program is not sufficient—without commitment from both labour and management
and a supportive work environment, TQM will not succeed.

Labour-Management Relations
On average, respondents reported that they represented about 66% of the employer's workforce. Just under 24% of the respondents indicated that there had been a
strike over the past 5 years. While a number of the bargaining relationships were relatively mature (average number of years the workers had been represented by the
union was 30), there was some variation among respondents. Approximately 11% of
the bargaining relationships had existed for 1 to 9 years, 69% between 10 and 40
years, and a further 20% of the relationships had existed for more than 40 years. In
order to examine aspects of the labour-management relationship, respondents were
asked to answer a series of questions about the nature of the relationship and the
labour-management climate, the incidence of concession bargaining, support
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for labour-management cooperation, and factors relating to the implementation of
labour-management programs.
Nature of the Relationship
At least within some organizations, there is a movement to develop more cooperative
relationships with organized labour. When asked to indicate the nature of the

8

relationship between the union and the employer (on a six point scale with 1 indicating
an adversarial relationship and 6 representing a cooperative relationship), respondents
had an average score of 3.60, suggesting a relationship that was only very slightly
cooperative. Just under 44% of respondents indicated that the relationship was adversarial (score of 3 or less) and 7% reported a very cooperative relationship (score of 6). It
should be noted that in two recent Canadian studies (Wagar 1994 and 1996) involving
management respondents, employer perceptions of the quality of the relationship
tended to be more positive toward cooperation (average scores in the 4.0 to 4.4 range).
Labour -Management Climate
Several survey questions dealt with aspects of the labour-management climate.
Questions were asked using a six-point scale with 1 indicating strong disagreement
with the statement and 6 representing strong agreement with the statement. Three
questions address 'fairness' aspects of the labour-management climate, three questions deal with labour-management consultation', and other questions focus on
aspects of trust, support and legitimacy of the union to represent workers (see
Chart 6 for a summary of the responses).
Concerning fairness issues, union officials, on average expressed relatively weak
agreement with the statements that grievances are normally settled promptly, negotiations take place in an atmosphere of good faith, and employees view the conditions of employment as fair (the average score for all three statements is less than
the midpoint on the scale and about 55% of respondents did not agree with these
statements). Trust and commitment are fundamental requirements in negotiating a
collective agreement and resolving grievances at the workplace; in the absence of
mutual respect, the bargaining environment is characterized by adversarial labour
relations and more cooperative bargaining approaches are typically unattainable.
With reference to labour-management consultation, again union officials tend to have
less than favourable attitudes toward management. While there is slight support for
the statement that both parties make sincere efforts to solve problems, unions
generally feel that their input is often not sought before management initiates changes
and the parties often do not exchange information freely. It is worth noting that
management perceptions of the labour-management climate tend to be more
positive; in two recent studies (Wagar 1994 and 1996) involving well over 1,200
Canadian unionized organizations, management responses to the questions
addressing both fairness and consultation issues tended to fall in the 4.0 to 4.5 range.
Union perceptions of the degree of membership support the union has suggest
only moderate commitment from employees (mean of 4.2). Additional analyses
indicated that 27% of respondents disagreed with the statement (score of 3 or less)
while 47% strongly supported the statement (score of 5 or 6). This finding is
generally consistent with employer perceptions of union commitment.
Although some employers and unions do participate in consultative relationships, a
number of employers unilaterally initiate changes and information exchange may be
limited. While some industrial relations scholars argue that unions must become
involved in the making of strategic management decisions, the results indicate that this
is quite uncommon across the country with only 2% of respondents strongly support-
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ing the statement and about 17% indicating some support for the statement. Several
employers do not welcome union involvement in strategic management decisions and
a number of unions also seek to leave strategic management to the employer.
Preliminary analyses revealed a relatively strong relationship between labour-management climate and corporate ideology; as anticipated, a more positive climate was
associated with a culture based on valuing employee input and open communications among organization members. There was no evidence that climate was better
in smaller bargaining units. While the existence of a strike over the past five years
and a permanent reduction of bargaining unit members were associated with a
somewhat negative impact on the labour-management climate, there was little relationship between labour concessions and climate except with regard to concessions
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relating to seniority—unions making concessions addressing seniority issues tended
to report a poorer climate. Seniority is an enshrined union principle and organized
labour has been most reluctant to give up seniority benefits.
In addition, preliminary results suggest that labour-management climate is strongly
related to organizational performance. Union officials indicating a more positive
labour-management climate tended to report higher levels of overall employee
satisfaction, more favourable employer-employee relations, and better employer
performance. Moreover, organizational climate was also significantly associated
with more positive changes in performance measures.
Concession Bargaining
The study revealed that several unions made concessions over the past two years;
while only 12% of respondents indicated a reduced emphasis on seniority, 40% of
employers reported obtaining greater flexibility in job classifications, 49% indicated
securing greater flexibility in job assignments, and almost half (47%) reported
obtaining a wage cut or freeze. Concessions relating to wages and seniority were
related to declining demand for the employer's product or service while concessions
relating to job classifications or job assignments often related to efficiency concerns.
Particular care should be taken in the interpretation of wage cuts/freezes; wage cuts
or freezes were often associated with non-profit organizations (and at least partially
attributable to wage freezes imposed by government). Previous research has found
that union concessions have been more readily accepted if management has also
made concessions. Also, some unions may have made concessions as a trade-off for
greater employee involvement or job security in the workplace.
Support for Labour-Management Cooperation Programs
Comments from academics, practitioners and the media frequently suggest that labour
and management must make stronger efforts to cooperate in the future, very little is
known about the support of the various parties. This section of the survey asked
respondents to indicate their perceptions of the degree of support for cooperative
programs for the five groups referred to in Chart 7. Responses were measured using a
6 point scale where 1 = no support and 6 = a lot of support for cooperative
programs. As indicated in the chart, local union leaders were most supportive of
cooperative programs while supervisors and upper management were viewed as having the lowest level of support. Note, however, that support among all parties is relatively low. Although some evidence suggests that joint programs may improve longterm organizational effectiveness, the success of such programs is dependent on trust
and commitment from both sides. In short, both labour and management must put
forth considerable time, effort and resources if such programs are to succeed.
Factors Relating to Implementation of Labour-Management Programs
Although there is some evidence from Canada and the United States that labourmanagement cooperation can work, the success of such programs requires several
components including support from the members and union officials, commitment
from the employer, and trust between labour and management. Without such ingredients, unions understandably treat joint programs with skepticism.
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Previous research (Eaton 1994) from the United States indicates that union structure
is important. It is critical that local unions have the support of the national union
during negotiations but the local union have considerable say at the bargaining table
(which appears to be the case for several locals across the country). Locals contemplating joint programs should carefully consider their relationship with the
national or international union and make sure that their goals are compatible—the
issue of cooperation is very sensitive and there are considerable differences of opinion within the union movement.
As Chart 8 reveals, there is (understandably) some skepticism about the benefits of
cooperation among union members; in fact, 66% of the union officials agreed that
'workers are skeptical about the benefits of cooperation' (score of 4 or greater on the
six point scale). There was very slight agreement that labour-management cooperation
increases job security—recent discussions with union officials and members indicate
that a number of cooperative relationships have been destroyed as a result of
workforce reduction efforts which have been poorly planned and carried out with
minimal union input. Overall, union officials did not believe that cooperative efforts
impaired their ability to negotiate economic gains for the membership.
As mentioned previously, it is critical that the union and employer have a good
working relationship if cooperative efforts are to succeed. While about 31% of
respondents perceived that cooperative programs threaten the union's existence,
slightly less than half of the union participants agreed that the interests of the
employer and union are in conflict and management is interested in cooperative
programs as a way to reduce union power. While this study provides some overall
results for Canadian unions, it is essential that any union contemplating labourmanagement cooperation carefully assess the issues discussed above
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Organization and Industrial Relations
Outcomes
Survey participants were asked to provide information concerning a number of
organization and industrial relations outcomes. For the fifteen items, current
performance was measured using a six point scale (where 1 = Very Low and 6 =
Very High). In addition, respondents were asked to indicate the extent of change in
outcomes over the past 5 years (where 1 = Substantial Decrease and 6 =
Substantial Increase). Note that the outcome data are based on self-reported
measures—this approach has been used by a number of researchers in industrial
relations and business strategy. In short, it is assumed that informed union officials
should generally be able to provide relatively accurate assessments of performance
levels, particularly for questions relating to union members. While most research
has focused solely on management perceptions of performance outcomes, this
study is based on the assessments of union officials.
Although it is possible to study each individual outcome measure, the 15 measures
were grouped under three categories that I have labeled 'overall member satisfaction', 'employer-union relations', and 'economic performance' (see Chart 9 for the
make-up of the scales). A number of respondents, because of the non-profit nature
of the employer, were unable to provide measures on profitability. As a result, I
also calculated the economic performance measures with profitability excluded.
13

The mean scores relating to current performance and change in outcome measures
for the 15 individual items are provided in Chart 9. Respondents indicated that
overall employee satisfaction was somewhat low (mean of 3.35) and had declined
slightly over the past five years (mean of 3.04). A different pattern emerged when
examining economic performance; respondents on average reported modestly positive results (mean of 3.98), with a marginal increase over the past five years (mean
of 3.78). With reference to employer-employee relations, it should be underscored
that a lower score is associated with better relationships. Current relations are moderately acceptable (mean of 3.04) and have improved very little over the past five
years (mean of 3.30).

Results of Statistical Analysis
Although the descriptive statistics presented in the paper provide information concerning trends in labour relations across Canada, further statistical analyses were
conducted to investigate relationships among the variables. While I will not provide
detailed information of the statistical tests, this section of the report will summarize
some of the important results.

Human Resource Management Programs and Employer-Union Relations
Among the major findings from statistical analyses are the following:


A management ideology characterized by progressive decision making was associated with greater membership involvement in a number of programs including
quality of work life, job sharing, job enlargement, problem-solving groups,
employee/management joint programs, productivity sharing programs, and total
quality management.



A progressive making ideology was strongly related to measures of the
labour-management climate with unions indicating the employer used
participative management more likely to indicate that the labour-management
climate was favourable.

Workforce Reduction, Employer-Union Relations and Organizational
Performance
Recent years have witnessed a marked increase in research addressing the relationship
between employer/union relations and the performance of the organization. Recall that
the first set of performance measures focus on the current performance of the
organization while the second set address performance changes over the past five years.
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Permanent workforce reduction of bargaining unit members was associated
with several negative consequences including increased conflict, lower employee
satisfaction, a much poorer labour-management climate, and a greater likelihood
of strike action. Similarly, workforce reduction of unionized employees was
related to less favourable changes in performance over the past five years.
Workforce reduction policies are not without their drawbacks and there is
growing evidence that many downsizings are ill conceived, not properly planned
and ineffective in meeting their objectives.
Progressive decision making was strongly linked with better economic performance, higher levels of union member satisfaction, and lower levels of conflict.
In addition, progressive decision making was associated with favourable
changes in such measures over the past five years.
Consistent with the results for progressive decision making, a more cooperative
labour-management climate score was related to more favourable scores on measures of both current performance and changes in performance. Joint programs
and labour-management cooperation efforts are not appropriate in all situations.
However, the results of this study support previous research findings based on
management respondents—if labour and management are able to operate in a
relationship characterized by cooperation, real trust and long-term commitment,
performance tends to be better. However, it would be misleading to suggest that
such relationships are appropriate for all unions—cooperative efforts have
proven to be very fragile and require ongoing and highly committed participation
from both labour and management.

Conclusion
This study revealed that there is substantial variation among Canadian unions with
respect to the presence of human resource management practices and employee
involvement programs. The present study deviates from most past research in that it
examines key issues such as employee involvement, employer ideology, labour-management climate and organizational performance from the perspective of organized
labour. While obtaining management information is important, only part of the picture is being presented if the views and perspectives of unions are not obtained. The
present economic and political climate is particularly challenging to the union movement and greater study of issues relevant to labour are deserving of further attention.
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