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OPEN STATEMENT BY CANADIAN SCHOLARS ON 
UNIONIZATION AND THE ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL  
WELL-BEING OF CANADIANS (NOVEMBER 2009) 
 
 

anada and the United States share many common traits and 
features, and are closely linked through trade, geography, history, 
travel, and ties of family and friendship. Despite these similarities, 

there are many important economic and legal differences between our two 
countries. One important difference is that union membership is more pervasive 
in Canada. Around 30 percent of employees in Canada are covered by collective 
bargaining arrangements, more than twice as large a proportion as in the U.S. 

Americans are currently engaged in an important national debate about 
proposed changes (defined in the Employee Free Choice Act) to the legal 
framework governing union certification and collective bargaining. Since union 
membership and collective bargaining structures are more pervasive in Canada, 
it is interesting to analyze Canada's experience with unions in light of this U.S. 
discussion. 

Labour relations legislation is largely a provincial responsibility in 
Canada (although the federal government regulates labour relations in some 
industries - accounting for approximately 10% of total employment). Several 
Canadian jurisdictions have enacted legislation (regarding union certification 
and first-contract arbitration) similar to measures proposed in the Employee Free 
Choice Act. For example, five of Canada's ten provinces (plus the federal 
jurisdiction) feature some form of majority sign-up mechanism, and seven of the 
ten provinces (plus the federal jurisdiction) feature some form of first-contract 
arbitration procedure. These practices partly explain why union membership is 
more common in Canada, but many other factors have also contributed to 
Canada's more widespread unionization - including differences in employee and 
employer attitudes, Canada's larger public sector, and other differences in labour 
law (such as stronger rules and penalties regarding unfair labour practices, and 
accelerated certification procedures). 

Some U.S. opponents of the Employee Free Choice Act have argued that 
Canada's history demonstrates that increased union membership (which is a 
likely long-run outcome of the Act, if it is passed and implemented) will lead to 
lower employment and higher unemployment in the U.S.. In our judgment as 
scholarly observers of Canada's labour market and labour relations system, this 
argument is not supported by scholarly, peer-reviewed empirical evidence. 

Canadian labour market outcomes are presently superior to those in the 
U.S. Canadian job-creation has been more robust for several years, a larger share 
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of working-age adults is employed in Canada than in the U.S., and Canada's 
unemployment rate is lower than America's (See table on page 10). 

At other times Canada's unemployment rate has been higher than in the 
U.S. In our judgment, differences in unemployment between Canada and the 
U.S. have mostly been caused by the differential impact of cyclical and 
macroeconomic factors. In the early 1990s, for example, Canada's painful 
recession (caused largely by uniquely high Canadian interest rates) pushed 
Canada's unemployment rate above the U.S. level. In contrast, the present severe 
downturn in the U.S. economy, caused by financial market instability, has 
pushed America's unemployment rate well above Canada's. 

An extensive academic literature has considered the relationship (if any) 
between unionization, employment, and unemployment. There are theoretical 
arguments for the existence of both positive and negative effects of unionization 
on labour market performance, but in the Canadian case there is no consistent 
empirical evidence that Canada's more extensive unionization has affected 
employment or unemployment either way - whether positively or negatively. 
Canada's labour relations system works in a relatively effective and timely 
manner; the vast majority of contracts are settled without work stoppage. In the 
context of the current economic downturn, it is worth noting that collective 
bargaining arrangements also play a useful macroeconomic role in preventing 
generalized wage and price deflation. 

There are also significant social benefits from Canada's more extensive 
collective bargaining system. Income inequality is less extreme in Canada 
compared to the U.S., according to a variety of measures. The incidence of 
poverty (including poverty among employed persons) is significantly smaller. 
The impact of unions and collective bargaining systems in limiting low pay and 
providing more comprehensive and secure employee benefits to workers has 
surely contributed to these positive outcomes. Empirical evidence also indicates 
that union membership and collective bargaining has had an especially 
significant impact on the wages and benefits of workers who are most 
susceptible to precarious or insecure employment, including women, racialized 
groups, and new Canadians. 

Americans will decide whether the changes proposed in the Employee 
Free Choice Act are sensible and positive for their economy and their labour 
market. But we wish to express our judgment regarding the impact of 
unionization and collective bargaining on Canadian labour market and social 
outcomes. In our view, that impact has been generally positive. 
 
Signed, 
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Greg Albo Associate Professor,  
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Greg Allain Professeur,  
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Donna Baines Associate Professor, 
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Guy Bellemare Titular Professor,  
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Carleton University 
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Faculté de droit/Faculty of Law 

Université McGill 
University 

Jack Boan Professor Emeritus, 
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York University 

Mike Burke Associate Professor, 
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Brock University 

Yessy Byl Tutor,  
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Michèle L. Caron Professeure, 
Faculté de droit 

Université de Moncton 

William K. Carroll Professor, 
Department of Sociology  
Director, 
Social Justice Studies 

University of Victoria 

Jean Charest Professeur titulaire, 
Professeur Responsable des études de 2e 
cycle,  
École de relations industrielles et CRIMT 

Université de Montréal 

Robert Chernomas Professor, 
Department of Economics 

University of Manitoba 

Jennifer Jihye Chun Assistant Professor,  
Department of Sociology 

University of British 
Columbia 

Marjorie Griffin 
Cohen 

Professor,  
Political Science/Women's Studies 

Simon Fraser Univesity 

Rina Cohen Associate Professor,  
Department of Sociology 

York University 

Thomas Collombat,  Ph.D. Candidate,  
Department of Political Science 

Carleton University 

June Corman Full Professor, 
Department of  Sociology 

Brock University 

Ursule Critoph Economist,  
Graduate Instructor, 
Centres for Integrated Studies and Work 
and Society, Athabasca University & 
Doctoral Student University of Toronto 

Athabasca University & 
University of Toronto 

Jacques Desmarais Professeur associé, 
Département des sciences juridiques, Faculté 
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Université du Québec à 
Montréal (UQAM)  

David Doorey Assistant Professor of Labour Law York University 
Ann Duffy Professor,  

Department of Sociology 
Brock University 

Mathieu Dufour  Lecturer,  
Economics Department  

Dalhousie University 

Isabelle Duplessis Professeure agrégée,  
Faculté de droit de l'Université de Montréal, 
Membre du CRIMT  
Avocate, 
Membre du Barreau du Québec 

Université de Montréal 

Bryan Evans Associate Professor,  
Department of Politics and Public 
Administration 

Ryerson University 

Alvin Finkel Professor,  
Department of History 
Co-Chair,  
Centre for State and Legal Studies 
President,  
Canadian Committee on Labour History 

Athabasca University 

Laurence Léa 
Fontaine 

Professeure,  
Droit du travail 

Université du Québec à 
Montréal 
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Pierre Fortin Professeur,  
Département des sciences économiques  
Past President, 
Canadian Economics Association 

Université du Québec à 
Montréal 

David Frank Professor,  
Department of History 

University of New 
Brunswick 

Judy Fudge Professor, 
Lansdowne Chair in Law,  
Faculty of Law 

University of Victoria 

Mona-Josée Gagnon Professeure titulaire, 
Département de sociologie 

Université de Montréal 

Frédéric Gilbert Professeur en relations du travail, 
Département d'organisation et ressources 
humaines 

Université du Québec à 
Montréal 

Andil Gosine Associate Professor,  
Department of Sociology 
Coordinator, 
Sexuality Studies 

York University 

David Goutor Assistant Professor, 
Labour Studies Programme 

McMaster University 

Michel Grant Professeur associé,  
Département d'organisation et de ressources 
humaines 

 Université du Québec à 
Montréal 

Julie Guard Associate Professor,  
Labour Studies Program 

University of Manitoba 

Alan Hall Director, 
Labour Studies 

University of Windsor 

Frédéric Hanin Assistant Professor,  
Department of Industrial Relations 

Laval University 

Denis Harrisson Professeur,  
Département Organisation et Ressources 
humaines 

Université du Québec à 
Montréal 

Trevor Harrison Professor and Chair,  
Department of Sociology 

University of Lethbridge  

Andrew S. Harvey Professor Emeritus,  
Department of Economics 
Founding President, 
Canadian Regional Science Association 
Secretary Treasurer and President, 
International Association for Time-Use 
Research 

Saint Mary's University 

Pierre-Antoine 
Harvey 

Économiste Doctorant,  
École de relations industrielles 

Université de Montréal 

Melanie Heath Assistant Professor, 
Department of Sociology 

McMaster University 

Marc-Antonin 
Hennebert 

Professeur adjoint/Assistant professor, 
Service de l'enseignement de la 
GRH/Department of Human Resources 
management 

HEC Montréal 

Craig Heron Professor, 
Department of History 

York University 
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Robert Hickey Assistant Professor, 
School of Policy Studies  

Queen's University 

John Holmes Professor,  
Department of Geography 

Queen's University 

 Jennie Hornosty Professor,  
Department of Sociology 

University of New 
Brunswick 

 Gustavo Indart Senior Lecturer, 
Department of Economics 

University of Toronto 

Patrice Jalette Professeur agrégé, 
École de relations industrielles 

Université de Montréal  

Pierre-André Julien Professeur émérite,  
Institut de recherche sur les PME 

Université du Québec à 
Trois-Rivières 

Jan Kainer Associate Professor,  
Division of Social Science and  
School of Women's Studies 

York University 

Richard A. Kleer Associate Professor,  
Department of Economics 
Acting Dean,  
Faculty of Arts 

University of Regina 

Pradeep Kumar Professor Emeritus, 
School of Policy Studies 

Queen's University 

Tom Langford Associate Professor,  
Department of Sociology 

University of Calgary 

Marc Lavoie Professeur titulaire,  
Département de science économique 

Université 
d'Ottawa/University of 
Ottawa 

Stephen Law Associate Professor, 
Department of Economics 

Mount Allison University 

Wayne Lewchuk Professor, 
Labour Studies Programme and  
Department of Economics 

McMaster University 

Ernie S. Lightman Professor of Social Policy University of Toronto 
Carla Lipsig-Mummé Coordinator,  

Labour Studies 
Professor of Social Science; Labour Studies; 
Social & Political Thought Graduate 
Programmes of Osgoode Law; Politics; 
Social & Political Thought; Sociology 

York University 

Michael S. Lynk Associate Dean (Academic) University of Western 
Ontario (Law Faculty) 

Marcia Macaulay Associate Professor,  
Department of English, 
Glendon College 

York University 

Eleanor MacDonald Associate Professor,  
Department of Political Studies  

Queen's University 

Martha MacDonald Professor and Chair,  
Department of Economics  

Saint Mary's University 

Don MacGillivray Professor, 
Department of History 

Cape Breton University 

Patricia McDermott Professor,  
Department of Social Science, 

York University 
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School of Women's Studies 
Joan McFarland Professor,  

Department of Economics, 
Department of Women’s Studies and 
Gender Studies 

St. Thomas University 

Susan McGrath Associate Professor,  
School of Social Work 

York University 

Neil McLaughlin Associate Professor,  
Department of Sociology 

McMaster University 

Rianne Mahon Chancellor's Professor,  
Institute of Political Economy 

Carleton University 

George Martell Associate Professor (Retired), 
School of Social Sciences,  
Atkinson College 

York University 

Suzanne Mills Assistant Professor,  
Labour Studies Programme , 
School of Geography and Earth Sciences 

McMaster University 

Rob Moir  Associate Professor,  
Department of Economics 
President,  
Atlantic Canada Economics Association 
(ACEA)  

University of New 
Brunswick St. John 

Sylvie Morel Professeure, 
Département de relations industrielles 

Université Laval 

Gregor Murray Director,   
Interuniversity Research Centre on 
Globalization and Work (CRIMT) Canada 
Research Chair on Globalization and Work  
Professor, 
School of Industrial Relations  

Université de 
Montréal/Montreal 
University  

Randle W. Nelsen Professor  
Department of Sociology 

Lakehead University 

Andrea Noack Assistant Professor,  
Department of Sociology 

Ryerson University 

Lars Osberg Research Professor and Chair,  
Dalhousie Economics Department President,  
Canadian Economics Association  
(1999- 2000) 

Dalhousie University 

Leo Panitch Canada Research Chair in Comparative 
Political Economy  
Distinguished Research Professor of Political 
Science 

York University 

Mélanie Dufour 
Poirier 

Professeure,  
Relations industrielles 

Université du Québec en 
Outaouais (UQO) 

Norene Pupo Director, 
Centre for Research on Work and Society 
(CRWS) 

York University 

William Ramp Associate Professor, 
Department of Sociology 

University of Lethbridge 

Geoffrey Reaume Associate Professor,  
Critical Disability Studies Graduate Program 

York University 
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Ian Robinson Lecturer & Research Scientist, Department 
of Sociology 

University of Michigan-Ann 
Arbor  

Louis-Philippe 
Rochon 

Associate Professor,  
Department of Economics 

Laurentian University  

Me Claudette Ross Professeure titulaire,  
Département d'Organisation et de 
ressources humaines 

Université du Québec à 
Montréal 

Joseph B. Rose Professor of Industrial Relations 
Past President,  
Canadian Industrial Relations Association 
Member of Executive,  
International Industrial Relations 
Association  
Editorial Board Member, Relations 
Industrielles. 

McMaster University 

Stephanie Ross Assistant Professor,  
Labour Studies Programme, 
Department of Social Science 

York University 

Amy Rossiter Professor,  
Undergraduate Program Director, School of 
Social Work 

York University 

Reuben Roth Coordinator,  
Labour Studies Programme  
Assistant Professor,  
Department of Sociology 

Laurentian University 

Sheila Sammon Associate Professor,   
School of Social Work 

McMaster University 

Larry Savage Associate Professor, 
Department of Political Science 

Brock University 

Mario Seccareccia Professor of Economics,  
Editor,  
International Journal of Political Economy 

University of Ottawa  

Vivian Shalla Associate Professor,  
Department of Sociology and Anthropology 

University of Guelph 

John Shields Professor,  
Department of Politics and Public 
Administration  
Co-Director,  
Master of Arts in Public Policy and 
Administration 

Ryerson University 

Rick Sin Lecturer,  
School of Social Work 

McMaster University 

Sara Slinn Associate Professor,  
Osgoode Hall Law School  

York University 

Brenda Austin-Smith Associate Professor,  
Department of English, Film and Theatre 
Past President,  
University of Manitoba Faculty Association 

University of Manitoba 

Miriam Smith Professor,  
Department of Social Science,  
Law & Society Program 

York University 
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Glenn Stalker Assistant Professor,  
Department of Sociology 
Associate Director, 
Institute for Social Research 

York University 

Jeffery Taylor Professor,  
Department of Labour Studies 

Athabasca University 

Mark Thomas Department of Sociology York University 
Neil Thomlinson Associate Professor and Chair, Department 

of Politics and Public Administration 
Ryerson University 

Brian T. Thorn Independent Researcher,  
Adjunct Faculty Member, 
History Department 

Queen's University 

Jean-François 
Tremblay 

Professeur,  
Département de relations industrielles 

Université du Québec en 
Outaouais 

Steven Tufts Assistant Professor,  
Department of Geography 

York University 

Anton Turrittin Senior Scholar,  
Department of Sociology 

York University 

Leah F. Vosko Canada Research Chair in Feminist Political 
Economy 
Professor of Political Science,  
Department of Social Science,  
Atkinson Faculty 

York University 

Jesse Vorst Senior Scholar,  
Department of Economics 
Former Coordinator,  
Labour and Workplace Studies 

University of Manitoba 

Mel Watkins Professor Emeritus, 
Department of Economics,  
Department of Political Science 

University of Toronto 

Don Wells Director,  
Labour Studies Programme  
Professor,  
Labour Studies Programme,  
Department of Political Science 

McMaster University 

Charlotte A.B. Yates Professor, 
Labour Studies Programme  
Department of Political Science 

McMaster University 

Kevin Young Ph.D. Candidate, 
Department of Government 

London School of 
Economics 

Suzie S.F. Young Associate Professor,  
Department of Film 

York University 
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Table 1:  
Selected Labour Market and Social Indicators Canada and the U.S. 

 
 Canada United States 

Unionization 
(union coverage as share employed non-
agricultural workforce, 2008) 

31.2% 13.7% 

Employment Rate  
(employed as share of working-age 
population1, 2008) 

63.6% 62.2% 

Standardized Unemployment Rate2  
(unemployed as share of labour force, 
2008) 

5.3% 5.8% 

Employment Growth  
(average annual growth in employment, 
1998-2008) 

2.0% 1.0% 

Poverty Rate  
(share households with less than half 
median income, 2000) 

11.4% 17.0% 

Income Inequality (I)  
(ratio of top decile to bottom decile, 
2000) 

9.4 15.9 

Income Inequality (II)  
(Gini Index of Income Inequality3, 2004) 

0.318 0.372 

Absence of Health Coverage  
(proportion of population without health 
insurance, 2007) 

n.a.4 15.3% 

Sources:  
• Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey database and International Unemployment Rates 

and Employment Indexes 207-2009 (http://www.bls.gov/data/#employment). 
• Barry T. Hirsch and David A. Macpherson, (http://www.unionstats.com/) 
• U.S. Census Bureau, Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States 2007 
• Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, CANSIM Tables 2820055 and 2820078  
• Luxembourg Income Study "Key Figures" 
• United Nations Development Program, Human Development Report 2007-08. 
 

Notes:  
1. Working-age population over 15 years old in Canada, over 16 in the U.S. 
2. Unemployment rates adjusted to reflect common U.S. statistical concepts. 
3. Higher index indicates more inequality. 
4. All citizens, permanent residents, and landed immigrants in Canada are entitled to comprehensive public 

health insurance.  
 

 


