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Abstract 

This dissertation examines the history and evolution of the employment 

relationship associated with the contemporary temporary help industry in Canada from 

the late nineteenth to the late twentieth century. Using gender as a central lens of 

analysis, it explores how, and to what extent, this employment relationship is becoming a 

n o m  for a more diverse group of workers in the Canadian labour market. In so doing, 

the dissertation develops the following argument: with the shift away from the standard 

employment relationship since the early 1970s and the coincident nse of the temporary 

employment relationship -- two developments indicative of the ferninization of 

employment -- workers situated at the expanding margins of the labour market are 

increasingly treated like commodities. 

A growing body of scholarship argues that the nature of employment is changing, 

citing the spread of non-standard forms of employment and women's rising and/or 

consistently high labour force participation rates as evidence of this claim. This 

dissertation confirms that important changes are indeed taking place in the labour market 

but it argues that the tenor and direction of these changes oniy corne into Full view when 

they are examined in light of continuity as well as change. To this end, it probes the 

shape of dualism in the Canadian labour market historically, paying particularly attention 

to its gendered and racialized character, through a case study of the temporary 

employment relationship. 

The dissertation begins by providing a conceptual map for understanding and 

interpreting contemporary employment trends that engages in three broader theoretical 
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inquiries: the investigation of labour power's peculiar commodity s tatu under capitalism; 

the exploration of the rise and decline of the standard employment relationship as a 

normative mode1 of employment; and the examination of the gendered character of 

prevailing employment trends. Following this overview, the body of the dissertation 

traces the history of the temporary employment relationship in Canada, examining how 

its three core actors -- the temporary heip agency, the customer and the worker -- have 

adapted to shifting employment trends and gendered employment noms and negotiated 

developments at the regdatory level over the course of the twentieth century. In probing 

the evolution of the temporary employment relationship, it devotes special emphasis to 

examining the role and fùnction of early precursors to the modem temporary help agency 

(e-g., private employment agents such as general labour agents and so-called padrones), 

its immediate forerunners (Le., the 'classic' temporary help agency of the 1950s) and its 

most recent manifestation (Le., the employment and staffing service). AIthough the 

dissertation focuses on the Canadian context, it also traces developments at the 

international and supra-national level throughout the twentieth century, developrnents 

that have often mirrored, frequently affected, and occasionally even prefigured trends in 

Canada. 

Interdisciplinary in its focus, the dissertation approaches the evolution of the 

temporary employment relationship from a range of angles, building on scholarship fiom 

the fields of Law, History, Political Econorny, Sociology and Industriai Relations. The 

research methodoIogies used include: archivaVhistorica1 research; field observation; 

interviews with temporary help workers, agency managers and customers as well as 
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government officials, representatives from organized labour and industry leaders; and 

analysis of industry, government and legal documentation at the municipal, provincial, 

national and supra-national levels. 
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Introduction 

The research for this study began with the following premise: the nature of work 

is changing; non-standard forms of employrnent are spreading rapidly to the point where 

the &Il-time permanent job -- along with its typical package of benefits -- is becoming 

something of an anomaly in the labour market. With the research now complete, it is 

necessary to amend this leading premise: there are indeed important changes taking place 

in the labour market, but these changes are occumng on a bedrock of continuity. Thus, in 

studying employment change, the trizderlyi>zg Z O ~ C  of capitalist labour markets comes into 

clearer view. 

The history and evolution of the temporary employment relationship (TER) 

associated with the Canadian temporary help industry (TM) is the object of inquis, in this 

study, which takes an interdisciplinary approach to examining the decline of the standard 

employment relationship (SER) as a normative mode! of employment.' With the aim of 

contnbuting to the growing body of Iiterature on gender and employment change, the 

central argument of this study is as follows: with the shift away from the SER since the 

early 1970s and the coincident rise of the TEK two trends that reflect the feminization of 

employment broadly defined, workers situated at the expanding margins of the labour 

market are increasingly treated like commodities. This development is significant since the 

first coordinated international effort to curb abuses perpetrated by private employment 

agencies in the twentieth century revolved around the fundamental maxim that "labour is 

not a commodity".' Recent employment trends thus reveal the contradiction inherent in 
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this maxim: labour power is i~~evitably a peculiar commodity under capitalism, and its 

commodity status intensifies as the degree of secunty and fteedorn declines in the wage- 

relation. 

This introductory chapter begins with a bnef outline of recent scholarly 

examinations of the changing nature of ernployment to be further elaborated in Chapter 

One, locating this study in the context of several dominant approaches. It then introduces 

the rationale for selecting the Canadian TH1 as a case study in probing the relationship 

between gender and employment change, descnbes the interdisciplinary approach and 

multi-faceted methodology adopted and presents a chapter-by-chapter outline and 

overview of its content and argument. 

1. Scholarly Interventions 

Scholars and analysts are increasingiy precccupied with examining the changing 

nature of ernployment. Depending upon their field of study, they pose a range of 

questions about the magnitude, direction and character of employment change and posit a 

variety of hypotheses about the future of employment. 

Some scholars concem themselves with delineating the direction of employment 

trends through in-depth statistical analyses that examine the scope of change both cross- 

sectorally and within individual sectors. The emphasis of these studies is nonnally 

descriptive rather than analytic; still, they provide important evidence of employment 

change at national and international levels which indicates that, while the rise of non- 

standard forms of employment is indeed a global phenornenon, patterns and trends Vary 
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frorn region to rejion (ILO, 1996, 1997a; Krahn, 1995; Lipset and Reesor, 1997; OECD, 

1995). At a more abstract level, other scholars use existing data to explore the shift away 

from the S E S  assessing its causes and its significance. Examining the relationship 

between prevailing employrnent trends and institutions such as the family, the state, unions 

and firms, many scholars critically engage with theones such as Segmented Labour 

Markets Theory' and Regulation Theory' in investigating the changing nature of 

employrnent . In sharp contrast, scholars concemed with how gender relations operate in 

the labour market are in search of new understandings of the process of employment 

change. Many suggest that the feminization of employment is occumng on a global scale 

(see for example: Armstrong, 1995; Bakker, 1989; Cohen, 1994; Jenson, Hagen and 

Reddy, 1989; Standing, 1989; Tiano, 1994; Ward, 1994). Drawing insights from a range 

of theoretical approaches, including scholarship positing a "new international division of 

labour", these scholars centre attention on the nse of a supply-side politico-economic 

agenda and its gendered impacts on global employrnent patterns. Still other scholars, 

preoccupied by the macro-dynamics of employrnent change, reveal and investigate the 

persistence of vanous forrns of unfree waged labour in late capitalist societies (Miles, 

1987; Satzewich, 199 1). These scholars attempt to understand why vanous forms of 

unfree waged labour continue to exist in contemporary capitalist labour markets given the 

widespread assumption that free waged labour will eventually become the dominant mode 

of organizïng production as free market economies develop. Ultimately, these scholars 
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have much in common with scholars probing the nature of labour power as a commodity 

under capitalism. 

Each of the preceding approaches to analyzing shifting employrnent trends and 

noms merits attention on its own terms. However, with the obvious exception of 

scholarship positing the global feminization of employment and early feminist interventions 

into both the commodity status of labour power and the shape of unfree labour within 

advanced capitalist societies (see for example: Armstrong and Armstrong, 1983, 1990; 

Picchio, 198 1, l992), dominant explanatory fiameworks largely lack a gender-analysis. 

As this study demonstrates, this absence is a notable shortcoming since any thorough- 

going investigation of the changing nature of employment demands a synthesis of several 

approaches that is highly attentive to gender. 

II. A Rationale for Studying the TH1 

For nurnerous reasons, ranging from its composition to the character of its 

associated employrnent relationship, the THI offers a highly instructive case study in 

describing the nature and direction of employrnent change and its gendered underpinnings. 

The TH1 emerged in Canada and other advanced capitalist welfare States in Europe and 

North Arnenca as a female-dominated industry (Statistics Canada, 1993 : Cat. 63-232; 

OECD, 1993). Although the industry's roots lie in the history of labour market 

intermedianes, specifically pnvate employrnent agents operating in the labour market in 

the late nineteenth century (Chapter Two), temporary help agencies first situated 

themselves as autonomous labour market entities in the post-World War II period with the 
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explicit objective of drawing a particular group of mamed women, displaced from their 

location in the war time divisicn of labour, into the labour market (Chapter Three). For 

three decades after its initial inception, the TH1 remained highly female-dominated, 

providing clerical workers to businesses requinng temporary assistance. Initially, firms 

used the services of temporary help agencies as a short-term measure to fill-in for 

employees on vacation, maternity leave or sick leave (Carré, 1992; Harndani, 1996; 

Mangurn, Maya11 and Nelson, 1985). Hence, the comrnon image of the "Kelly Girl". To 

this day, women still dominate in the THI. However, in percentage tems, women's 

representation is declining rapidly in the industry partly as a consequence of the expansion 

of the TH1 into a wider range of sectors and occupations and its shift away fiom supplying 

stop-gap workers towards taking over the staffing of entire departments; the latter 

development reflects structural changes in the employment practices of firms using 

temporary help workers (Carré, 1992: 49; Statistics Canada, 1996: Cat. Nos. 63-232, 

7 100MGPE). 

The shifiing contours of the THI, particularly its current expansion into new 

branches of the econorny, make an historical investigation of the emergence of the TER 

extremely interesting from a scholarly vantage point. Indeed, there are numerous excellent 

studies that examine the character of female-dominated industries andor occupations 

( G a ~ a g e ,  1986; Johnson and Johnson, 1982; Phizacklea and Wolkowitz, 1995), women's 

work in highly male-dominated sectors or industries (Sugiman, 1994), and the operation 

of gender in particular workplaces. There are also several outstanding studies that 



6 

examine the transformation of a highly male-dominated sector into a more female- 

dominated one (lowe, 1987). In sharp contrast, there is a dearth of 

scholarship investigating the transformation of fernale-dorninated industries, or more 

accurately industries that initially arose to attract women, into industries where sex-panty 

is emerging. In this respect, the THI is unique. Its post-World War II history illustrates 

how an employment relationship, one that was originally crafted to fil1 an acute demand 

for temporary and part-time clerical workers and to target a narrow group 

of wornen confronting significant restrictions to their labour force participation (Chapter 

Three), can becorne a nom for a wider segment of the population. It also reinforces the 

insight that gender itself is a crucial constituent element in the labour market (Scott, 

1988); thus, labour market analysis can only go so far when it restricts itself to examining 

the biological category of sex without sufficient attention to how gender relations, that is 

"the entire system of relationships that may include sex, but is not [necessarily] deterrnined 

by sex," operate at the level of the labour market (Scott, 1988: 1057). What is of central 

concem in this case study, then, is not the history of the TH1 as a labour market entityper 

se but the evolution of the gendered or, more precisely, feminired employment 

relationship (Le., the TER) upon which the industry is predicated. 

The TH1 is not an "industry" in the classic sense of the term since it engages 

workers with diverse skills to work in various sectors and occupations on a temporary 

basis. Indeed, its associated employment relationship, carefully crafted by the THI in the 

early 1950s, consolidates ternporary help work as a domain of economic activity crossing 
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traditional industrial lines. As demonstrated by its accelerated rise since the 1970s and the 

growing prominence of the TER in an expanding cross-section of occupations and sectors 

in the 1980s, the shape of the TH1 increasingly follows the contours of the contemporary 

labour market in several crucial respects. For example, temporary help agencies place 

workers ranging fiom scientists, lawyers and managers to computer prograrnmers, clericai 

workers, sewers and assemblers. Furthemore, the THI remains sex-segregated internally 

and it is charactenzed by income polanzation both between women and men and among 

women and men themselves based largely on critena related to race, immigration status 

and age (Hamdani, 1996). Thus, while al1 temporary help workers are parties to a 

precanous mode1 of employment which deviates f'iom the SER considerably, workers in 

the upper tiers of this increasingly polarized industry have significantly higher levels of 

remuneration and benefits than workers at the bottom of the occupational hierarchy. 

Thus, as an expanding domain of econornic activity, the TH1 mirrors growing dualism and 

persisting income and occupational polanzation (largely by gender, immigration status and 

race) in the labour market, even in the face of shifting employrnent noms (Chapter Five). 

As such, it provides an important object of study. 

III. Approach and Method 

Given that the TH'  is not a typical industry, a study tracing its evolution is 

particularly well-suited to a historically-grounded interdisciplinary approach and a multi- 

faceted methodology. 



8 

While the IXX first emerged as a formai entity in the Canadian labour market in the 

early 1950s, the notion of a TER is deeply rooted in the history of capitalist relations of 

production. Some analysts trace the origins of the conternporary TER to employment 

relationships involving so-called middiemen, employment agents andior labour market 

intermedianes supplying "labour first to the workshops and then to the factories" during 

the Industrial Revolution (Gonos, 1994; ILO, 1994a: 4; Parker, 1994). However, this 

study lirnits itself to examining the shape of the TER dunng the twentieth century and 

focuses on Canada in an international contefi. It formally begins in 1897, since the first 

set of repulatory measures penaining to the employrnent relationship that prefigured the 

TER in Canada dates to this year, and it ends in 1997, when the International Labour 

Organization (ILO) took unprecedented measures to legitimize the TH1 and its associated 

employment relationship, abandoning its historic stance against labour market 

intermediaries and its unqualified support for the SER (ILO, 1994a and b; ILO, 1997). 

This century long penod spans five successive, yet overlapping, phases in the evolution of 

the modem labour market in Canada.' These phases include its birth, which is commonly 

associated with proletananization; its expansion, which initially involved the creation of a 

regime regulating the sale of labour power in the labour market that encouraged workers 

to reproduce themselves based on the wage-relation and eventually led many states to 

establish free public employment services; its entrenchrnent, which coincided with 

unprecedented economic prosperity in advanced capitalist welfare states; its firther 

expansion, which led many States to extend social citizenship rights and freedom of 
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movement in the labour market to segments of the population formerly excluded from 

worker-citizenship; and, its decay, evidenced by the current de-regulation of the labour 

market. In the Canadian context, the fifih phase of decay entails renewed legitimacy for 

the modem labour market intermediary (Le., the temporary help agency), the State- 

sanctioned decline of free public employment seMces and a general shifi away from a 

welfare-onented towards a workfare-driven social policy, whereby a growing proportion 

of workers are conditioned and increasingly coerced to eam their living at the margins of 

the labour market (Chapter Seven; see also: Bakker and Scott, 1997; Peck, 1996). 

Complementary to its histoncal approach, this study examines the evolution of the 

TER through an interdisciplinary 1ens integrating scholarship from the fields of Law, 

Industrial Relations, History, Sociology and Political Science and infusing the dominant 

perspectives in these disciplines with a gender-analysis. This type of approach is based on 

my objective of capturing the gendered evolution of the TER in Canada in the twentieth 

century from a wide range of angles. It is founded on the belief that we can only identify 

the precursors to the conternporary TER by contrasting its current legal-politico form with 

pre-existing legislation designed to regulate similar employment relationships. Similarly, 1 

adopt the view that an historical inquiry into the situation of workers engaged by 

intermediaries at the tum-of-the-centuy is central to interpreting the experiences and 

perceptions of contemporary temporary help workers. As well, to deveIop a dear picture 

of the TER, a starting premise of the study is that Sociology and Law must meet Industrial 

Relations in order to uncover the reasons why many fims now consider temporary help 
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workers to be part of their normal work forces and the larger economic strategy reflective 

of their preferences. Indeed, a study of the evolution of the TER both pnor to the advent 

of the THI. and since its inception, requires moving within and between disciplinary 

boundaries. It involves using a range of methodological tools and creating a fiamework 

where various analytical lenses overlap to expose the textured history of the TER. 

Five distinct methodologies are used in this study: historical/archiva! research, 

textual analysis, statistical analysis, observation and open-ended interviewing. The bulk of 

the research for this study was conducted between the Spring of 1996 and the FalWinter 

of 1997. On the one hand, the philosophy behind the broader methodological approach is 

largely pragmatic, based on the assumption that one is most likely to achieve a richer 

understanding of the structure and origins of the TER by examining its evolution through 

vanous methodological lenses. On the other hand, the methodological approach adopted 

in the study is by no means thoughtlessly eclectic. There is a strong rationale for each 

method adopted and, particularly at the level of collecting, processing, organizing and 

presenting the data denved from open-ended interviews and participant observation, I 

draw heavily on feminist approaches to methodology N r b y  and McKenna, 1989). It is 

nevertheless important to acknowledge at the outset that scholars make choices in 

selecting and investigating social problems and issues; thus, the findings of this study must 

be understood in their specificity even though 1 do attempt to draw larger conclusions 

about the significance of the spread of the TER by examining prevailing employment 

trends in Canada and other industrialized countries. 
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Prior to outlining the specific methodologies employed in conducting this study, 

several caveats are in order. First, while 1 deiiberately chose the Greater Metropolitan 

Toronto Area as the site for my qualitative research, since it is the biggest centre for the 

Canadian TH, some of the findings advanced in this study are geographically-contingent. 

Aithough regulations goveming the conduct of private employment agencies and 

employment standards legislation are quite similar from province to province, the 

relationships between branch managers of temporary help agencies, customers and 

temporary help workers may differ provincially or regionally. A second, and more 

general, caveat that pertains to most self-reflective feminist research is that the researcher 

is always present as an outsider in conducting an observation. In other words, it is 

impossible to attain a complete understanding of the experiences of workers in the THI by 

observing the workings of a ternporary help agency as an outside researcher. Hence, rny 

aim is to draw on the combination of in-depth interviews, documentary analysis and 

historical research to develop the clearest and most deeply textured picture possible of the 

THi in Canada. Third, in conducting hist oncal and stat isticaI research, researchers are 

always constrained by the matenals and resources available. 1 was very fortunate to gain 

access to archiva1 materials and primary statistical data (largely, but not exclusively, 

cofined to the penod between the mid-1970s and the mid-1990s) which contribute to 

presenting a clear picture of the growth of the TH1 and the spread of the TER in Canada 

in an international contexP However, 1 should stress that this study is not, nor does it 

aim to be, a comprehensive histoncal work. Rather, it is a problem-centered 
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interdisciplinary study that is organized historically to capture the gendered character of 

shifking employment noms in the twentieth century in Canada. 

Historical Research 

In the Canadian context, the histoncal research involved in crafting this study led 

me to examine federal, provincial and municipal legislation and regulations dating from the 

late nineteenth century as well as parliamentary and extra-parliamentary debates and 

discussions on the TER and its foremnners. Central sources included The Labour Gazette 

and Hansard. While the sociological dimension of the study focuses o n  a large yet 

relatively confined geographic area (Le., the Greater Metropolitan Toronto Area), 

conducting historical research into the evolution of legislation and regulations in every 

Canadian province was integral tu situating Ontano in a national context. The research 

into other sets of provincial legislation and regulations indicates that legislation in Ontario 

has served as a template for most legislation in English Canada. 

At the international level, the historical research conducted in this study involved 

extensive fieidwork at the IL0 in Geneva, Switzerland, where 1 examined texts, dating 

f?om the ILO's formation in 19 19 and its rich collection of national and regional labour 

legislation translated into either English or French. The international dimension of the 

archiva1 research builds on the nationally-based historical research by tracing international 

developments and dynamics which oflen reinforced, sometimes undermined, and 

occasionally spurred developments in Canada. It also contnbutes to explaining the legal 

stance that the North American segment of the TH1 took upon its inception regarding its 
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role in the labour market. Similarly, an investigation of the regulatory models operating in 

a range of countnes helps explain the current posture of the THI as an increasingly 

prominent actor in the internat ional labour market. 

Branch Observation and Open-Ended Inten *reivs ' 

Despite the important insights that it offers, a comparative historical investigation 

of legislation and regdations governing the TER, when taken on its own, provides a 

somewhat formalistic view of the recent posture of the T m .  Thus, in the context of this 

study, developing a more complete understanding of the range of micro-, meso- and 

macro-level forces involved in constructing and legitimizing the contemporary TER 

involved undertaking participant observation at the Eighty-Fifih International Labour 

Conference (June 2- 19, 1997), where national govements and organizations of Iabour 

and ernployers engaged in quasi-coI1ective bargaining at an international scale. At this 

conference, a central item on the agenda was the revision of the Fee-Charging 

Employrnent Agencies Convention (No. 96), an international labour standard whose roots 

lie at the centre of this study. Within this tripartite fomm, the groups discussed, debated, 

designed and adopted a new convention conceminç private employment agencies which 

outlines a framework for regdating the operation of temporary help agencies in IL0 

Member States. The significance of the adoption of Convention No. 18 1 is far-reaching 

because of the ILO's histonc stance against labour market intermediaries, its skeptical 

view of non-standard foms of ernployment and its early advocacy for the creation of a 

public monopoly on pIacernent in employment. 
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My observation of this international forum was crucial to developing the larger 

arguments advanced in this studjr and expanding my knowledge of regulations surrounding 

the TER at the international Ievel. At this forum, 1 observed a range of actors engaged in 

the debate over the creation of Convention No. 18 1, including governent 

representatives, employers, labour activists and IL0 officiais and interviewed leading 

employer and worker representatives (Appendix C), gaining insight into the history and 

ongins of the dominant approaches to regulating the TER (Chapters Three and Six). 

The type of observation that 1 undertook at the IL0 substantiates several central 

pillars of the argument in this study, specifically the State-sanctioned erosion of the SER 

as a normative mode1 of employment and the gradua1 abandonment of the maxim "labour 

is not cornrnodity" at the supra-national level. However, this study is greatly e ~ c h e d  by a 

profile of the TH1 in operation, one that examines the expenences of the three central 

actors involved in the relationship: branch managers of temporary help agencies, 

representatives (usually human resource managers) of firms using temporary help workers 

and temporary help workers themselves. In conducting this study, 1 undertook a two- 

week observation (December 2-13, 1996) at a local branch of a major international 

ternporary help business, observing the daily activities and procedures from 7 a.m. to 9 

p.m.7 While the firm that generously granted me permission to observe how the TH1 

Functions on a daily basis shall remain anonymous, the branch observation took place in 

the Greater Metropolitan Toronto Area and the firm selected is a highly reputable business 

placing temporary help workers in a wide range of occupations across various sectors. As 
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well, between August 1996 and Apnl 1997,I conducted ten forma1 open-ended interviews 

with temporary help workers, five interviews with branch managers, five interviews with 

representatives from firms using temporary help workers and two interviews with 

Canadian industry oficials; the temporary help workers, branch managers and client firms 

were contacted primarily through a snowball sarnpling of the temporary help agency where 

1 conducted the branch observation. Al1 of the interviewees openly discussed their 

perceptions of the TER and their views of the role of the THI in the labour market based 

on a range of pre-established questions which 1 devised to probe the shape of the TER in 

operation (Appendix B). These interviews were taped and transcribed and much of the 

qualitative data used in Chapters Four and Five cornes from them. The use of open-ended 

i n t e ~ e w s  and the branch observation heightened my understanding of how the TH1 

operates and inforrned my assessrnent of its larger role in the Canadian labour market. 

ho the r  method employed in conducting this study is public policy analysis, which 

helps explain the role of the Canadian State in legitimizing the TER. Chapter Seven in 

particular relies on public policy analysis in examining the emergence of a provincially- 

based policy initiative falling under the Ontario Worh workfare-style program. Known as 

Woryirst, this initiative requires "ernployable" social assistance recipients to register with 

temporary help agencies in engaging in their job search process. In the provincial context, 

analyzing the design and delivery of this project is crucial to discerning the govemrnent's 

response to the TER as well as in rnaking inforrned predictions about the füture. In 

studying this initiative, beyond examining its policy design, 1 also observed two orientation 
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sessions (February 3 and 7, 1997) designed for program participants and conducted open- 

ended interviews with key stakeholders in the program including a branch manager, an 

industv officia1 and two participants (Appendices 4 C). 

The final rnethodology adopted in this study is statistical analysis, which is used 

selectively throughout, but concentrated in Chapters Four and Five, which address the 

industry strategy from the early 1970s to the present and the nature of the TER in 

operation respectively. Unfortunately, the Canadian government only began collecting 

data on the TH1 in the early 1970s and data çathenng techniques still require 

improvement. As a consequence, the bulk of the data used in the study is derived from the 

Survev of Work Arrangements (I995), made available through the Data Liberation 

Agreement between Canadian universities and Statistics Canada, the Labour Force Survev 

and the Survev of Employment Agencies and Personne1 Suppliers. Much of the national 

data is set in the context of comparable statistics obtained fkom three organizations: the 

United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (OECD) and the KLO. Without these data, the starting premise of this study 

(Le., that non-standard foms of employrnent are spreading in Canada and abroad) would 

hold significantly less weight, as would the related claims that men are increasingly 

engaging in TERs and that the occupational diversity in the TH1 is growing. 
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IV, Chapter Outline 

The research for this study began with the following hypothesis: The employmerzt 

relutionship ipon which the THI is predicoted represents a highly gendered model of 

precarious employmerzt and ils growth refects the erosion of the SER arsociated with the 

post-World War Ilperiod. Thus, the ability of ternporaty help agencies to thrive Ut 

Catlada not on& signais the ferni~zizatiort of empZoynw~t but also lays the foiirzdaiion for 

the traiz.$ormation of the riormative model of empZoyment characferistic of this period 

While the central tenets of this preliminary hypothesis remained intact at the end of the 

data-gathering stage, the findings eventually led to what I believe are more nuanced 

understandings and conclusions. 1 present these findings along with a range of sub- 

arguments in seven chapters. 

Chapter One presents the theoretical framework adopted in this study, elaborating 

its central argument by reviewing scholarly Iiterature related to the three main lenses of 

analysis employed in the study: thepeculiar character of the labour power as a commodity 

under capitalism; shifiing employrnent noms; and the global feminization of ernployment. 

Synthesizing t hese three lenses, the chapter probes the relationship between the spread of 

the TER in the Canadian labour market and growing economic insecurity and declining 

legal-politico freedoms amongst workers at the expanding margins of the labour market. 

The central argument of the chapter and the study as a whole is that the shift away from 

the SER since the early 1970s and the corresponding spread of the TER, two trends that 

reflect the feminization of employment broadly defined, highlight the acute danger of 
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reducing labour power to the status of a mere commodity. Indeed, a case study of the 

history and evolution of the TER in Canada suggests that labour power's peczrliar 

commodity status comes into clearer view with the decline of security and freedom in the 

wage-relation. 

Chapter Two marks the starting point of the historicai dimension of this case 

study. It relies primarily on archiva1 materials detailing international, national and 

provincial debates and developments surrounding the role of intermediaries and 

employment agents in the labour market between the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries and secondary scholarly works descnbing the shape of the Canadian labour 

market in this period. Focusing on the type of employment relationships that predated 

both the SER and the TER, it formally begins in 1897, when the first federal legislation on 

private employment agencies was adopted in Canada and it ends in 1933, which marks the 

beginning of a relatively long era of prohibition at the supra-national level and a shorter 

era at the national level. In examining this period, it becomes apparent that early 

forerumers to the 'classic' temporary help agency8 were private employment agents 

(general labour agents and "padrones"), many of whom acted abroad to encourage the 

temporary and permanent migration of workers to Canada; hence, the developments 

described in Chapter Two mark the beginning of Canada's long-standing resort to 

panicular categories of migrant and immigrant labourers to populate the country, satisfy 

employers' demand for workers and filfiIl the necessary task of social reproduction. In 

addition, the chapter argues that, in the face of growing national and international 
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disapproval of labour market intermedianes and forcehi State interventions aimed at 

curbing the activities of the most unscrupulous actors, private employment agencies run by 

typewriter companies, first emerging in Ontario around 1910, represent immediate 

precursors to the 'classic' temporary heip agency. This srna11 but reputable segment of the 

private employment agency industry thus carved out a niche in the office sector where 

temporary help work was considered an acceptable type of employment for women, 

particularly Young, well-educated, middle-class women perceived to be secondary 

breadwimers. 

Building on the discussion of how private employrnent agencies operated by 

typewriting cornpanies thnved in Canada from the 1910s to the 1920s, even in the face of 

increasingly ngid regulatory regimes goveming the conduct of private employment 

agencies at the provincial levei, Chapter Three addresses the penod from 1933 to the early 

1970s. This period is of central importance in revealing the profoundly gendered 

character of the TER since, when the THI first emerged in the post-World War II period, 

it targeted primanly white middle-class mamed women. The chapter describes the growth 

of the THI, ernphasizing its reliance on a particular formulation of the ideology of 

domesticity and State-initiated measures designed to limit mamed women's participation 

in the labour market in examining how the TER first evolved into such a feminized 

employment relationship. It specifically probes post-World War II developments in 

Canada and abroad that led the federal government to adopt policies aimed at excluding 

mamed women from the Federal Public SeMce and lirniting women's access to 
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Unemployment Insurance and contributed to the hegemony of ideologies such as the male 

breadwimer norm. However, it alço focuses attention on international responses to the 

rise of the THI, particularly temporary help agencies' claims to normal employer-status, 

given the tight regulations surrounding the conduct of private employment agencies. The 

argument advanced in Chapter Three is that the emergence of the TH1 in the post-World 

War II penod corresponded with two mutually-reinforcing developments; namely, the 

ascendance of the SER as a normative mode1 of male employment and a particular 

manifestation of the ideology of domesticity. In this way, the TH1 played a crucial 

mediating role in the Canadian labour market. It upheld the SER as a norm while still 

contributing to p r e s e ~ n g  dualism in the labour market by catering to firms requiring 

temporary clencal assistance and targeting white middle-class women as its chief workers. 

Chapters Four, Five and Six cover the penod from the early 1970s to the present, 

addressing the TH'S newest marketing strategy, the nature of the TER in practice and 

regdatory developrnents at the national, international and supra-national levels 

respectiveIy. 

Chapter Four describes the new image advanced by the THI beginning in the 

1970s and the industry's accelerated growth from the early 1980s to the Iate 1 WOs, 

examining statistical data on employment change at the national level and analyzing the 

new marketing strategy in the North Amencan THI. It emphasizes the prevailing shift 

within the TH1 frorn supplying temporary help workers to its customers as a "stop-gap" 

measure to selling "staffing services" as a means of Iowering labour costs by minimizing 
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the payment of benefits and other employment-related expenditures. In so doing, the 

chapter establishes the TER as a tnangular employment relationship and begins to examine 

this mode1 of employment in relation to the SER by scrutinizing the long-term goals of 

industry officiais and the reasons that their custorners use the THI in the late 1990s. 

Complementing the data presented in Chapter Four, Chapter Five examines the 

shape of the TER in operation drawing on statistical data detailing the conditions of 

employment associated with temporary help work, an analysis of the legal arrangements 

surrounding the TER and qualitative data probing how temporary help workers, branch 

managers and customers perceive the TER. Based on this data, it advances the argument 

that the TER is a highly precanous mode1 of employment, one whose nse refiects the 

ferninization of employment broadly defined. The chapter also points to the dualism 

inherent within the contemporary TH1 by showing how agency personnel and customers 

deal with temporary help workers located in vanous tiers of the industry and revealing 

how, and to what extent, they are treated like commodities at the micro-level of the firm. 

Shifiing to the regulatory leve!, Chapter Six examines the fundamental challenge 

that the TER poses to the fkarnework of social protections for workers that grew up 

alongside the SER in Canada and elsewhere in the post-World War II penod: the 

challenge to preserve protections, benefits and secunty for workers in employment 

relationships where responsibility does not rest squarely with one entity. Probing 

developments at the provincial, national and supra-national level, this chapter explores the 

prospects for regulating the TER in the late 1990s. It finds that, even though many States 
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recognize the depth of the challenge posed by the spread of the TER, there is a growing 

movement among advanced capitalist welfare States to legitimize temporary help agencies 

without instituting a comprehensive package of social protections for ternporary help 

workers. Events at the supra-national level in June of 1997, when the lengthy stalemate 

between workers, employers and govemments over how to treat private employrnent 

agencies ended with the IL0 adopting a new international Iabour convention on private 

employment agencies, are a case in point. The chapter devotes special attention to these 

recent developments since they point to the gradua1 breakdown of the original sentiments 

behind the EO's  foundational pnnciple "labour is not a comrnodity". 

Chapter Seven brings together the central finding of Chapters Four, Five and Six 

to speculate about the future by examining the design and delivery of Woryirst, an 

Ontario-based welfare-to-work initiative requiring "employable" social assistance 

recipients to register with temporary help agencies in the job-search process and to accept 

whatever forms of temporary help work are on offer. It argues that the policies and 

practices associated with Woryirst offer important insights into the provincial 

govemment's perception of the TER and the fùture status of workers at the expanding 

margins of the expanding labour market. The shape of this initiative also exposes the 

nature and direction of the Canadian State's broader policy response to prevailing 

employment trends, which entails a movement away fiom welfare-oriented towards 

workfare-driven social policy that increases the degree of compulsion for social assistance 

recipients, as well as other segments of the unemployed and the underemployed, to enter 
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the labour market to fulfill their basic subsistence needs. The example of Woryirst 

provides the clearest evidence to date of the Canadian State's role in legitimizing the TER 

as one viable alternative to the contracting SER and thereby increasing the level of 

coercion in the labour market. 

The Conclusion returns to the questions posed at the outset of the study. After 

recalling the argument advanced in Chapter One and further elaborated in subsequent 

chapters, it synthesizes the central findings of the study by sketching the shape of the early 

precursors, the immediate forerunners and the curent manifestation of the TER. 

Finally, the Postscrîpt outlines areas where fbrther feminist research and 

intervention is necessary. It focuses its attention on examining the challenges and 

prospects for organizing temporary help workers. This discussion takes the precanous 

character of the TER (and its precursors) established in the Conclusion as its point of 

departure. It argues that, beyond adapting outmoded modes of regulation, the only way 

to improve the substandard conditions of employment associated with temporary help 

work, as weI1 as other non-standard forms of employment where women and other 

marginalized groups of workers predominate, is through embracing broader-based 

bargaining initiatives that make collective representation possible for these workers. Still, 

it recognizes that building more inclusive structures of representing workers is a 

monumental task, one that necessitates a shifi in political ernphasis and priorities not only 

among State actors but among vanous segments of organized labour and civil society as a 



Notes - 
' ~ h e  SER typically entails, "the employrnent of workers for wages by another person or 
firm, where the worker has only one employer, works full-time on the employer's prernises 
and expects (or is expected) to be employed indefinitely" (Schellenberg and Clark, 1996: 
2). Evolving in the post-World War II era, this employment relationship "incorporated a 
degree of regularity and durability in employment relationships, protected workers from 
socially unacceptable practices and working conditions, established ngbs and obligations, 
and provided a core of social stability to underpin economic growth" (Rogers and Rogers, 
1989: 1). 

It is essential to emphasize that even at its height the SER was merely the 
normative mode1 for employment, a mode1 against which to measure al1 other forms of 
employment. It did not reflect the reality of aZZ workers in advanced capitalist welfare 
States even in the post-war period. While scholars often claim that it was once the n o m  
for most workers, the SER represents a (white) male standard. Women, immigrants and 
people of colour largely Iacked the social entitlements associated with the SER in the post- 
World War II penod. In Chapter One, 1 address the normative character of the SER and 
its highly gendered underpinnings in significant detail. 

In sharp contrast, the TER normally entails a triangular relationship between a 
worker, a temporary help agency and a client firm that violates al1 the central features of 
the SER. The worker establishes occupational comections with several employers rather 
than one, is rarely party to an open-ended employrnent contract and is often engaged in 
part-time or casual employment (Carré, 1992; ILO, 1997; Mangum, Maya11 and Nelson, 
1985; OECD, 1995). 1 descnbe the shape of the conternporary TER in Chapter One as 
well and trace its evolution in subsequent chapters. 

2 At the end of World War 1, Part XVIII of the Treaty of Versailles entrenched several 
principles designed to delineate fundamental workers' rights. Known as the "workers' 
clauses," these principles, which were subsequently rnodified and included in the 
Constitution of the International Labour Organization (ILO), included the affirmation that 
"labour is not a commodity". This principle suggested quite literally that "workers should 
not have to pay for work"; IL0 Member States therefore used it to devise a fiamework 
for regulating the activities of fee-charging employment agencies, early precursors to the 
contemporary temporary help agency (ILO, 1992a, 1992b; ILO, 1997: 5; Labour Gazette, 
December 19 19: 1425; O'Higgins, 1997). However, the precept "labour is not a 
commodity" and the sentiments behind it also gradually led many national govemments to 
forrnally extend to workers the nght to circulate fieely in the labour market. Chapter One 
addresses the significance of this maxim in greater depth. 

' ~ h e  theoretical literature on segmented labour markets is quite extensive. In subsequent 
chapters, I draw primarily on "third generation" Segmented Labour Markets Theory. This 



body of literature departs from early dual labour market models adopting a multi-causal 
analysis of segmented labour markets. Unlike many first and second generation 
segmented labour markets theorists, third generation theorists distance themselves from 
neo-classical econornic theory. Positing that, "segmentation is the outcome of the 
contingent and dialectical interaction of severai causal tendencies," third generation 
theorists are acutely sensitive to the relationship between institutional and social forces 
(Peck, 1996: 75). Thus, as addressed in Chapter One, processes of social reproduction, 
actions of the State and the struggles of labour and social movernents are central to their 
understanding of the nature and origins of segmented labour markets (see for example: 
Rubery, 1989; Rubery and Wilkinson, 1994; Picchio, 1992). 

   hile the Regulation approach is normally identified with the work of French political 
economists such as Miche1 Aglietta, Robert Boyer and Alain Lipietz, this school of 
thought has become very diverse since its inception in the 1970s and many other scholars, 
such as David Harvey (1989), Jane Jenson (1989b) and Bob Jessop (1990), have begun to 
engage with their work. Chapter One cntically engages with several theonsts associated 
with the French Regdation School. 

' ~ n  delineating these stages, 1 am drawing on the early theoretical insights of David 
Gordon, Richard Edwards and Michael Reich advanced in their book Se~mented Work, 
Divided Workers (1 987). 

Following Gordon, Edwards and Reich, 1 acknowledge at the outset that each of 
these successive phases undoubtedly has a distinctive character. However, in extending 
their original claims, it is essential to stress that forces of extension, stabilization, 
expansion and decay CO-exist within every stage. As well, each phase is geographically 
and historically contingent. 

%tatistics Canada only began to collect data on personnel suppliers at the four-digit 
Standard Industrial Classification level in 1985. 

'1 label this part of my research a branch observation in attempt to distinguish it fiorn 
participation and participant observation. Like Sandra Kirby and Kate McKenna (1989), I 
appreciate the notion of the invisible continuum between participation and research as an 
observer. In these scholars' view, research as a participant involves becoming totally 
immersed in the expenence that is being observed with the aim of understanding the 
experience as completely as possible as a full participant (Kirby and McKenna, 1989: 77). 
In contrast, research as an observer may involve an interactive relationship with those 
individuals being observed but the observer is largely outside the situation being observed. 
Finally, participant observation involves a combination of participation and observation 
(Kirby and McKenna, 1989: 79). It combines several ways of gathering information such 
as surveys, persona! accounts, chronicles and document analysis with direct observation. 



The branch observation that I undertook most closely resembied research as an observer 
due to the kind of information that I sought to obtain and the type of data gathenng that 1 
undertook (Le., direct observation and document analysis) (Appendix A). 

8 In subsequent chapters, 1 refer to the prototypical temporary help agency of the 1950s 
and 1960s, centred around the image of the "Kelly Girl" (Le., the young woman clencal 
worker seeking some "extra pocket money") as the 'classic' temporary help agency. 



Chapter One 

"Labour is not a Cornmodityl'?: 
Shifting Ernployment Norms and the Modern Labour Market Interrnediary 

It feels like you're supposed to conduct yourself like a regular employee with none 
of the advantages of it. It is a bit odd to be in a situation where you recognize that 
more than the work you do for the Company, your red worth to them is your 
disposability. They don't want me because 1 am good at what 1 do. They want me 
because they can get rid of me easily (T7). 

More than perhaps any other category of workers, temporary help workers have 

the appearance of being listed, bought, sold and traded in the labour market. Given that 

temporary help agencies are "labour suppliersy', temporary help workers are treated like 

commodities even though they freely enter into a relationship with a particular temporary 

help agency and, therefore, choose to sel1 their labour power. Thus, it is wonh probing 

labour power's comrnodity status under capitalism to locate and understand fÙIly the 

situation of temporary help workers in conternporary Canadian society, how their status 

has changed over the twentieth century and the gendered underpimings of these changes. 

This chapter introduces the three main lenses of theoretical inquiry in this study: 

the investigation of labour power's pecirliar commodity status; the exploration of the rise 

and decline of the SER as the ilormative mode1 of employment; and the examination of the 

gendered character of prevailing employment trends. To this end, it contnbutes to the 

large but rather gender-blind body of scholarship explorhg the nature of labour power as a 

comrnodity by probing its status under capitalism at a conceptual level and descnbing the 

gendered ways in which States have dealt with it histoncally. The central aim of the 

chapter is to give theoretical sustenance to the following argument. In the afiermath of 
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World War 1, States involved in crafting the post-war settlement ushered in the modem 

labour market by, arnong other things, advancing the maxim "labour is not a commodity" 

in the founding Charter of the International Labour Organization (ILO). Responding to 

pressure from organized labour and other segments of civil society seeking to rninimize the 

social and economic devastation that followed the war, many countries took direction 

fiom the sentiments behind this maxim by curtailing the activities of private employment 

agencies, establishing fiee public employment services and introducing other measures 

aimed at protecting workers at the national level. Their efforts at limiting labour power's 

peculiar commodity status, which entailed introducing these and other social protections 

for workers, were particularly successful in the post-World War II period when the SER 

rose to dominance as a rrormative mode1 of employment. However, with the shifi away 

fiom the SER since the early 1970s and the comesponding spread of the TEK two trends 

that are indicative of the feminization of employment, workers situated at the expanding 

margins of the labour market are increasingly treated like commodities. This most recent 

set of developments, which is the focal point of this study, underscores the conflict-ridden 

attempt to mask the commodity status of capitalist wage-labour in the ILO's founding 

Charter. Labour power is inevitably a most penrlim commodity under capitalism; while 

the extent of its cornmodification may Vary, this fact is increasingly evident with the 

decline of secunty and freedom in the wage relation.' 

To develop the preceding argument and introduce the theoreticai lenses operating 

throughout this study, this chapter consists of three sections. Section 1 begins at a 
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conceptual level by describing labour power's peczdiur commodity status and relating it to 

a central tension in capitalist labour markets. Section II first identifies the prirnary means 

by which States have atternpted to mediate this tension and, thereby, prevent labour power 

from being hyper-commodified; in so doing, it characterizes the SER, a masculine 

employment nom that evolved largely out of an entente between capital and organized 

labour in the post-World War II period, as a product of perhaps the most profound effort 

to minimize labour power'spendior comrnodity statu to date. It then outlines the 

gradua1 erosion of the SER and introduces the notion of the TER characterizing it as a 

feminized employment relationship based on the tnangular employment relationship 

associated with the THI. To further probe the process of ernployment-change related to 

the spread of the TER in the late 1990s. Section III examines scholarly literature on the 

global ferninization of employment and evaluates its utility at a descriptive and an 

explanatory Ievel. The chapter concludes by presenting the preliminary synthesis dnving 

the organization of the remainder of the study. 

1. Labour Power's 'Peculiar' Commodiiy Status 

The notion of labour power as a commodity is highIy contested among social 

thinkers.' Still, many contemporary critical thinkers associate the commodity status of 

labour power with a central tension in capitalist labour markets, one that must be mediated 

tu preserve their legitimacy (see for example: Peck, 1996; Picchio, 1992). This tension 

revolves around the fact that capitalist labour markets require the circulation of labour 

power but the production of labourers (the embodiment of labour power), which differs 



from the production of all other comrnodities, requires constraints on the market 

circulation of labour power. The penrliar commodity status of labour power underpins 

this tension and gives rise to important contradictions in capitalist labour markets: on the 

one hand, the power to work is bought and sold but, on the other hand, the free person is 

attached to the cornmodity. 

Labour power'spendiar commodity status represents a central axis in this study at 

both a theoretical and a historical level. At a theoretical level, it is central to the unique 

character of the capitaIist labour market and the contradictions inherent within it. That is, 

it lies at the heart of the profound conflict between the standard of living of workers, 

which is never determined by the market mechanism exclusively but affected by historical, 

institutional and moral forces (Marx, 1976: 275), and the drive for accumulation. This 

conflict makes capitalism perpetually unstable and requires mediation on the part of the 

State (Picchio, 1992). For this reason, and since temporary help workers are treated Iike 

commodities by the agencies that place them on the market as well as by the fims that use 

them to increase their "labour flexibility", this section describes the nature of labour 

power, examining both its "peculiar" character and its persisting "commodity" status. It 

specifically addresses those features that distinguish labour power from other cornmodities 

and, thus, what makes the labour market distinct from other markets, extending the early 

insights of thinkers, such as Marx and Polanyi by drawing on those of contemporary 

feminist scholars. 



3 1 

There is, of course, considerable debate over the most appropriate means of 

characterizing labour power as well as ascribing its most important attributes. Even 

critical social thinkers vanously label labour power as a "peculiar" commodity, a "fictive" 

commodity (Polanyi, 1957), a "pseudocommodity" (Storper and Walker, 1983) and a 

"problematic category" (Bloc, 1990). Still, they tend to agree on one centra1 issue: 

foIlowing Marx (1976), who demonstrated that under capitalism the sale and purchase of 

labour power did not imply the ownership of the worker but rather his or her capacity to 

work and, therefore, required the worker to be free 'in the double sense' (272), they 

concur that labour power is not of the same order as other commodities due to its 

inherently social character. Thus, there is danger in treating it like a typical commodity.' 

As Storper and Walker note: 

To confuse labour [power] with true cornmodities means adopting the following 
incorrect assumptions: the worker is the same as objects of work ... The production 
process is devoid of al1 social relations and social life that affect worker behaviour; 
wage work equals slavery, Le. the purchase of labour [power] gives the capitalist 
complete ownership of the worker, rather than merely the right to employ the 
worker for a limited perïod of time; children are raised solely for the purpose of 
becoming workers for hire; labour [power] has a fixed, objective cost of 
reproduction; the ownership of the means of production is the same as the 
"ownership" of one's own person; and the former confers no special power or 
benefits to the capitakt (Storper and Walker, 1983 as cited by Peck, 1996: 25). 

These remarks suggests that labour power's social character makes it distinct from al1 

other commodities in, at least, six basic ways. First, the labourer may sel1 his or her labour 

power, echoing Marx's crucial distinction between labour (the activity of work) and labour 

power (the capacity to work), but s/he has no price (Marx, 1976: C. 1; Mandel, 1976: 50). 

Second, unlike other cornmodities, except living commodities, it is impossible to separate 



32 

the labourer from his or her work even though the sale of labour power ofien alienates the 

worker from his or her creative capacities. Third, in the case of the cornmodity labour 

power, socio-demographic processes control the volume of supply, processes that have 

their own logic: the only (indirect) means of controlling the labour supply is through 

political regulation since, as ferninist and other cntical scholars demonstrate, the pure logic 

of capitalist relations cannot assure the production and reproduction of labour power 

(Barret, 1988; Offe 1985). Fourth, labour power is a perishable good. Fifth, the seller of 

labour is always at a disadvantage, relative to capital, in the bargaining process because, 

"the supply side has no way of controlling its own volume in a market-strategic manner," 

as Offe notes (17). Sixth, and finally, the extraction of labour from labour power creates 

numerous points of contlict between the buyer and the seller; in addition to negotiations 

over price (Le., over wages) conflicts anse over intensity, pace and conditions of work 

(Foley, 1991: 297). 

The central reason that labour power is apenrliar type of commodity under 

capitalism is because it is attached to the worker. The worker has agency, s h e  has some 

capacity to resist oppressive conditions of work, and, therefore, the  allocation and control 

of labour power has definitive limits, although these limits Vary histoncally (Peck, 1996). 

Still, the fact that labourers are produced outside the labour market, norrnally through 

highly gendered divisions of labour, is frequently underplayed in discussions examining the 

comrnodity status of labour power. This omission is not surprising since Mani himself 

excludes the dimension of social reproduction in his examination of labour power's 



peculiar commodity status (Marx, 1976: 655). However, as feminist scholars 

demonstrate, if we are tmly to understand labour power's peculiar commodity status as 

well as the gendered and racialized underpinnings of capitalist llbour markets and the 

central tensions within them, it is essential to address this shortcoming (see for example: 

Picchio, 1992; Rubery and Humphries, 1984). 

The fact that labour power is produced outside the labour market through 

affective ties, usually in families and based largely on women's unwaged domestic labour 

(Armstrong and Armstrong, 2983; Elson, 1995; Luxton, 1990; Picchio, 1992; Rubery and 

Humphries, 1984), makes it subject to a very different logic than other commodities. 

Indeed, it reinforces the limits that employers confront in ailocating and controlling labour 

power and workers themselves and it also affects the circulation of labour power that is so 

central to the smooth operation of the capitalist system. More than any other dimension 

of labour power's pearliar commodity status, the means by which workers are produced 

also makes the labour market distinct fi-om al1 other markets. Since labour power is 

produced in the non-market sector, the labour market must serve as a dividing line 

between the system of social reproduction and the market sector, where production 

largely takes place (Picchio, 1992; Rubery and Humphreys, 1984). It must also perform a 

twofold allocative function: distribute the labour power of individual workers among 

concrete production processes and provide rnonetary (income) and social (status) rneans 

of subsistence to people engaged in both the market and the non-market sectors (Offe, 

1985: 14, 52-53; Picchio, 1992).4 Thus, unlike commodity markets, the labour market is 
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not a self-sustaining institution, whereby al1 labour power is produced, disposed and 

consumed. Nor does its existence make al1 workers free (Le., as free as possible given that 

labour power is bought and sold) under capitalism. Rather, as Antonella Picchio (1992) 

notes, "because it [the labour market] is necessarily based on collective insecunty and on 

subordination of the process of social reproduction to the process of accumulation" and 

because it poses as a "dividing line", the shape of the labour market reveals that capitalism 

involves the generalization of (relatively) free wage labour but workers' fieedoms are 

never total under this system. Thepecnlior status of labour power as a commodity is 

certainly underpinned by a degree of freedom -- indeed, what is unique about the capitalist 

labour market is that workers have a host of unprecedented legal-politico riçhts and 

entitlernents -- but its commodity status and, thus, a degree of unfreedorn, still remains. 

In contemporary discussions of labour power's peczcliar commodity status, 

considerable emphasis is placed on its free character; indeed, this is what leads Picchio 

(1992: 6), for example, to characterize the capitalist labour market as the "best among 

historically existing systems for commanding labour and distributing the means of 

subsistence." This emphasis, however, which underscores the success of States' attempts 

at obscuring the commodity status of labour power since World War 1, has significant 

consequences. Most centrally, it rnakes the generalization of fiee waged labour appear 

total, obscuring persisting forms of unfree (waged and unwaged) labour in twentieth 

century as well as the different degrees of free and unfree waged labour in capitalism. 
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In their respective works, Robert Miles (1987) and Vic Satzewich (1989) aim to 

demonstrate that unfiree labour is an "anomalous necessity" in capitalism and, in so doing, 

point to several categones of unfree labour that are of particular relevance to this study of 

the history and evolution of the TER. They also demonstrate that the degree of fieedom 

expenenced by workers in the conternporary labour market has highly racialized 

~nderpinnings.~ Miles and Satzewich amve at two common categories of unfree labour: 

namely, unfree unwaged labour and unfree waged labour. In defining unfree unwaged 

labour, they acknowledge that this is the category of unfiee labour to which Man: himself 

pnmanly referred. Following Marx, both Miles and Satzewich consider serfidom and 

slavery as the primary examples of unfree unwaged labour. It is interesting to note here 

that both types of unfree unwaged labourers are viewed as the property of their masters; 

bought and sold, the status of the serfand the slave is somewhat akin to that of other 

commodities. In other words, the labourer, not only her or his labour power, is 

commodified. Miles and Satzewich also note that unwaged domestic labour may indeed 

represent an additional form of unfree unwaged labour (Miles, 1987: 52-53; Satzewich, 

199 1 : 40). Unfortunately, however, like Marx (1976: 655). neither scholar takes this 

important observation forward within their workV6 

In developing the concept unfree waged labour Miles and Satzewich extend Marx's 

insight that capitalist relations of production involves a form of 'economic bondage' and, 

hence, embody a substantial degree of coercion (Marx, 1976: 723). According to Marx 

(1976: 4 15): 



It must be acknowledged that our worker ernerges from the process of production 
looking different frorn when he  entered it. In the market, as owner of the 
comrnodity 'labour-power', he stood face to face with other owners of 
commodities, one owner against the other owner. The contract by which he sold 
his labour-power to the capitalist proved in black and white, so to speak, that he 
was free to dispose himseK But when the transaction was concluded, it was 
discovered that he was no 'free agentf, that the penod of time for which he is fkee 
to sel1 his labour-power is the penod of time for which he is forced to sel1 it. 

Here, Marx argues that fiee wage labourers Iose access to the ownership of the means of 

production in gaining access to the labour market and, more centrally, he demonstrates the 

inherently coercive nature of labour market relations. He therefore shows that, while fiee 

wage labourers possess their labour power as a form of pnvate property, and are both fiee 

to dispose of it and to choose how their wages are spent, their arena of personal 

determination is severely constrained by market conditions as well as the need to sustain 

themselves. However, while they build on these insights, Miles and Satzewich move 

beyond Marx to assert that unfree Iabour is not only characterized by the absence of the 

wage-relation and physical forms of compulsion but also by the imposition of politico- 

legal constraints affecting the labourer's ability to circulate freely within a given labour 

market (Miles, 1987: 32). They define forms of unfree waged labour as occurring when 

"the circulation of labour power as a commodity is subject to politico-legal constraints 

which restrict the individual's ability to determine the allocation of his or her labour power 

subject to the conditions of the labour market" (Miles, 1987: 32).' 

With respect to this inquiry, the most relevant examples of enduring forms of 

unfiee waged labour to which Miles and Satzewich refer are contractual servitude and 

contract migrant labour, where the existence of a contract forces the worker to give up the 
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nght to retum to the labour market for a specified period of time (Miles, 1987: 32). In 

contemporary Canada, foreiçn domestic workers and migrant f m  workers represent the 

majority of contract migrant workers (Arat-Koc, 1990; Bakan and Stasiulus, 1997; 

Silvera, 1983). What rnakes these forms of unfree waged labour so dificult to uncover 

and so highly contested is the appearance of a direct exchange relationship alongside a 

coercive form of legal domination that obstructs the free operation of the labour market. 

However, both Mies and Satzewich identify several means of revealing the unfree 

character of contractual sewitude and contract migrant labour. For example, Miles makes 

the following comment about their intnnsicafly unfree nature: 

... the pnmary significance of the contract to the designation of relations of 
production as unfree lies not only with whether or not the contract was freely 
entered into by bot h parties, 6irt also ivith ils effects trpon the labotirer's trse and 
control over labotir power (Miles, 1987: 178-9, my ernphasis). 

This assertion, highlights the potential for the employer to exploit the worker once the 

contract commences. Satzewich deepens the political dimension of unfreedom cornmon to 

contractual servitude and contract migrant labour by noting: 

It [unfree waged labour] can also occur in instances wherepolitical a d  Zegal 
re lotions prevent people from takiig zrp certain positiorts ~vithin the division of 
labour. In such instances, the conditions of unfreedom are determined by the 
inability to cirailate freely within a i~ntioml lcrboiir marke t... the cornmon 
determinant of unfreedom is that workers face formal-legal restrictions over the 
disposa1 of their labour power (Satzewich, 1991 : 42-43, my emphasis). 

In making these related daims, Miles and Satzewich ernphasize the role of the 

State in delimiting the terms and conditions of unfreedom. Satzewich isolates the 

distinction between immigrant and migrant labour as a case in point; here, the State 



38 

deploys political and civil divisions to determine the relative status of each group 

(Satzewich, 199 1: 41). On a broader conceptual level, Miles argues that the State sets out 

the conditions under which labour can be used and exploited in the nationaI labour market, 

etforces and arbitrates relations of production (including relations of unfreedom) to 

ensure their reproduction, coitrrols mechanisms of labour recruitment and, as in the case 

with convict labour, may even exploit labour itseIf (Miles, 1987: 182-83). Thus, the 

unfree character of contract migrant labour, for example, is not determined solely by the 

desire among employers to recmit highly exploitable workers but also reflects the attempt 

on the part of States to rnediate uneven capitalist development within and across national 

borders through politico-legal rneans (Miles, 1987: 185). 

As the ensuing case study shall demonstrate, the means by which States have 

historically managed uneven capitalist development within and between national labour 

markets, as well as the tensions inherent in capitalist labour markets, have often involved 

an attempt to mask thepecdiar comrnodity status of labour power. However, at the 

same time, they have also contnbuted to legitimizing labour market entities that treat 

labour power and ofien workers themselves, as mere commodities, such as private 

employment agencies, and employment relationships, such as the TER, that take 

advantage of labour power's pemliar commodity status, particularly the fact that it is 

produced outside the labour market based largely on women's unpaid domestic labour. 

This bnngs us to one of the central questions driving this study of the history and 

evolution of the TER in Canada: namely, how do the experiences of temporas, help 
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workers differ from other categories of workers in the contemporary Canadian labour 

market? More specifically, is the commodity status of the temporary help worker's labour 

power more pronounced than other types of workers, especially that of the standard 

worker? If this is the case, then a study of the evolution of the TER not only has 

explanatory potential in establishing the current direction of employrnent change but also 

in deepening our understanding of labour power's pecziliar cornmodity status in the 

contemporary context. 

There is little doubt that most temporary help workers are unfree waged 

labourers as defined by Miles and Satzewich. While some of these workers (e.g., 

Woryirst participants) may experience economic compulsion of a sirnilar magnitude to 

contract migrant labourers and labouren engaged in contractual servitude, the State does 

not actively curtail their labour market mobility rights. Moreover, even though rnany - 

temporary help workers are effectively confined to a particular location within the division 

of labour, they retain the right to select an employer. Thus, while their conditions of 

employment differ significantly fiom the prototypical standard worker, it is inappropnate 

to compare them with contract migrant labourers for example. Neverthetess, the 

conditions of employrnent surrounding temporary help work and the shape of the TER in 

operation differentiate temporasl help workers fiom other categories of workers, making 

these workers particularly vulnerable to being treated as mere comrnodities, a danger that 

is present in al1 capitalist labour markets to varying degrees. 
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Aithough temporary help workers are not engaged in fixed-duration contracts that 

formally lirnit their mobility in the labour market, in registering with a temporary help 

agency, they surrender their right to choose both their work site and their direct-employer. 

They also yield their nght to select freely their place within the division of labour because, 

in signing an eniployment agreement with the temporary help agency, temporary help 

workers forfeit their ability to choose their preferred type of work. Indeed, the temporary 

help agency not only assigns workers to a specific work site but also to a particular 

location within the occupational division of labour, fiequently disregarding the ski11 set 

claimed by the individual worker (Chapter Five). Additionally, the triangular shape of the 

TER prevents many temporary help workers from benefiting from standard labour 

protections (bot h minimum standards laws and collective bargaining legislation) accorded 

to workers in bilateral employment relationships, such as notice of termination and 

severance pay, and social insurance coverage comparable to their counterparts engaged in 

SERS (Chapters Five and Six). These central facets of the contemporary TER, as well as 

others to be descnbed in succeeding chapters, highlight the declining legal-politico 

freedoms arnongst workers at the expanding margins of the labour market. They also 

reveal the persistence of outmoded customs, habits and practices in the labour market and 

labour market entities, whose roots go back at least a century, as well as the decline of 

public employment services and other measures designed to minirnize labour power's 

pentliur cornmodity status. 

Given that we have now begun the process of probing labour power'spendiar 
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commodity status under capitalism conceptually and investigating how the contemporary 

temporas. help worker fits into this picture, it is now useful to move from the conceptual 

level to the historical IeveI. To this end, the next section tums t9 examine the attempt on 

the part of States, which began after World War 1 and intensified after World War II, to 

advance the maxim "labour is not a commodity" and the concrete measures following 

directly from it (ILO, 1994a; Lee, 1997; O'Higgins, 1997). 

II, "Labour is Not a Cornmodity": Enriy Efforts at  Obscuring the Commodity 
Status of  Labour Power 

The maxim "labour is not a commodity" underpinned one of the earliest collective 

atternpts on the part of States to stimulate the emergence of the modem labour market. 

As indicated in the Introduction, the ongins of this declaration rnay be traced to the end of 

World War 1. At this juncture, the Treaty of Versailles (Part XVIII) entrenched seven 

core principles designed to delineate fundamental workers' nghts in what becarne known 

informally as the "Labour Charter". These principles included: the right of association; 

payment of an adequate wage to maintain a reasonable standard of living; equal pay for 

equal work; an 8-hour day or 48-hour week; a weekly rest of at least 24 hours; abolition 

of child labour; equitable economic treatment of a11 workers in a country; an inspection 

system to ensure the enforcement of laws and worker protections; and the maxim that 

"labour is not a cornmodity" (Lee, 1997)? The IL0 became the guardian of these 

pnnciples when it was founded in 191 9 (ILO, 1994a: 6-7; Lee, 1997: 468). AIthough the 

Charter as a whole contnbuted to the development of a host of core international labour 

standards, the idea that "labour is not a commodity" was a particularly important theme in 
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this period. Indeed, the international cornmunity first embraced this maxim at a time of 

tremendous social and economic turmoil and, most notably for the purposes of this study, 

in an era when private employment agencies faced harsh criticisms for perpetrating abuses 

in the global labour market (ILO, 1994a). 

In proclaiming that labour must not be treated as a mere commodity, spurred by 

pressure from several national govemments, workers' organizations and social refonners 

alike, the IL0 effectively called on national govemments to extend formally to a11 workers 

the nght to circulate freely in the labour market. In effect, the IL0 sought to create a new 

type of labour market. But, beyond encouraging States to support the formation of 

modem (Le., free) labour markets, the IL0 had severai more specific aims. It crafted this 

maxim as a fint step in establishing a coherent set of international labour standards 

designed to minimize the degree of 'economic bondage' endured by workers by 

introducing rules that would more sharply distinguish the labour market from al1 other 

commodity markets. 

When the IL0 first became an international voice on labour issues, one whose 

mandate was to address workers' interests within the confines of the modem capitalist 

labour market, the Ieading principle in its Charter came to be interpreted narrowly as 

suggesting that "workers should not have to pay for work" (ILO, 1997a). Therefore, 

beginning in 19 19, the IL0 used this principle as a justification for devising two specific 

types of regulatory measures that are of foremost importance in this study: first, measures 

designed to regdate fee-charging employment agencies and second, to encourage the 
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establishment of free public employment services nationally (ILO, 1923; ILO, 1933a; ILO, 

1949; ILO, 1994a). Later in the century, particularly in the aftermath of World War II, 

the declaration also became key to establishing a host of new measures designed to 

stimulate the creation of the modem capitalist welfare state, whereby al1 people were 

entitled to basic social prograrns ranging from rnedical care to matemity protections to 

education and training (Lee, 1997). 

In serving as an emblem of the post-war welfare state, the maxim "labour is not a 

commodity" also encouraged the emergence of the SER as a norrnafive model of 

employment, albeit one that only extended to a narrow group of male workers primarily in 

core sectors of the economy. This nornm!ive model of employment was arguably the 

product of the most successful effort at brokering a central tension in capitalist labour 

markets by obscunng thepecrtliar comrnodity status of labour power in this century: the 

decline of the SER signals the breakdown of this effort at mediation. Given the 

importance of these developments, the remainder of this section traces the emergence of 

the SER, identifying the legal, social, and political institutions upon which it is based, and 

probes its recent erosion, isolating several common explanations for contemporary 

employment trends by critically engaging with the insights of Regulation T h e o g  and 

Segmented Labour Markets ~heory." It then introduces the TER, an employment 

relationship which has its basis in the TH1 but is becoming increasingly comrnon in the 

Canadian labour market, developing another central lens of analysis in this study." 
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The Rise of the SER 

The ongins of the SER may be traced to developments at the turn-of-the-century. 

However, as a normative entity, it is largely a product of the post-World War II 

reconstmction period. Various international and national developrnents may be credited 

with precipitating its accelerated rise in the afterrnath of World War II. Chief among these 

stimuli were the formal recognition of the link between unemployment and social and 

political ills pervading the post-war period, and the related acknowledgment that, "the 

interplay of blind economic forces" could not ensure the fùlfillment of the social objectives 

deemed necessary for reconstruction (ILO. 1944: ii). Both these realizations were 

grounded in the lessons of the Great Depression, when the free market system had failed 

on a grand scale and massive unemployment and poverty abounded (Armstrong and 

Armstrong, 1989: 67). Together, they contributed to a coordinated international effort, 

spearheaded by institutions such as Bretton Woods, the IL0 and the United Nations, and 

the Roosevelt govemment in the United States, to stimulate sustained economic growth 

through the formation of the modem welfare state (Spero, 1990: 2 1-27; Gill and Law, 

1988: 127-158, 170-172; Gitpin. 1984: 132-33). At the level of the nation state, the goal 

of full-employment was at the centre of the agenda; after all, the war had shown that full- 

employment was indeed possible given the unprecedented strength of core industries and 

the growth of mass production. But, even more important, afier the war, large segments 

of the populace viewed full-employment as a moral imperative. The text of the Onicial 

Record of the International Labour Conference (1944), which set the terrns of the 
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Philadelphia Declaration and re-affirmed the maxim "labour is not a commodity" 

communicates the depth of this sentiment: 

... the nght to subsist, the nght not to die of starvation, can no longer be regarded 
as exhausting the clairns of the individual upon the modem state. Men and women 
will no longer tolerate an organization of society under which those who are 
willing and anxious to work are obliged to foneit their self-respect by remaining 
idle (ILO, 1944: i). 

At a domestic level, this moral imperative translated into a findamental challenge 

to re-integrate World War II troops into the economy and, equally significant, to re- 

establish groups of workers that were formerly either part of the non-market sector or the 

marginal labour force, primarily women, young people and the elderly, who took over 

adults men's jobs dunng the war. In the Canadian contea, Ire-establishment' involved 

creating new universal social programmes that "would help maintain demand [and, hence, 

consumption] while encouraging women to drop out of the labour force, leaving places for 

men demobilized from the armed forces" (Armstrong and Armstrong, 1989: 69). It also 

involved the creation of explicitly exclusionary policies that barred mamed women from 

entenng specific professions, such as teaching, and large segments of the labour market, 

including the Federal Public SeMce (Cuthbert-Brandt, 1982: 247; Pierson and Light, 

1990: 260; Morgan, 1988). Hence, the reference to full-employment had a particular 

connotation in Canada and elsewhere: that is, full-employment for men." 

War-time devastation and the resulting cross-national desire to create effective 

reconstruction machinery contributed to a spirit of compromise intemationally. Led by the 

increased power of the United States, which held the balance of power militanly and 
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monetarily afier World War II, a series of bargains and repositionings was struck between 

two normally antagonistic actors in the capitalist labour market -- corporate capital and 

organized labour - and arbitrated by nation States. David Harvey (1989: 133) nicely sums 

up the character of this entente noting: 

The state had to take on new (Keynesian) roles and build new institutional powers; 
corporate capital had to trim its sails in certain respects in order to move more 
smoothly on the track of secure profitability; and organized labour had to take on 
new roles and functions with respect to performance in labour markets and in 
production processes. 

To reach a rapprochement, the core of the organized working class had to abandon its 

histonc attachment to craft-based production for a secure place in the mass production 

system: this side of the compromise transiated into real wage gains in exchange for factory 

discipline. Corporate capital had to accept steady rather than accelerated growth in 

investrnents brought about by enhanced efficiency: this side of the compromise translated 

into raised standards of living for a large segment of wage earners in exchange for more or 

less guaranteed growth for corporate capital (Gordon, Edwards and Reich, 1987). Most 

centrally, however, the post-war compromise demanded that governments, through 

building social security, health care, education and housing systems and policies, provide a 

reasonable social wage. As Bob Jessop (1994: 16) argues, "securing institutional 

integration and social cohesion of the social formation," became the central objective of 

the advanced capitalist welfare state. 

The post-war compromise is often associated with Fordist-Keynesianism. While 

the roots of Fordism may be traced to Henry Ford's deployment of Taylorist techniques as 
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early as 1914, what made this bargain Fordst-Keynesianism was Ford's belief that mass 

production meant mass consurnption and, hence, a new means of reproducing labour. The 

notion of the SER initially symbolized by the $5 eight-hour work-day espoused by 

national corporate figures like Ford, international figures like Keynes, and institutions such 

as the ILO, arose out of this compromise. The SER was intended to provide a narrow 

group of male workers and their families with suficient funds and leisure time to consume 

the mass-produced goods that they were producing. As Michel Aglietta (1979: 154-59) 

initially argued, for the first time Fordism created a norm of working class consumption 

where individual ownership of commodities -- specifically standardized housing (the site of 

private consumption) and the automobile (which allows for a separation between the home 

and the workplace) -- governed the concrete practices of consumption. Indeed, the SER, 

and its associated reference wage, served as the basis for this new consumption norm. 

However, as scholars such as Aglietta and other proponents of French Regdation Theory 

do not suficiently acknowledge, this norm only extended to workers in high-wage and 

high value-added sectors where mass production techniques took hold. The SER was 

indeed a n o m  but, as Ann Porter (1996) argues, its benefits did not extend to workers in 

female-dominated sectors; her claim may also be extended to immigrant workers in a 

range of sectors. Since Fordism clearly involved increased polarization between the high- 

and the low-wage working-class, the riorm of working-class consumption to which 

Aglietta refers only reflected the consumption practices of workers in core sectors. 
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With the gradual, although partial, materialization of Ford's vision, specifically the 

idea that sustained economic growth could be achieved through the twin forces of mass 

production and domestic consumption, the SER came to be characterized as a life-long, 

continuous, full-tirne employment relationship where the worker has one employer and 

normally works on the employer's premises or under his or her direct supervision 

(Butchetrnann and Quack, 1990: 3 15; Muckenberger, 1989: 267; Schellenberg and Clark, 

1996: 1). Thus, its essential elements came to incliide an indeterminate employment 

contract, adequate social benefits that complete the social wage, the existence of a single 

employer, reasonable hours and full-time, full-year employrnent frequently, but not 

necessarily, in a unionized sector. The high level of compensatory social policies, such as 

pensions, unemployrnent insurance and medical coverage, associated with the SER are 

particularly wonhy of emphasis. Accordinç to Rogers and Rogers (1989: 1). this 

normative mode1 of employment initially "incorporated a degree of regularity and 

durability in employrnent relationships, protected workers from socially unacceptable 

practices and working conditions, established rights and obligations, and provided a core 

of social stability to underpin economic growth". Thus, thz SER operated most effectively 

within the framework of the post-war welfare state where workers successfully secured 

associational rights, where collective barçaining nghts were becoming the nom, and 

where rates of unionization were relatively high. Notably, in the Canadian case, the SER 

first rose to normative pre-eminence in a pied (1940-45) when organized workers' 

rnilitancy was at a high point.') Workers' collective strength -- evidenced by the fact that 
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union mernbership quadrupled between 1940 and 1956 in Canada -- and the fear of revolt 

that it generated clearly affected the SER's ascendancy (Garlameau, 1996: 43). 

In examining the spread of Fordism (and the coincident nse of the SER) and 

evaluating it as a development model, many limitations inherent within this mode1 become 

apparent. Not only was Fordism geographically limited to advanced capitalist welfare 

states, only emerging in industrializing countries in so-called peripheral forms, and 

temporally isolated to the twenty-five year penod between approximately 1945 and 1970, 

but the generalization of its social wage through the SER excluded many people within 

leading welfare states, particularly those outside core unionized sectors (Armstrong and 

Armstrong, 1989: 68; Gordon, Edwards and Reich, 1987: 2 15-1 6; Harvey, 1989: 137-38; 

Jenson, 1989b; MacDonald, 199 1 ; Porter, 1996). Correspondingly, welfare states 

endorsed (or failed to endorse) the Fordist-Keynesian compromise and implemented its 

related cornmitment to full-employment to varying degrees.'' 

The geographic and temporal limits of Fordism, and its apparent deficiencies as a 

sustainable economic development rnodel where it took hold, justie charactenzing the 

SER as primarily a normafive mode1 of employment. They also underscore an important 

analytic critique of Regulation Theory, as applied by its early proponents, for its failure to 

acknowledge the significance of the balance-of-ciass-power, both at the national and the 

international level, in shaping the terms of the post-war entente (see for example: 

Botwinick, 1993; MacDonald, 1991). Even more central for our purposes, they reveal a 

myth of the so-called Fordist penod. M e r  World War II, welfare state governments, like 



Canada, did noi extend the social wage to al[ workers. Rather, they encouraged 

employers to differentiate among the labour supply. There have always been segmented 

labour markets: in the public sphere of production, Fordism relied on many types of 

production (srnail-batch and unit production, large-batch and mass production), many 

technologies, many work forces and, most notably, many foms of employment that 

differed from the SER (Pollert, 1988: 58). In this sense, dualism, however masked by the 

normative pre-eminence of the SER, existed in the labour market under Fordism as in 

many other pre-existing capitalist social formations (Broad, 199 1). 

The understandings of Segmented Labour Markets Theory are particularly 

instructive here." At a general level, they contnbute to a thorough-going critique of 

several of the core claims of Regulation Theory, revealing the interna1 inconsistencies 

within so-called Fordist labour markets (Peck, 1996). At a more specific level, they 

contribute to an analysis of the rneans through which capital divides the labour supply, an 

understanding that is useful in examining the many forms of capitalist development and, 

equally important, the variation within and among capitalist labour markets. l6 

Segmentation theorists examine, describe and attempt to explain dualism in the labour 

market largely at the level of the firm. Their ongins rnay be traced to the first generation 

work of Doennger and Piore (1971) who developed the concepts 'prima$ and 'secondary' 

sector and isolated the? roots to technical imperatives and industnal structures while 

retaining classical frameworks. Of particular relevance to this study is the work of third 

generation theonsts, who place greater emphasis on the role of social forces and workers' 
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organizationsl' in seeking causes for segmentation and also critique early variants of 

Segmented Labour Markets Theory, such as dual labour markets analysis, for their 

ahistoricism and for positioning sex as a variable of the same order as age, ethnicity, race 

etc (see for example: MacDonald, 1982: 18% 189; Rubery, 1978: 18- 19). l8 Taking an 

histoncal approach, many of these theorists link duaiism in the labour market to capital's 

use of ascribed characteristics to segment the labour supply (see for example: MacDonald, 

1982; Peck, 1996; Picchio, 198 1 and 1992; Rubery and Humphnes, 1984). Some even 

focus on the important, but often ill-acknowledged, relationship between segmentation 

and social reproduction in identifjing how employers, oflen backed by the State, use 

socially ascribed characteristics to create divisions in the labour market. For example 

accordinç to Jamie Peck (1996: 3 1): 

those social groups placed at a disadvantage in the labour market -- young people, 
women, older workers, the disabled, migrant workers -- also tend to be the bearers 
of characteristics which, in political and cultural spheres, are used in the granting 
of access to forms of unwaged subsistence. It is seen as both normal and 
legitirnate for such groups to participate in the labour market on a discontinuous 
basis. The fact that the mernbers of such groups supposedly have access to 
a socially-sanctioned alternative role outside the labour market tends to undermine 
their position in the waged sphere. 

These insights provide one important, although limited, explanation for why people 

belonging to rnarginalized groups did not benefit from the post-World War II compromise 

through direct access to the SER package -- that is, through the extension of the social 

wage -- the capitalist welfare State's unprecedented success at using the wage to distribute 

subsistence to market, sub-market and non-market groups (Offe, 1985). 
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On the basis of the claims of third generation Segmented Labour Market theonsts, 

we can see how, if only at an institutional Ievel, employers (backed by the State) denied 

women, migrant workers, the disabled, the elderly and other marginalized groups access 

to the SER and, instead, made wage-eamers in prototypically "Fordist" sectors its classic 

beneficiaries (Hobson, 1990; Porter, 1996).19 Still, it is important to acknowledge that 

even third generation Segmented Labour Markets Theory, although it offers many 

instructive descriptive insights, fails to provide a deep causal explanation for the shape of 

dualism persisting in any given post-World War II labour market or other pre-existing 

capitalist labour markets for that matter; despite this important weakness, it is useful to 

harness the work of third generation Segmented Labour Markets Theory to feminist ends, 

following MacDonald (1982), Picchio (1992) and Rubery and Fagan (1994), which is a 

central theme of this chapter and this study as a the wh01e.~~ Like other vanants of 

Segmented Labour Markets Theory, its strength lies primarily in explaining employer 

strategy (and corresponding forms of worker resistance and State policy measures) which 

is, of course, a central focus of inquiry in this study. 

The Decline of tlie SER and the Growtli of Non-Standard Fornu of Enzploynient 

Even in the face of these well-founded critiques of Regulation Theory, the insights 

of specific vanants of Segmented Labour Markets and the questionable notion of 

"Fordism" as a coherent economic development model, it is still useful to reflect on 

Fordism historically, and examine the extent of the "golden age" of the SER In 

retrospect, when we begin to consider its decline, we see that the Fordist-Keynesian 
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compromise and the growth of the SER as the r~ornzative model of employment only 

represented a victory for a narrow group of workers. In the case of the SER, 

Muckenberger (1 989: 267) insightfully observes that, "de-standardization has made US 

conscious of the standard which was fomerly implicit". To this 1 would add that de- 

standardization has also made visible the features of the SER as the central emblem of 

Fordism. 

Cracks and fissures in Fordism, and hence in the SER as a normative model of 

employment, first became apparent in the late 1960s when labour market rigidities became 

obstacles to global economic growth and when nation States began to use monetary policy 

as a tool to perpetuate the post-war boom in the face of rising inflation, slower growth 

and the newly identified problem of "stagflation" (stagnant output of goods and high 

inflation of prices) (GiI1 and Law, 1988: 17 1-1 74; Lee, 1997: 482). These fractious 

tendencies intensified between 1970 and 1973, a period which many scholars label the 

beginning of the end of Fordism and some associate with the nse of 'cornpetitive austerity' 

(Aibo, 1994: 144). Chief among these events were the world property crash, the decision 

by the Oil Producing and Exponing Countries (OPEC) to raise oil pnces and the Arab 

countries' decision to embargo oil expons to the West, which contributed to drastically 

raising the cost of energy (Harvey, 1989: 145). The breakdown of the Bretton Woods 

Agreement, in favour of floating exchange rates, and emerging debt crises also contributed 

to these tensions. Almost simultaneously, a new monetarist ideology, which blarned 

supply-side factors for the lack of labour market flexibility, began to gain credence as 
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countnes abandoned the post-war objective of full-employment. Welfare-oriented social 

policy became subordinate to demands for labour market flexibili$' and, in many 

advanced capitalist welfare States, workfare-dnven poiicy initiatives began to emerge 

(Jessop, 1990: 15). 

The rnid-1970s, which were marked by several of the preceding features, have led 

some scholars who identify with Regulation Theory to associate the period with the 

beginning of neo-Fordism (Aglietta), flexible accumulation (Harvey) or post-Fordism 

(lessop).* Rejecting these labels, others suggest instead that the accelerated drive for 

"£iexibility" in the labour market neither represents a 'radical break' from the past nor a 

'surprise developrnent' because the labour market -- as well as States' mediation of the 

inherent conflict within it -- had shown signs of decay for decades (Broad, 1993; Gordon, 

Edwards and Reich., 1987; MacDonald, 199 1; PoIlert, 1988). The findings of this case 

study largely confirm the insights of the latter group. Indeed, as Chapters Two through 

Seven shall illustrate, the history of the TER (and the set of actors involved in this 

employment relationship) highlights the importance of studying continuities in the 

evolution of capitalist labour markets. In the context of this study, Fordism is a usefùl 

historical label but post-Fordism and its emphasis on radical change has less salience? 

Rather, this study suggests that it is preferable to think in terms of "'continuity through 

change", to use the words of Martha MacDonald (199 1). Indeed, the history and 

evolution of the TER (and the SER) is very much about how States mediatepersisting 

tensions and contradictions in capitalist labour markets, the means by which employen 
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modiQ their practices to suit different regulatory environments and the way in which 

labour resists coercive employment practices and, in so doing, continually attempts to 

minirnize the peculiar commodity aatus of labour power. 

Still, while emphasizing that this work focuses on understanding persisting dualism 

in the labour market, there is considerable evidence that the growth of non-standard forms 

of employment began to outpace the growth of the SER in many advanced welfare States 

beginning in the late 1970s, and this study takes these developments very senously, 

scrutinizing how they mirror (and perhaps even pre-figure) the forms of mediation that 

States are now taking (Economic Council of Canada, 1990; Advisory Group on Working 

Time and the Distribution of Work, 1994; ILO, 1996; OECD, 1993, 1994). For example, 

while patterns and trends Vary nationally and IocaIIy, most OECD countries have 

expenenced substantial increases in at least one form of non-standard employment since 

the 1970s (ILO, 1996). Self-employment grew considerably in the United Kingdom, 

Portugal, New Zealand, Canada and Australia between 1973 and 1993. Similarly, 

temporary employrnent grew rapidly in France, the Netherlands and Spain, and remained 

steady in the United Kingdom. Japan and Gerrnany, as a share of waged employment 

between 1983 and 1993. Most notably, the growth of part-time employment has been 

consistent across the OECD since the 1970s. With the decline, but not the disappearance, 

of the SER, greater income and occupational polanzation also began to emerge as a 

product of de-industrialization in core male-dominated sectors and professionalization in 
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the service sector in the late 1970s and early 1980s (Brodie, 1994: 50; Cohen, 1994: 112; 

Economic Council of Canada, 1990: 15; Shea, 1990: 3." 

While they differ drastically in a number of respects, many non-standard foms of 

employrnent demonstrate a common tendency: the absence of security. Not surprisingly, 

many also involve atypical employrnent contracts (ILO, 1996)? Thus, one of the 

fundamental questions first raised by Segmented Labour Markets Theonsts in the early 

1970s -- namely, to what extent will the new forces of cornpetition lead to changes in the 

terms and conditions of employment, particularly in the form of the labour contract? - is 

especially applicable here (Rubery, 1994: 5). Unlike the SER, the features of which are 

quite easily discemitde, non-standard forms of employment are more easily defined by 

what they are not, than by what they are: in 199 1, the Economic Council of Canada 

defined non-standard forms of employment as simply, "those which differ fiom the 

traditional mode1 of a full-time job," and fùrther indicated that they include ali forms of 

employment falling below a thirty-five hour per week threshold (Economic Council of 

Canada, 1990: 12; Rogers and Rogers, 1989: 2). 

Perhaps because of the lack of coherence among non-standard forms of 

employment, as well as the material and ideological force of the post-war welfare state's 

mediation of central tensions in capitalist labour markets, the SER remains a pivota1 

reference point in defining non-standard forms of employment and their associated 

entitlements (e.g., unemployment insurance, pensions, maternity and patemity benefits, 

sick leave etc.). In contrast to the core features of the SER, non-standard foms  of 
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employment are structurally heteroçeneous (Polivka and Nardone, 1989). Viewed 

collectiveiy, therefore, non-standard forms of work do not offer a new rrormalive model of 

employment of the same order as the SER even though they seem to be replacing full- 

time, full-year employrnent as the norm. 

To~vards a TER? 

Undeniably, the SER only represented the normative model o f  employment in the 

post-war period and rnany scholars argue quite convincingly that the degree of economic 

expansion in this period represents an exception rather than a rule (Broad, 1993; Pollert, 

1988). However, the SER has played a central prescriptive role since the post-World War 

II era, as the model for wages' policy, labour legislation and social policy in Canada and 

abroad. Hence, its significance cannot be overstated: adrnittedly, the rnaterial form of the 

SER never extended to the entire wage-eaming population but it was, and in some 

respects still is, a template for the organization and regulation of the contemporary labour 

market. Therefore, given the apparent erosion of the SER as a norm and in real terms, the 

task of identifjing what types of employment relationships will supplement andor displace 

it at a normative Ievel is increasingly important. 

One of the central themes of this study is that the TER, epitornized by the 

employment relationship associated with the contemporary represents a model of 

employment that is gaining increasing normative prominence in the current period for two 

distinct reasons. First, and most concretely, the TH, its sectoral reference point, has 

expenenced considerable growth over the last two decades both in Canada and other 
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industnaIized countries internationally (Carré, 1992; Hamdani, 1996; Mangum, Mayall and 

Nelson, 19S5)." While industry analysts attnbute the Tm's initial emergence to the mass 

entv of mamed women into the labour market in the 1950s and 1960s with the arrival of 

labour-saving technologies in the home and women's displacement from their location in 

the war-time division of labour, they credit the T'Hl's recent growth to firms' desire to 

abdicate responsibilities conventionally associated with the SER such as those pertaining 

to hiring, administration of benefits and dismissal (Hamdani, 1996). Consequently, the 

buoyancy of the THI does not translate into increased secunty for ternporary help 

workers. In sharp contrast to the SER and regardless of the revenues generated by the 

THI, the TER is based on a more precanous mode1 of ernployment partly due to its origins 

as a female-dominated industry. 

Second, due to its triangular nature, the employment relationship typically 

associated with the THI contradicts a three core features of the SER: the worker 

establishes occupational connections with several employers rather than one, is rarely 

party to an indeterminate contract of employment and often may be dismissed with little 

notice (Cordova, 1986: 64 1). Furthemore, in many advanced welfare States, workers 

engaged in TE& (e-g., temporary help workers) are rarely unionized and/or covered by 

collective agreements in contrast to many of their counterparts engaged in SERS? 

Prospects for organizing these workers in the future also appear quite bleak given the 

nature of the regime of collective bargaining cumently operating in Canada. In essence, 

the rise of the THI, and the related spread of the TEK reflects profound shifts in the 



5 9 

balance-of-class-power or, more specifically, the declining power of the organized labour 

movement: it also signais the growing pressure that employers are placing on workers to 

concede to their demands for greater "flexibility", a development that contrasts sharply 

with the tenor of struggles in the post-World War II era when the SER rose to dominance 

aiongside the establishment of legal rights for organized labour? 

Indeed, the notion of a TER fits nicely with the increasingly contingent nature of 

employment in advanced capitalkt labour markets. However, it is important to emphasize 

that individual employment relationships reflecting the TER are not necessanly precanous. 

Nor is the TER inherently insecure since it cuts across a range of sectors and occupations, 

making it of a different order than the SER. As Gottfried (1992: 447) notes, "temporary 

[help] work occupies an institutional space that spans multiple locations". At one end of 

the spectrum, a small but significant percentage of workers engaged in TERs are high-paid 

"consultants" in burgeoning fields such as computer programming where the demand for 

workers significantly outweighs the available supply. At the other extreme, reflecting the 

historic origins of the THI, a majonty of temporary help workers are low-paid, part-time 

or casual workers, engaged Iargely in clencal or light industrial work (Rubery and Fagan, 

1994: 157). Both sets of workers lack an indeterminate contract of employrnent, 

reflecting the erosion of job security across the labour market as a whole over the last 

several decades, yet they inhabit opposite poles of the income and occupational hierarchy 

(Fudge, 1995: 5). Thus, as a purely conceptual tool, the notion of a TER has the potential 

to capture growing dualism in the Canadian labour market evidenced by the diversity of 



non-standard forms of employrnent but, at the same time, convey the expansion of 

precarious forms of employment at the bottom of the labour market. 

m. Global Feminization of Employment? 

While the SER and the TER are valuable analytic concepts, they are usefil 

pnmkly in describing and identifying rzormative models of employment and periodiung 

employment change. At this juncture, therefore, it is instructive to probe more deeply into 

the current process of transformation at the level of the labour market. To understand 

fully the complex nature of shifiing employrnent noms, this section examines scholarly 

literature positing the global feminization of employrnent. It begins by describing and 

critiquing the original global feminization t hesis, identifjhg its strengt hs and weaknesses. 

M e r  revealing the central merits of this thesis, it expands upon the insights of its early 

adherents. Finally, it offers a synthesis of the core facets of feminization by examining its 

central elements in relation to the nse of the TER. The section concludes by suggesting 

that the shifi away fiom the SER takes us beyond an understanding of the significance of 

sex-typing inherent in the labour market to viewing gender as a necessary constituent 

element in labour market analysis (Scott, 1988: 1067).30 Undeniably, both the SER and 

the TER represent highly gendered employment norms. But, while the material referent 

for the SER is clearly the (white) male breadwinner engaged in full-time, full-year 

employment in a core sector of the economy, the TER lacks an equivalent (unitary) 

reference point in the contemporary penod." For this reason, the proces of feminization 

is particulariy integral to this study. 
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The Con vcntionnl Cfobn? Fe~nirtizofion of Enipluynicnt Tlzesis 

Scholarship t heorizing the "global femini8tion of employment" is rich in both 

descriptive and explanatory potential. At the descriptive level, it captures the highly 

gendered nature of a wide range of international employment trends. At the causal level, 

it links prevailing employment trends to the macroeconomic policy outcornes of a supply- 

side politico-economic agenda first emerging in the early 1970s (Standing, 1989: 1079). 

In his article "Global Feminization through Flexible Labour" (1989), Guy Standing 

presents one of the earliest,)' most comprehensive and most widely-criticized versions of 

the global feminization of employment thesis." Standing's summarized version of 

feminization is that, "women are being substituted for men and many forrns of work are 

being converted into the kinds of jobs traditionally geared to women" (Standing, 1989: 

1077). 

According to Standing, the global feminization of employment encompasses four 

core features. First, and ieast contested, it involves women's mass entry into the labour 

market on a global scale; more specifically, for industnalizing countries, it means that 

women are entering into the formal labour market on an unprecedented scale and, for both 

industnalizing and industnalized countries, it means that women's unemployment rate is 

falling to the extent that "their unemployment rate becomes lower than the male 

equivalent" (Standing, 1989: 1086). Second, it entails women appropriating jobs 

traditionally occupied by men, such as those in primary manufacturing industries. Third, it 

involves a decline in the sex segregation of the labour force since many women are taking 
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jobs formerly held by men (Standing, 1989: 1084). Finally, it entails an increase in so- 

called static jobs with limited potential for mobility over so-called progressive jobs that 

encourage occupational mobility (Standing, 1989: 1084, 1086). When scholars refer to 

the ferninization of jobs, they are usually citing this Iast feature of the conventional thesis. 

Standing ties the global feminization of employment to capital's desire for a more 

disposable labour force with lower fixed costs (Standing, 1989: 1086). At the level of 

macroeconornic policy, he views this phenomenon as a direct consequence of the nse of a 

supply-side politico-economic agenda. This agenda generally involves the introduction of 

stnictural adjustment and stabilization programs; accompanied by the decline of a "social 

adjustment mode1 ", these programs emphasize privatization, de-regulation, trade 

liberalization and export-led industrialization. Standing also suggests that the typical 

distinction between "modem" and "traditional" sectors is increasingly blurred on a global 

scale, both within and between nations, due to the growing prevalence of subcontracting 

and homework (Standing, 1989: 1080). His assertions regarding the effects of global 

employrnent trends are less nuanced, however, since they imply a uni-directional shift in 

economic "leadership" from industrialized to industrializing countries. According to 

Standing (1989: 1078): 

It is scarcely an exagçeration to Say that the leaders have becorne the led; 
international cornpetition from low-income countries where labour costs and 
labour nghts are least developed has been instrumental in weakening the nghts and 
benefits of those in the lower end of the market of many industrialized economies 
(my emphasis). 



This statement represents a clear articulation of a dominant position in the field of 

development studies in the early 1 %Os, whereby scholars argued that the relocation of 

production was occumng on an international scale (Frobel, Heinnchs and Kreye, 1980; 

Sanderson, 1985). However, many scholars have since scrutinized, enlarged, and 

deepened this assessrnent of the changing nature of global production suggesting that it is 

more appropnate to characterize shifis in production as amounting to the realocatian of 

production both within and across national borders; the service sector is a case in point 

since many jobs in this domain of employment cannot move (Fernandez-Kelly and Garcia, 

1989; Mitter and Rowbotham, 1994). Some also question the causal connection between 

ferninization and the rise of a supply-side politico-economic agenda that Standing poses, 

tracing rising fernale labour force participation rates to the early 1900s. 

A Critique of the Con ven fian nl Hypotlzesis 

After Standing first published "Global Feminization Through Flexible Labour", 

scholars began to test his thesis. The resulting studies are highly instnictive in cnticizing 

its core components, synthesizing its insights, and enlarging its scope. Scholarship 

examining feminization within industnalizing countries and regions generates strong 

cnticisms of three of Standing's initial daims as well as questioning his general ernphasis. 

First, it illustrates that the ferninization of the labour force need not entai1 the substitution 

of women for men in formerly male jobs.34 This facet of feminization often results when 

new jobs open up in regions where the majority of men are othenvise employed, and 

intensifies when families face difficulties in reproducing them~elves.'~ Additionally, in 
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contrast to Standing's second claim, scholars focusing on industrialized and industrializing 

nations also repeatedly demonstrate that declining sex segregation is not a ilecessary 

feature of ferninizati~n.~~ Third, emerging scholarship also challenges the notion that 

women's nsing labour force participation rates necessarily lead to lower official 

unemployment rates for women than their male counterparts. For example, in Turkey, 

when women's share of the urban labour force was at its highest level in 1989, women still 

constituted over one third of the urban unemployed (Catagay, 1994: 132). Hence, Nilufer 

Catagay (1994: 133) aptly notes that: 

The increase in urban womenfs labour-force participation rates supports Standing's 
feminization t hesis. But this Nrcreased participa1ion contribzrted more to 
femii~izalion of zmempZoymenf thmi fernitrizatio~z of ernployment while Standing 
predicted a fa11 in fernale unemployment rates and a rise in male unemployment 
rates, in the Turkish economy the opposite occurred 
(my emphasis). 

More generally, studies examining feminization in industrializing countries also suggest 

that the emphasis of the conventional thesis is somewhat misplaceci. It focuses too 

narrowly on women's rising labour force participation rates. While Standing is correct to 

suggest women's rising labour force participation rates are an important facet of 

ferninization, what is perhaps more significant is women's so-called "triple shift" (Tiano, 

1994: 2 14; Ward, 1994: 6)?' In many industrializing countries, women entering the forma1 

labour market do not represent a "new" category of workers but groups of workers whose 

primary location of work has shifted largely from the informal to the formal sector and 

whose workload (paid and unpaid) is intensifjing due to the increasing marketization of 
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tasks associated with social reproduction and the absence of adequate State supports in 

this sphere. 

Country-specific studies further substantiate criticisms raised by scholars focusing 

on industnalizing countnes. Questioning severai core aspects of the conventional thesis, a 

recent Canadian study by Ma rjorie Cohen (1994) is a case in point. In her study, Cohen 

argues that the concept of feminization is only usefùl in the Canadian context if it 

incorporates the eizfrer~chment of sex segregation in female-dorninated sectors, "the 

intensification of the feminized character ofjobs that have always been important to 

women" (Cohen, 1994: 11 1). While she Ends Standing's argument regarding the prospect 

for declining sex-segregation provocative, Cohen maintains that, "[il t seems equally 

plausible to argue that intensified international competition could bring about a suficient 

repression of wages in general so that the cost advantage of hinng women over men 

would not be sufficient to change the gender-typing ofjobs" (Cohen, 1994: 105- 106). 

Thus, her study demonstrates that when unemployment is widespread, declining sex 

segregation will not necessarily accornpany nsing female labour force participation rates. 

Supplernenting Cohen's macro-level analysis of gendered employment trends in 

Canada, other scholars explore the nature of feminization in particular sectors. Monica 

Boyd, Marianne Mulvihill and John Myles (1 99 1 : 4 12) define feminization rather loosely 

as the increase of women in the labour force and associate it with the shift to a post- 

industrial economy. Using the example of the seMce sector, like Cohen, Barron and 

Catagay, they also illustrate that sex-segregated labour markets and the feminization 
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of employment are potentially mutually-reinforcing developrnents. They further indicate 

that an economy can respond to women's increased labour force participation in one of 

two ways: "by a decline in the number of sex-segregated work environments or by an 

increase in the number of work environrnents that are excIusiveIy female" (Boyd, Mulvihill 

and MyIes, 1991: 413).38 

One female work environment that grew rapidly in Canada between 194 1 and 

1986 was the service sector. During this forty-five year period, women's participation 

rates in senices rose from 3 1 percent to 58 percent. Along with the major manufacturhg 

employers of women, the service sector absorbed many women entering the labour force 

in the post-World War II period. Thus, since this sector, to which the Canadian THI now 

increasingly caters, is considered a highly feminized domain in Canada and abroad, it is 

important to consider service sector growth in revising the conventional thesis. 

Towarrk a Reviserl Definition of the Global Fenzinization of Employmen t 

On a case-by-case basis, many scholars have challenged specific facets of the 

conventional thesis, particularly the arguments that sex segregation will decline with the 

feminization of employment and the assumption that male unemployment rates wiil rise in 

the face of women's growing labour force pani~ipation.'~ Others have also introduced 

supplementary dimensions central to revising this thesis such as seMce sector growth and 

the issue of social reproduction. Consequently, while it still has resonance, the 

conventional global feminization of employment hypothesis requires substantive revisions 

to reflect the challenges posed by recent empirical research. 



A review of recent case studies indicates that the global feminization of 

employrnent is genuinely rnarked by four central features that only partially resernble the 

conventional thesis. Even more important, recent case studies indicate, both implicitly and 

explicitly, that prevailing global employment trends have a 'ferninine' face because of 

women's historic and continuing role in social reproduction (Le. the daily and generationai 

maintenance of the labour supply) and, in so doing, they may contribute to cultivating a 

partial explanation of prevailing employment trends." 

To begin with a description of the central dimensions of feminization, the first 

feature closely mirrors Standing's primary daim that women's formal labour force 

participation rates are generally rising globally.41 However, recent case studies fùrther 

indicate that, for many women, entering into the forma1 labour force signals the 

introduction of a third shift rather than a shift from econornic inactivity to economic 

activity. The second feature, related to the increasingly "feminized" character of a range 

of job-types, is the casualization of employrnent. Pat Armstrong (1996: 30) characterizes 

the gendered nature of casualization, or the "gendenng" of jobs, as follows: 

the restructunng that is part of globalization has created more wornerz's work br the 
market .... This kind of feminization of the labour force does not mean that the 
position of most women has improved. Instead, it means that the position of some 
men has deteriorated, becoming more like that of women. While some women and 
men do have good labour-force jobs, many more women and men have bad jobs 
(my emphasis) . 

Armstrong is making two related claims here: first, by refemng to the appearance of more 

c'women's work" in the market, she is highlighting the gendered underpinnings of 

prevailing employrnent trends and, therefore, justifjmg why the sum of these trends 
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amounts to the "gendering" ofjobs rather than simply casualization loosely-defined. 

Second, she is suggesting that the type of feminization that is occurring in the labour 

market is also prompting more men to compete for jobs, particularly "good jobs", 

traditionally held by women; this is no? to suggest that the gender order in the labour 

market is changing drastically but rather, to cite Armstrong (1996: 30) once again, to 

indicate that : 

the increasing similanty between women and men can be explained in tems of a 
harn~oni=ing down for some me11 and greater ecorlornic pressure m many women. 
Most of the good jobs are still dominated by men, but few women have jobs that 
offer the kind of rewards and opportunities that many men became accustomed to 
after the Second World War (my emphasis). 

While the significance of casualization is somewhat underplayed in the conventional thesis, 

data documenting the rise of highly precarious forms of non-standard employment in 

industrialized nations underline the force of this facet of feminization and Armstrong's 

twin claims more specifically (Cohen, 1994; Walby, 1989). Third, contrary to Standing's 

initial claims, with wornen's nsing labour force participation rates, sex-segregation still 

persists both across occupational groupinçs and within specific sectors and industries in 

disparate countries: witness the continued sex-segregation within the Canadian seMce 

sector and the situation with the Turkish clothing industry (Catagay: 1994; Boyd, 

Mulvihill and Myles, 1991). The same is tme of the THI as will be demonstrated in 

Chapters Four and Five. Increased income and occupational polarization both between 

women and men and arnong women and men themselves represents the fourth feature of 

the revised global feminization of employment thesis. Although few studies formally 
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address the growing income and occupational polarization among women and men 

themselves, empincal evidence suggests that it is an important trend to highlight and that it 

is shaped pnmanly by variables pertaining to race, age and immigration s t a t~s .~ '  

Global Feminimtion and Socin l Reproduction 

While the evidence presented in recent case studies indicates that the global 

feminization of employment is marked by four central facets, few offer deeper 

explanations for the current shape of global employrnent trends. Still, empincal work in 

this area implicitly points to women's continuing role in social reproduction as a partial 

explanation for the gendered character of prevailing employment trends. For example, the 

fact that women increasingly engage in a triple shift is intncately related to the growing 

marketization of tasks associated with social reproduction and, equally significant, the 

growing inadequacy of State supports in this area (see for example: Barron, 1994; 

Catagay, 1994; Elson, 1995; Ward, 1994). Similarly, persisting occupational segregation 

by sex and income polarization between men and women reflects the gendered 

organization of social reproduction: women tend to be confined to jobs in the labour 

market that reflect tasks associated with domestic labour, such as paid domestic work and 

service occupations, and wornen's assumed access to forrns of subsistence outside the 

labour market (Le., their presumed dependence on men's wages as daughters, sisters, 

wives and mothers) structures their location within it and the types of employment 

contracts to which they are subject (Acker, 1988; Arat-Koc, 1990; Armstrong and 

Armstrong, 1994; Bakan and Stasiulis, 1997; Boyd, Mulvilhill and Miles, 199 1 ; Elson, 
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1995: 169- 17 1 ; Jenson, 1997). Indeed, social reproduction is central to the feminization 

process in its entirety. It therefore operates at a higher level of causality than any of the 

central manifestations of this phenornenon. 

Following Diane Elson (1 989, 1995), Antonella Picchio (1 98 1) and Ji11 Rubery 

and Collette Fagan (1994), this study defines the system of social reproduction to include 

the family structure, the structure of waged and non-waged work, the role of the State in 

the reproduction of the labour force and organizations, social and political, of waged and 

non-waged labour. As Picchio notes, "social reproduction is central to labour market 

analysis; it determines the position of individuals within the labour market, provides the 

basis for standards of living (and is thus the reference point for wage bargaining), 

structures inter- and intra-class relationships and the distribution of the product [Le. 

labourers]" (Picchio, 198 1 : 194). It occurs at an intra-State level, involving the daily and 

generational maintenance of the national population, and at an inter-State level, involving 

the processes of migration and imrnigrati~n.~~ 

Feminist scholars argue that women's role in social reproduction is of paramount 

importance to their frequently subordinate location in divisions of labour in the labour 

market and the domestic sphere. However, there is considerable disagreement over the 

roots and origins of women's role in social reproduction, Ieading scholars to stress both 

matenal and ideological dimensions. For example, Armstrong and Armstrong (1983) 

argue that "the existence of a sexual division of labour, although not its fonn and extent, is 

crucial to capitalism" at the highest level of abstraction (28). Emphasizing the rote of 
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biology, while identifying the interpretation of this biological dimension as a histoncal 

constmct, they suggest: 

That women have the babies, albeit under a variety of conditions, does not 
necessarily mean that they will rear the children or clean the toilets. Nor does it 
mean that they must live in nuclear families. However, becmrse capitalism is 
premised on the separaliort of most aspects of workers' reproductionfrom the 
cornmodiîy prodzicti011 process, and because women have the babies, wumet1 wiil 
ut times be limiteci bt their access to the produc~ion process. Such limitations 
permit the elaboration of the sexual division of labour (itself not without 
contradictions) just as they encourage women's dependence on men for financial 
support and the dependence of higher wage-earning men on women for domestic 
services (Armstrong and Armstrong: 38, my emphasis). 

Altematively, Michelle Barret (1988) argues that familial ideology and, hence, gender 

relations rather than sexper se, is most central to wornen's role in social reproduction; she 

prefers to adopt a historical approach which de-emphasizes the biological. Patncia 

Connelly (1983) and Jane Jenson (1986) critique both approaches concurring that gender 

relations cannot be reduced to matenal conditions. Still, they each acknowledge the 

'inevitably gendered' character of perhaps the most fundamental aspect of social 

reproduction, that is, childbirth. 

Much of the historic debate among feminist scholars over the roots of women's 

subordination has centered around these three types of explanations (Jenson, 1986: 24). 

This study does not set out to evaluate these arguments; however, given its emphasis on 

the interplay between labour market relations and social reproduction, it rejects a dual 

systems analysis, which engages a separate spheres mode1 using the concept patriarchy to 

parallel the concept class and, therefore, inhibits the specification of the character of 

women's oppression outside the family (see for exarnpte: Ursel, 1992). It is nevertheless 
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crucial to emphasize, without falling prey to biologist arguments, that gender has an 

ontological basis (Le., sex) that institutions like the State, firms, unions and the family 

employ as a tool to create and perpetuate labour market segmentation and to reinforce 

socially constnicted gender divisions of labour within the domestic sphere. Even more 

important, the significance of the supply-side of the labour market, where the daily and 

generational maintenance of both its core and peripheral workers is assured, cannot be 

overstated in exposing the gendered underpinnings of prevailing employment trends as 

well as labour power'spec~iliar cornmodity status at the most findamental level. Thus, 

the revised global femi~ziza~iorz of employment hypothesis is not only salient in describing 

the process of employrnent change but in further accentuating the relationship between 

women's role in social reproduction and the gendered character of this process. 

GIo bal Fenzinizntion and Sh ifting Enzploymen t Noms 

Flowing from this deeper understanding of  the global ferninization of employment 

and its roots, an important question still remains largely unanswered: does the concept of 

ferninization have resonance in characterizing the decline of the SER as a normative mode1 

of employment in advanced capitalist welfare states? This case study argues that it does. 

In contradistinction to the SER, which is a masculine employment nom, one of the types 

of employment relationships that is contributing to  displacing it (i.e., the TER) as a nom 

embodies several core features that resemble stereotypically "women's work" and the 

feminization of employment more generally. 
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Most concretely, the TER is rnodeled on an ernployment relationship associated 

with the hi~torically female-dominated THI. Indeed, with its formal inception in the 

1950s, this industry geared itself explicitly to placing white middle-class mamed women, 

many of whom had been absent from the labour market for a lengthy penod of time or had 

been displaced from war-time industries with the return of the World War II troops, with 

client finns requinnç temporary clerical supports. Backed by State policies and practices 

that limited wornen's participation in the labour market, the industry encouraged rnamed 

women to re-enter the labour force, adjusting the tenns and conditions of the TER to 

accommodate the reproductive demands placed on women. While it has since expanded 

its marketing strategy to target a broader range of potential workers and client firms, the 

industry continues to use wornen's "necessary" role in social reproduction in selling 

temporary help work as a viable option for women with dependent family members, 

offering "flexible work arrangements" suitable to workers with significant care giving 

responsibilities. 

Another central defining feature of the TER is the absence of stability and security 

with respect to duration and benefits; therefore, the shift away fkom the SER clearly 

reflects the casualization of employment, altematively termed the 'gendering' ofjobs. As 

discussed earlier, the central strength of labeling the TER as one among several potential 

normative alternatives to the S E S  while fully acknowledging that it is of a different order, 

lies in its capacity to reflect growing contingency across the economy and persisting 

dualism, marked by the expansion of the bottom of the labour market, within it (i.e., 
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casualization). Notably, however, an investigation into the dedine of the SER also 

challenges us to deepen prevailing understandings of casualization and expose its 

potentially gendered underpinnings. The changing shape of the THI offers an interesting 

view of this core facet of feminization. Although this industry was once highiy female- 

dorninated, and continues to be marked by a feminized employment relationship and sex- 

segregation, its gender composition is changing to incorporate more men as well as a more 

diverse range of occupational groupings and sector~.~' Thus, its transformation illustrates 

that casualization is not simply an aspect of the feminization of ernployment but that 

shifting gender relations themselves are central to the casualization process (Jenson, 

19%). J5 

Finally, given that the T H  is its sectoral reference point, if the TER were partially 

to replace the SER, intensified sex-segregation and growing income and occupational 

polanzation (both between women and men and among women and men themselves) 

would likely follow in its trail. Recall that the contemporary THI places workers across a 

range of occupational groupings and sectors mirroring the growing dualism and, hence, 

sex segregation, in the labour market documented in recent studies by Barron, Catagay, 

and Cohen. While it was a highly female-dominated industry for much of its history due to 

its original focus on ciencal work, women no longer represent a disproportionate 

percentage of temporary help workers since the TH1 now also caters to customers 

requinng workers at higher ends of the income and occupational spectrum. Nevertheless, 

internai sex segregation persists within the TM, with women, immigrants and people of 
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colour Frequently occupying the bottom end of the occupational hierarchy where jobs 

stereotypically associated with "women's work" exist and specific groups of men 

dominating at the higher endeJ6 Correspondingly, incorne and occupational polarization is 

also increasingly evident across the industry as a whole (Statistics Canada, 1996: Cat. No. 

7100MPGE; see also Chapters Four and Five). 

For the four reasons raised above, the acceIerated rise in the THI that began in the 

late 1970s and early 1980s and the spread of the TER that now is taking place in the 

Canadian labour market reflect the ferninization of employment noms (Chapter Five). 

Accordingly, given that it is abstracted from the employment relationship conventionally 

associated with THI, the gender of the TER is female and the erosion of the SER reflects 

the ferninization of ernployment broadly-conceived. 

Conclusion 

Beginning with the observation that temporary help workers look more like 

commodities than most other types of workers in the contemporary labour market, this 

chapter introduced the three theoretical lenses operating in this study and elaborated its 

central argument. With the objective of grounding discussions in subsequent chapters, 

Section 1 probed labour power's commodity status at a conceptual level, relating it to a 

central tension in capitalist labour markets and initiating the process of distinguishing 

temporary help workers from the prototypical standard worker. Its foremost aim was to 

demonstrate that labour power is a most pendiar commodity under capitalism. However, 

it aiso described those employment practices which tend to hyper-comrnodi@ temporary 
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help workers; in so doing, it revealed that the danger of reducing labour power (and even 

workers themselves) to the status of mere commodities -- although it is ever-present in 

capitalist labour markets -- is particularly acute at present with the decline in the SER and 

coincident rise of the T H  and its associated employment relationship. Hamessing this 

discussion to an examination of shifiing employment noms, Section II then theorized the 

rise and decline of the SER histoncally and the corresponding ernergence of the TER. Its 

findings indicate that the SER was the product of a relatively successful effort to minimize 

labour power'spenrliar cornmodity status and that the rise of the TER signals the erosion 

of the forms of mediation that many advanced capitalist welfare States used to broker 

tensions in the labour market after World War II. Finally, Section III reviewed the 

Iiterature on the global ferninization of employment and, after expanding and deepening 

the insights of its earliest adherents, it dernonstrated that the notion of feminization 

broadly defined is useful in conceptualizing theprocess of ernployment change. it also 

addressed the special saiience of this concept in explaining the recent shift within the THI, 

which is increasingly characterized by a greater balance between the sexes but still rests on 

a "feminized" employment relationship and, therefore, stressed the value of studying the 

transformation of the female-dominated industry into an industry where sex-parity is 

emerging. Building on this prelirninary discussion, later chapters raise questions about the 

relationship between the feminization of employment and the erosion of the post-World 

War II entente that minimized thependinr commodity status of labour power. 
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As a whole, the chapter developed the argument introduced at the outset, which 

relates the spread of the TER to the emergence of a modem labour market intermediary 

and the shift away from the SER two developments consistent with our revised 

conception of the feminization of employment. It also linked historical attempts to lirnit 

the spread of precarious employment to the well-known maxim "labour is not commodity" 

and the sentiments behind it. What is more important, al1 three streams of inquiry in the 

chapter pointed to the contradiction inherent in the ILO's founding Charter, suggesting 

that labour power is inevitably a most penrliar comrnodity under capitalism and that this is 

apparent as security is increasingly eliminated from the wage-relation. They also 

delineated the theoretical framework for the succeeding historical investigation, based on 

the evolution of the TER in Canada, into the range of means by which the State and 

ernployers have differentiated between workers in the twentieth century, how workers 

have resisted coercive employment practices and why labour power's peczdiar commodity 

status is relevant to the spread of the TER. 

Chapter Two initiates this inquiry into the evolution of the TER in Canada by 

tracing the roots of early precursors and immediate forerunners to the 'classic' ternporary 

help agency, describing the shape of their associated ernployment relationships and 

identifjing the types of workers that these distinct labour market entities targeted. At a 

more general level, it also begins to examine what types of employment relationships pre- 

dated the rise of the SER as a nom, exposing the stnking dualism in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century Canadian labour markets. To this end, the chapter contributes 
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to deepening our understanding of what motivated emerging capitalkt welfare States to 

advance the maxim "labour is not commodity" in the founding Charter of the ILO, 

illustrating that before Member States of the IL0 attempted to curb the activities of 

pnvate employment agencies, the commodity status of labour power was clearly apparent 

in labour market relations. On the surface, many national labour markets looked much 

more like commodity markets than they do in the late 1990s and precanous employment 

relationships were quite prevalent. It was only in the late 1910s, with the post-World War 

1 settlement, that countries like Canada began to attempt to minimize labour power's 

commodity status (and mediate the contradictions that it generates) by curtailing the 

activities of some labour market intermedianes, such as private employment agencies 

operating abroad, but still allowing more reputable types of agencies to exist, such as 

those run by typewriter companies and targeting Young, well-educated women presumably 

dependent upon a male wage. 



Notes - 
 r ri or to introducing the theoretical discussion of labour power'speczrlior commodity 
status, a brief note on terminology is in order. 

In this study, 1 adopt Marx's definition of the terms "labour" and "labour power" 
and 1 also subscnbe to his conception of the commodity form, understanding that "to 
becorne a comrnodity a product must be transferred to another, whom it will serve as the 
use-value, by means of an exchange" (Max, 19 13 : 4 1). It is not my project to engage 
with debates within Mamian philosophy over the precise meanings any of these terms; 
rather, I take them as my point of departure. Still, for the sake of conceptual clarity and to 
highlight the significance of the ILOfs usage of the term "labour" in its founding Charter, it 
is essential to emphasize the crucial distinction between "labour" and "labour power" at 
the outset. 

For Marx, labour is the activity of work and labour power is the capacity to work, 
afthough many contemporary scholars elide the distinction between labour and labour 
power (Marx, 1976: C. 1,6, 9; Mandel, 1976: 50; Foley in Bottomore, 1991 : 296-8). 
Thus, labour power is what workers sel1 to employers in exchange for a money wage 
under capitalism. In conventionai Marxist terms, it is a "comm~dity whose use adds value 
to other commodities" (Foley, 1991: 296). 

The historical pre-condition for the appearance of labour power in the market (to 
be elaborated in Section 1) is the emergence of the class of 'free wage labourers' that are 
free in a double sense: they have the legal right to dispose their labour power and they are 
free from the ownership of the means of production. In other words, the appearance of 
free labour and, hence, the emergence of labour power for sale on the labour market, 
involves the dissolution of slavery and serfdom and al/ limitations on the rights of people 
to dispose of their own labour power in exchange (Miles, 1987; Satzewich, 1991). It also 
requires the separation of workers from direct ownership of the means of production so 
that they cannot produce and sel1 the products of their labour and, therefore, are 
compelled to sel1 their labour power. 

In advancing the maxim "labour is not commodity," Mernber States of the IL0 
initially atternpted to consolidate the modem labour market; in the early part of the 
nineteenth century, they used this maxirn as a means of secunng the necessary pre- 
conditions for the appearance of labour power in the market. As the twentieth century 
progressed, however, many Member States and the IL0 itself used this maxim (and the 
elision between labour and labour power inherent within it) to obscure thependiar 
commodity status of labour power and the important tensions that it gives nse to. For this 
reason, I view the LO's maxirn "labour is not a commodity" to be highly contradictory. 

2 The debate over the nature of labour power as a commodity is rooted in the different 
assumptions of classical and neo-classical economists and more critical economists such as 
feminists and Marxists. Classical and neo-classical economists often presume that labour is 
a commodity like al1 others (making an elision between labour and labour power) while 



more critical economists tend to charactenze labour power as a peculiar commodity 
because it is attached to the worker. Often relying on the insights of Karl Polanyi (1957: 
72-73), contemporary critical scholars also frequently suggest that a "commodity fiction", 
which minimizes al1 of labour power's social peculiarities, must be sustained in order to 
effectively treat labour power as a commodity. This section limits its discussion to 
examining debates among those who question the comrnodity status of labour power. 

3~olanyi (1957) offers a dramatic description of the significance of the social character of 
labour power: 

... the aIIeged commodity 'labour-power' cannot be shoved about, used 
indiscriminately, or even unused, without affecting also the human individual who 
happens to be the bearer of this peculiar commodity. In disposing of man's labour 
power the system would incidentally dispose of the physical, psychological moral 
entity of 'man' [sic] attached to that tag. Robbed of the protective covenng of 
cultural institutions, human beings would pensh from the effects of social 
exposure; they would die as the victims of acute social dislocation through vice, 
perversion, crime and starvation (73). 

4 The labour market does not include people engaged in non-market activities such as the 
"inactive" population, the hidden unemployed (Le., the labour reserve), the self-employed 
and the registered unemployed. However, it relies upon those engaged in non-market 
activities, especially women, youth and older workers (who are presumed to have access 
to other forms of subsistence), to reproduce the labour supply. 

 hile this section bkfïy reviews Miles' and Satzewich's conception of unfree labour, this 
study also takes direction from their compelling conception of racialization in subsequent 
chapters (see: Chapters Two and Seven). 

Miles (1982: 7) defines racism as "an ideology which ascnbes negatively evaluated 
characteristics in a deterministic manner (which may or may not be justified) to a group 
which is additionally identified as being in some way biologically (phenotypically or 
genotypically) distinct" (my emphasis). In contrast, he defines racialization as "a process 
of signification in which human beings are categorized into 'races' by reference to real or 
imagined phenotypical or genetic differences" (7) Thus, for Miles racialization is a 
broader and less normativdvalue-laden concept than racism. Given that it involves "the 
delineation of group boundaries by reference to biological criteria, and where such groups 
constitute a discrete breeding population and which therefore subsumes a pattern of 
gender differentiation," Satzewich further suggests that the process of racialization "can be 
said to occur even in the absence of the term 'race' from discourse" (Satzewich, 199 1: 50). 
Miles and Satzewich concur that, although the processes of racism and racialization have 
been histoncalIy intertwined, the two concepts need to be analytically separated 
(Satzewich, 1991 : 5 1). Most centrally, for the purposes of this study, Miles and 



Satzewich demonstrate that the process of racialization is historically linked to "other 
forms of labour exploitation [not only slave labour] where labour power is not 
commodified (or only partially comrnodified) or is recruited and exploited prirnarily by 
means of political legal compulsion" (Miles, 1987: 8). 

6 Obviously, this is a notable shortcoming because the creation of relatively free wage 
labour in capitalism depends upon the reproduction of labour power in a location outside 
the labour market. Indeed, unfree unwaged domestic labour is a necessity in capitalism, 
one that is historically demonstrable. Referring to the case of the housewife Armstrong 
and Armstrong (1 983: 23) demonstrate that domestic labour is not free labour: 

For the housewife, there is little distinction, in terrns of either time or space, 
between her work or leisure. Since she is not paid a wage and thus does not 
produce surplus value directly, there is little interest on the part of the capitalist in 
reducing the necessary labour time by increasing her productivity. Since her 
work is based on social and emotional as well as economic commitments, it is 
dificult for her to change "employers" freely. And the relationship between 
husband and wife is different corn that between employer and employee both 
because it is seldom a strictly economic relationship and because it involves all, 
rather than part of, the housewife's daily life. Finally, because the relationship is a 
binding one, there is no tendency towards the equalization of labour that occurs in 
capitalist commodity production. 

7 For both scholars, forms of unfree waged labour include: labour tenancy, where the 
labourer is bound to the non-producer by force or other politico-legal means but where 
dhe retains a significant degree of economic independence by remaining responsible for 
the production of the means of production and by owning the necessary tools of 
production; contractual servitude, in which the labourer is bound by legal means to the 
non-labourer for varying periods of time; and contract migrant labour, where the contract 
serves as a mechanism to provide the labourer access to a named non-producer in a region 
where the labourer is formally denied free entry. When it involves the payrnent of a cash 
wage, indentured labour, a form of labour exploitation involving temporally limited 
servitude, also falls within the confines of unfree waged labour (Miles, 1987: 170-76). 
The latter examples of unfree waged labour imply a recruitment system based on 
individual free choice but, as Miles suggests, economic compulsion is the primary 
determinant (Miles, 1987: 178). 

%lthough this study limits itself to tracing the roots of this maxim from the inception of 
the IL0 onwards, several scholars have illustrated that the ongins of discussions 
surrounding deployinig this maxim at the supra-national level lie with the Irish political 
economist John Kells Ingram (O'Higgins, 1997; Shotwell, 1934). A follower of Marx, 
Ingram used this maxirn in his 1880 address to the British Trades and Labour Congress. 



Entitled "Work and the Workman" and focused on the problem of wages, he made the 
following cal1 to the Congres: 

Our views of the ofice of the workrnan must aIso be transformed and elevated. 
The way in which his position is habitually contemplated by the economists, and 
indeed by the public, is a very narrow, and therefore a false, one. Labour [power] 
is spoken of as if it were an independent entity, separable from the personality of a 
workman. It is treated as a comrnodity, like corn or Cotton - the human agent, his 
human needs, human nature, and human feelings, being kept almost completely out 
of view. Now there are, no doubt, if we carry our abstractions far enough certain 
resemblances between the contract of employer and employed and the sale of a 
commodity. But by fixing exclusive, or even predominant, attention on these, we 
miss the deepest and tmly characteristic features of the relation of master and 
workman - a relation with which moral conditions are inseparably associated. By 
viewing labour [power] as a commodity, we at once get nd of the moral basis on 
which the relation of employer and employed should stand, and make the so-called 
law of the market the sole regulator of that relation [sic] (Ingrarn as cited by 
O'Higgins: 226). 

In making these remarks, Ingram was clearly arguing that labour power is far too 
important for its pnce to be lefi exclusively to market forces. Therefore, its social 
character must be taken into consideration in determining wage levels and other measures 
central to the reproduction of the working population. 

Building on his remarks, drafters of the articles pertaining to labour in the Treaty 
of Versailles, such as Arnerican Trade Union Leader Samuel Gompers, lobbied to have 
this principle included in the "Labour Charter." It was based on their efforts that the IL0 
proclaimed the guiding principle that "labour should not be regarded as merely a 
commodity or article of commerce" in its founding Constitution in 1919 (for further 
discussion on the life of John Kells Ingrarn, see: O'Higgins, 1997; Shotwell, 1934). 

9 As the Introduction noted, while the Regulation School is generally identified with the 
work of French political economists such as Aglietta, Boyer and Lipietz, this school of 
thought has become very diverse since its inception in the 1970s. According to Jessop, 
currently it encompasses at least seven different schools andlor individual approaches 
including the three variants of the French Regulation School, Grenoblois, Pansian and 
PCF-CME, the Amsterdam School, West Gerrnan Regulationists, the Wordic models' 
group and the Arnerican Radicals (Jessop, 1990: 155). This section refers primanly to the 
insights of the French Regulation theonsts and their critics. 

'OAS indicated in the Introduction, this section draws primarily on the insights of third 
generation Sesmented Labour Markets Theory, which is highly critical of dual labour 
markets theory as it was initially proposed by Piore and Sabel (1984). 



"1 intentionally label the SER the riomative model of employment of the post-World War 
II penod, placing "normative" in italics, for two reasons. First, by charactenzing these 
employment relationships as norms, or potential norms, 1 am attempting to avoid making 
sweeping generalizations about the character of employrnent in cither the post-war era or 
the changing nature of employrnent at present. Depicting key developments epitomizing 
the changing nature of employment -- beyond the spread of non-standard forms of 
employment -- is not the main objective of this study. Rather, interpreting broader 
employment trends and the social forces related to change is more central. Second, 1 
intentionally use the term "normative" as an interpretive device, helpfbl in exarnining the 
nature and form of prevailing ernployment trends. 

Given that norms are "conventions of behaviour and standards of  value which exist 
independently of individuais and which exercise a coercive influence," they encompass 
descriptive and prescriptive dimensions. They both mirror and construct reality (Holy and 
Stuchlik, 1983). Thus, this study does not engage the concept of the SER to represent a 
singular material employment relationship, or even the most common employment 
relationship in the post-war period, but as an ideal-type model upon which policies and 
practices pertaining to employment were based in the post-war period. Indeed, in the 
Canadian context, large groups of workers, including women and immigrant workers, 
lacked the social entitlements associated with the S E S  even when it was at its height; 
thus, the SER was both the product of a peculiar global political environment and 
economic growth conjuncture and the outcome of an unusual balance of power that 
produced a particular set of inequalities in the labour market. Similarly, the notion of a 
TER is simply used to capture certain concrete developments and ideological factors to be 
descnbed below. 

12 In their book No Easy Road (1990), Ruth Pierson and Beth Light document how 
Canadian economists and other experts defined the concept of full-employment afier 
World War II. In so doing, they develop a compelling argument suggesting that experts 
believed that full-employment should naturally translate into lower rates of labour force 
participation among women, and other marginaiized groups, than those that were reached 
during the war. To rnake ths  argument, they cite a study that notes: 

Fu11 employment before and after the war is bound to be less than the highest 
level of employment attained during the war. At present [August, 19431 there are 
probably hundreds of thousands of persons in gainful occupations who would not 
ordinarily be so employed. Such persons include (a) young people of both sexes 
who would othenvise be at school or college, (b) unmamed young women who 
would othenvise be living with their parents and assisting in purely household 
duties pending mamage, (c) young women already mamed would othenvise be 
keepinj house and reanng children, (d) older able bodied women, single and 
widowed, who ordinanly depend on their relatives or live panly on their own 
means, (e) young war widows most of whom will many again and become 



homenakers, (f) married wornen who are going out to work for patnotic reasons 
or to maintain their standard of living in the face of higher taxes and living costs, 
and (g) persons of advanced age who would ordinary have retired or been 
laid off @. C. MacGregor as cited by Pierson and Light, 1990: 256). 

They interpret this checklist as a "sweeping denial of women's right to work" (Pearson and 
Light, 1990: 256). 

13~ccording to Leo Panitch and Donald Swartz (1988: 191, an "unparalleled shift in the 
balance of class power" took place in Canada in this period. Labour unrest was so 
prevalent that one in three trade union members engaged in strike action in 1943 alone. 

14 Since this study focuses on the history and evolution of the TER in Canada, it is 
instructive to mention briefly some of the central aspects of the unique variant of Fordism 
operating in Canada between approxirnately 1945 and 1970 (see for example: Albo, 1990; 
Campbell, 199 1 ; Jenson, 1989b). 

Variously charactenzed as "permeable" (Jenson, 1989b), "exceptional" (Albo, 
1990) and "specific" (Campbell, 1991), the Canadian variant of Fordism rested on a 
lirnited and, as history would demonstrate, tenuous set of compromises between business 
labour and the State. While it was shaped by the horrors of the Great Depression as well 
as pre-war and war-tirne Labour unrest in core male-dominated sectors, Canada's version 
of Fordism was also profoundly affected by factors such as American ownership of the 
means of production in resource sectors, regional unevenness in economic activity, 
federalism and a reliance on export-led growth (Albo, 1990; Jenson, 1989b). 

From the perspective of workers in core sectors of the Canadian economy, Privy 
Council Order 1003 (February 1944) represented the positive side of the Fordist 
compromise since it conformed with the sentiments behind the maxim "labour is not a 
commodity" and the nght of association for both workers and employers enunciated in the 
Constitution of the IL0 (1 9 19). It amounted to the following gains for organized labour: 
union recognition, standard wages, association nghts and colIective bargaining rights at 
designated sites. On the downside, however, even though P.C. 1003 and its successor 
(Le., the Industrial Relations Disputes Act, 1948) gave workers' rights permanency, these 
instruments still secured capital's long-mn dominant position by banning strikes dunng the 
term of a collective agreement, constructing legitimate (Le., 'reformist') and illegitimate 
(i.e., 'radical') trade unionism, and encouraging labour leaders to adopt a self-policing role 
(Panitch and Swanz, 1988: 22-23). For the purposes of this study, what is even more 
central is that the legalistic collective bargaining framework endorsed at both federal and 
provincial levels, combined with Canada's Iukewarrn pledge to advance policies aimed at 
full- (male) employment, evidenced by its reference to "stable" and "high" levels of 
employrnent in its White Paper on Ernplo~ment and Income (1945), failed to improve 
conditions for workers outside designated sectors (Cameron, 1995; Campbell, 199 1 : 4-5; 
Fudge, 1991). Hence, the type ofFordist economic growth model adopted in Canada, and 



the policy measures emerging out of this model, provides insight into the range of forces 
perpetuating labour market inequalities in the post-war era. (For more detailed accounts of 
the ments and shortcomings of P.C. 1003 and the Industrial Relations Disriutes Act 
(1948), see: Albo, 1990; Finkel, 1995; Gonick, Phillips and Vorst, 1995; McCrorie, 1995; 
Panitch and Swartz, 1988). 

*'B~ highlighting the contribution of third generation Segmented Labour Markets theory 
below, 1 do not intend to underplay the ment of arguments advanced by several 
contemporary critics of early Segmented Labour Markets Theory (particularly its 'dualist' 
and 'radical' vanants) who emphasize the complexity of forces contributing to persistent 
inequalities in the post-war era (see for example: Botwinick, 1993; Rubery and 
Wilkinson, 198 1). Rather, 1 am drawing on the descriptive and causal insights (at least at 
an intermediate Ievel) of third generation theorists, in particular, to emphasize how 
employers use various forms of discrimination to preserve labour market inequality. 

161n this study, the insights of Segmented Labour Markets Theory are quite useful in 
suggesting that "family wages only became the reality" in what early segmentation 
theonsts label the primary labour market (MacDonald, 1982: 197). They are also helpful 
in examining the relationship between the efforts of male workers in core sectors of the 
economy in secunng a family wage and the capitalist accumulation process as a whole. 
Aitematively put, the tools of segmentation theory contnbute to improving our 
understanding of the SER as a n o m  that was never the reality for al1 workers even in the 
post-war era in advanced capitalist welfare States. 

17~arly works by Rubery (1978) and Wilkinson and Rubery (1992) are particularly 
effective in demonstrating that groups of organized workers act defensively to protect 
themselves from the competition of the extemal labour market, to obtain job secunty and 
higher wages, to the exclusion and possible detriment of those remaining in the 
unorganized sector. Indeed, although these scholars focus on the British case, their 
insights resonate in the Canadian context where, in the post-World War II penod, mamed 
women were excluded from certain spheres of employrnent partly due to the efforts of 
organized male workers (see for example: Pierson and Light, 1990; Morgan, 1988). 
Chapter Three fùrther develops this observation. 

1s As scholars such as Martha MacDonald (1982: 188) have noted, early variants of 
segmentation theory were very weak in addressing the issue of social reproduction. 
However, more recently, a number of scholars have taken such critiques forward and 
expanded and deepened segmentation analysis by considering the dimension of social 
reproduction (see for example: Picchio, 1992). 



19 As the discussions in Chapters Three and Five suggest, segmentation theory points us in 
important directions in examining how sheltering vehicles, such as unions, protective 
legislation and even marriage bars, operate to create divisions within the labour supply. 

20 Since the segmentation literature focuses on how "...the marginalization of women is 
similar to the marginalizat ion of non-whites, youth, immigrants and rurai/urban migrants in 
capitalism, and how this marginalization is necessary to the system" (MacDonald, 1982: 
189) and feminist work, especially feminist analyses of women as a resewe arrny, focuses 
on how women's relationship to capitalism differs from men's, they are suitable 
complements in probing how women's inequality relates to capitalism (Armstrong and 
Armstrong, 1994: 82-83). 

2 1 The term "flexibility" is normally deployed to descnbe two distinct, yet compatible, 
strategies linked to labour market restmcturing at the macro, meso and micro levels. 

It is used to refer to "labour market flexibility" in discussions of economic policy 
measures that involve State de-regulation in the labour market. Taking the Canadian case 
as an example, Jim Stanford (1 996) demonstrates that "fiexibility-enhancing" labour 
market policies contnbute to weakening labour market regulations (such as those 
governing minimum wages, employment security, collective agreements etc.) and, hence, 
facilitate the spread of precanous foms of employrnent. In refemng to "labour market 
flexibility" here and elsewhere, I subscnbe to Stanford's cntical definition. 

In the industrial relations literature, the term is also used to denote the nse of a new 
''innovation-dnven" production system known as "flexible specialization" and to designate 
a set of firm-level practices - including practices designed to facilitate "numerical 
flexibility7' (Le., measures used by employers to alter the size of work forces to 
accommodate fluctuations in demand and to abdicate employment-related responsibilities 
such as the provision of benefits), "finctional flexibility" (Le., practices that require 
workers to be capable of performing multiple tasks) and pay flexibility - that are emerging 
alongside this "new" system. Michael Piore and Charles Sabel (1984: 6) first advanced 
(and advocated) the notion of "flexible specialization", which involves reinventing and 
combining production techniques denved fiom both artisanal and mass production 
systems, descnbing it as a means of halting the "deterioration of economic performance" 
in Western industnalized countries onginating in the early 1970s. Their work, as well as 
the subsequent work of John Atkinson (1988) on the flexible firm, has been highly 
cnticized by feminist scholars who reject what is presented as the positive side of this 
strategy (ive., that it has the potential to offer workers more variety in their work lives) and 
argue, instead, that defenders of flexible specialization de-emphasize the ongoing "struggle 
between capital and labour in the workplace and the continual threat of the 'degradation' 
of work and de-skillinç of labour" (MacDonald, 199 1 : 180; see also: Pollert, 1988) and 
overlook its highly gendered underpinnings (Jenson, 1989a; Vosko, 1998; Walby 1989). 
Many also question whether the firm-level practices associated with flexible specialization 



are really "new", casting them as demarcating a complex material and ideological strategy 
that has strong prescnptive elements that are complementary to labour market de- 
regulation (Pollen, 1988: 43; see also: Stanford, 1996). 

* ~ h e  labels that these authors attach to shifis in the evolution of capitalism reflect their 
different interpretations about the nature of change. Scholars referring to neo-Fordism 
often emphasize continuity over change, those labeling the emergent regime of 
accumulation "flexible accumulation" ofken examine the dynamic interaction of continuity 
and change and those proclaiming the amval of post-Fordism tend to view change as most 
relevant . 

=~owever ,  it is essential to emphasize that examining and evaluating important 
disagreements about how to characterïze the current era is a central to this work. 

" ~ h a ~ t e r s  Four and Five detail statistical trends in Canada in these areas. 

U ~ n  depicting how atypical employment contracts deviate fiom the employment contract 
associated with the SER, a study conducted by the IL0 (1996: 42) illustrates that they: 

may take the form of temporary employment contracts, oEering no more 
security than would follow from one large order for work placed with a worker 
who is classified as self-employed. They may be pari-time, leaving the worker with 
the need to find more than one such job in order to eam a full-time wage. The 
hours of work may even be unspecified with the worker being paid only when 
work is available and the business risk thus shifiing from the employer to the 
employee, as it would if the employee were running a separate business. 

This study also dernonstrates that these contracts are increasingly cornmon in nations 
where Iaw permits and suggests that private employment agencies, especially temporary 
help agencies, that "act as brokers or market-makers.. . trading in contracts of short 
duration," are growing up along side them (ILO, 1996: 42). 

2 6 ~ h i s  employment relationship involves three central actors: a temporary help agency that 
acts as the forma1 employer, a client firm that supervises worker's on-site and a temporary 
help worker. 

"I3etween 1980 and 1989, the TH1 grew by approximately 240 percent (Akyeampong, 
1989). After its rate of growth peaked in 1989, growth in revenue slowed slightly but the 
industry has rernained strong throughout the 1990s. The level of revenue generated by the 
T H  reached upwards of $1.4 billion in 1993 (Hamdani, 1996: 75). 

Beginning in the late 1980s, the industry also started to diversi&. It now caters to 
a wide variety of custorners ranping from the transportation and manufacturing sectors to 
the retail trade. Its "products" range from general labourers to clencal workers to highly 



specialized professional workers (Statistics Canada, 1996: Cat. No. 7100MPGE). While 
general labour, clerical work and construction work are the mainstay of the industry, the 
nurnber of temporary help agencies specialized in providing workers for the 
transportation, construction and health-care sectors is growing. Chapter Four addresses 
industry trends in greater detail. 

28 Moreover, the virtuaI absence of unionization among temporary help workers and their 
refatively low rates of coverage under firm-based collective agreements reflect stagnating 
urion density and the shifting demographic profile of unionized workers in Canada. 

Although Canada did not experience a dedine in union density akin to the sharp 
decline in the United States in the last thirty years, with the shift in employment from the 
goods-producing sector to the service sector, union density has stagnated in Canada since 
the mid- 1960s (hovering between 3 1 and 3 3 percent from 1967- 1997) (Akyeampong, 
1997: 45; Galameau, 1996: 43; TabIe 1). 

Table 1 
Union Membership and Density by Sex, selected years 1967-1997 

Union hlem hership 
(000s) 

Union Densitv* 
(percentage) 

Both sexes Men Wornen Both sexes Men 
1967 2,056 1,654 402 33.2 40.9 

Sources: Akyeampong, 1997; CALURA (1967-1992); Labour Force Survey (1997). 
*Union density is the ratio o f  rht numbcr of cmployces who belong io a union to the number o f  paid cmployees. 
**Average for January-Scptember 1997. 

Women 
15.9 

21.4 

22.6 

24.0 

27 .O 

29.8 

29.6 

Behind the stability in union density lie a number of changes in the demographic and 
labour market characteristics of unionized workers over the last three decades. Chief 
among the variables stabilizing union density in Canada are growing labour force 
participation rates among women, who have increased their presence in the unionized 
labour force in every decade since the 1960s, and the growth in unionization in the public 



sector (Galameau, 1996: 45; Akyeampong, 1997: 47). Still, a snapshot of the shape and 
composition of the unionized work force in 1997 calls into question prospects for 
continued stability in union density in Canada. Three variables related to the shape of the 
unionized work force are particularly key to this observation: age distribution; work 
arrangements and job tenure; and unionization rates in the public sector versus the private 
sector (Tables 2 and 3). 

Table 2 
Union Membership and Covenge of Ernployees by selected charricteristics, 1997* 

Total employed 

Total 
Public/ 
Private 

SectolJ*** 
Public Sector 

Private Sector 
Sex 

Men 

Women 

Age 

15 to 24 

25-54 

25-44 

45-54 

55 + 

Work Status 

Full-time 

Part-time 
Industry 

Union mern hershi~ 

Density 
(percenage) 

31.1 

72.5 

21.9 

32.4 

29.6 

10.7 

35.1 

31.8 

44.1 

35.7 

33.2 

21.7 

Union coverage ** 

Total 
(000s) 

3,881 

1,604 

2,277 

2,132 

1,749 

244 

3,297 

2,2 14 

1,083 

340 

3,383 

498 

Rate 
(percent=tge) 

34.0 

77.5 

24.4 

35.5 

32.4 

12.9 

38.2 

34.9 

47.3 

38.4 

36.2 

24.0 



Goods- 
producing 

Service- 
producing 

Occupation 

Whitetollar 

Blue-colIar 

Job Tenure 

1-12 months 

1-5 years 

5-9 years 

9-14 years 

14 years + 

Sources: Akyearnyiong, 1997; Labour Force Survey. 
* Average for January-September 1997 period. 
+* lncludes borh union and pcrsons who arc not union mcmbcrs but covered by coltcctive agreements. 
*** Includzs crnployecs who neiiher union mrrnbcrs nor covered by collective agreements. 
*+**Public secior cmployres are  h o s e  working for govenunent depariments or  agencies, crown corporalions o r  public s~hools.  
hospitats or othcr instiwtions. Privatc sector cmployces are al1 other wagt and salary earners. 

Table 3 
Selected Job Characteristics by Union Status, 1995 

Work Arrangements Union Employees* Non-Union Employees** 
Percentage of ernployees: 

in full-time jobs 
in permanent jobs 

in temporary jobs 8.9 13.1 

with flexitime arrangement option 16.7 27.1 

who work Monday to Fi-ïciay inclusive only 65. E 58.2 

who work both Saturday and Sunday 5.8 8.4 

who do some/all of the work at home 
in job-shanng arrangement 



Sources: Akyeampong, 1997; Labour Force Survey, 1995; Survey of Work Arrangements, 1995 
*EmpIoyees who are union mtmbtrs only. 
*+ Ernployces who are neithcr union membtrs nor covcred by a colleciive bargaining agreement. 

To begin with age distribution, only 10.7 per cent of workers aged 15-24 years 
were union members in 1997. This figure contrasts sharply with workers aged 45-54, 
44.1 percent of whom were union members in the same year; high union density ratios 
among older workers are a clear reflection of the aging blue-collar and public sector work 
forces (Akyeainpong, 1997: 47-48). Regarding work arrangements and job tenure, a high 
percentage of unionked employees still held full-time, permanent jobs in 1997, aithough 
few unionized workers held temporary jobs or engaged in some type of flexible work 
arrangement. For example, the union density ratio for workers with job tenures of 1 to 12 
months was only 12.9 per cent in 1997, a figure that is consistent with the low rates of 
unionization arnong temporary workers. Finally, even in the face of declining employrnent 
in the public sector, union density ratios were 72.5 per cent among public sector 
employees and only 2 1.9 per cent among pnvate sector employees in 1997. 

Combined with the rise and spread of the TER, and the dim prospects for 
organizing workers engaged in E R S ,  such as temporary help workers, these statistics 
suggest that union density may continue to stagnate or even decline in Canada in the near 
future. They also reinforce the magnitude of the challenge of organizing workers engaged 
in TERs, which the Postscript addresses in considerable depth. 

2 9 ~ o r  an informative discussion of the tenor of the prevailing shift in class power, see: 
Panitch and Swartz, 1988: Chapters 2-4. 

"As indicated in the Introduction, in the context of this study, viewing gender as a 
co?tstitire»t element in the labour market enables us to scrutinize "an entire system of 
relationships that may include sex, but is not [necessanly] directly deterrnined by sex" 
(Scott, 1988: 1057). It allows us to examine the social relaiiorzs of gender as well as the 
biological relatiom of sex in probing the underpinnings of prevailing employment trends. 
Chapters Four and Five elaborate this claim more fully. 

3 1 The standard worker is routinely assumed to be male even among some critical social 
thinkers. For example, Pat and Hugh Armstrong (1983: 1 1) make the following remarks 
in referring to the masculinist bias inherent in Marx's own writing: "It is perhaps not 
accidental that for Marx, it is men who make their own history, albeit not under conditions 
of their own choosing. The s~atzdard worker was for him at best sexless, al worst always 
male" (my em p hasis). 

32 Prior to the publication of Standing's article, a group of scholars in the field of 
development studies were beginning t o  identify the gendered nature of international 



employment trends (Frobel, Heinrichs and Kreye, 1980; Sanderson, 1985). However, they 
did not characterize these trends in terms of the global feminization of ernployment. 

33 Throughout this study, 1 shall refer to Standing's thesis as the "conventional thesis". 

34 Moreover, growing evidence suggests that feminization does not necessarily involve 
women's nsing labour force participation rates. While accelerating rates of labour force 
participation among women initially correlated with the introduction of free trade and 
export-led growth strategies in many industnalizing countries, many occupations that were 
formerly female-dominated are now becoming male dominated because "women tend to 
be disadvantaged in the processes of production which are capital-intensive and rely on 
skilled labour" (Joekes, 1987: 329). Hence, some scholars now use the terrn de- 
feminization to descnbe recent developments in specific countries, such as Singapore and 
Mexico (Joekes, 1987). Rather than weakening the force of the notion of feminization, 
however, evidence of so-called de-feminization points to the importance of understanding 
the gendered underpinnings of theprocess of employment change as well as its matenal 
effects which may, but do not necessarily, include the substitution of women for men in 
formerly male jobs. 

3 5 The work of Antonieta Barron (1994) on the Mexican vegetable sector is particularly 
instructive here. In the case of this sector, she demonstrates that, with the emergence of 
export-led growth models in the 1970s, women initially entered this sector because few 
men were available for work and because land reforms were making families more reliant 
on the market. 

36 To cite Barron (1994) once again, even in the increasingly female-dominated Mexican 
vegetable sector, sex-segregated job categones persist. For example, women continue to 
perform the labour-intensive task of picking and, when local men are not available for 
packaging, employers often ship fresh vegetables to export-processing zones where, 
paradoxically, both men and women work at this greater-skilled job (Barron: 14 1). 

Trends in Turkey also undermine the argument that declining sex-segregation 
necessarily accompanies feminization. While there is evidence of women's nsing 
participation rates in core manufactunng industries in Turkey, growing feminization is 
promoting iri~eriszfied sex-segreçation since women's increased entry into the formai 
labour force is concentrated in histoncally female-dominated industries (Catagay: 1994). 
Thus, Nilufer Catagay (1 994) aptly notes: 

To the extent that the activities involved, such as knitting, embroidery, ready-made 
clothes production, are typically female dominated activities in the forma1 
manufactunng sector, they do not represent a feminization of the type 
conceptualized by Standing via the substitution of women for men (Catagay: 134). 



In a recent study on the British case, Rubery and Fagan (1994: 141) also report sirnilar 
findings. 

37 Ward (1994: 6) refers to a "triple shifi" in descnbing the impact of global restructunng 
on women's work. She identifies forma1 labour force participation as the "third shift" for 
women in industrializing nations, since most women perform disguised waged work as 
well as domestic work before entering transnational factones. 

38 Notably, contrary to the conventional thesis, Boyd, Mulvihill and Myles (199 1 : 427) 
suggest that women's mass entry into the labour force was marked by an increase in 
exclusively female work environrnents in the Canadian case; thus, women's numerical 
strength has not eroded traditional gender hierarchies. 

39 Scholars assuming that a nse in male unemployment rates necessarily results from 
ferninization generally overlook the fact that marketization ofien also prompts high 
unemployment rates for women since, with women's mass entry into the labour force, 
more of women's economic activities are measured in formal statistics (Catagay, 1994). 
Hence, formal unemployment rates more accurately reflect women's disadvantaged 
position in the labour force and contribute to a more accurate picture of their economic 
welfare. Furthemore, the problem of underemployment for wornen also becomes more 
evident since statistics begin to capture women's desire for full-time work over part-time 
work (Armstrong, 1995: 371; Broad, 1991 : 579). 

40 Scholars from a range of perspectives show that sedgender divisions of labour in both 
reinforces the domestic sphere and the labour market are inseparable and the nature of 
prevailing employrnent trends only reinforce this insight (see for example: Acker, 1988; 
Armstrong and Armstrong, 1993; Barret, 1988; Seccombe, 1983). Consequently, one 
cannot adequately revise the conventional hypothesis without emphasizing the significance 
of women's roles, however historically and geographically variable, in social reproduction. 

4 1 Still, since patterns of feminization differ from country to country and sector to sector, 
women's mass entry into the labour force cannot be traced to a specific year or decade. 

42 The fact that women of colour represent a disproportionate percentage of workers in 
low-wage, labour-intensive rnanufactunng industries worldwide, such as clothing, textiles 
and footwear and ill-remunerated seMce work, such as domestic work, contnbutes to the 
racialized nature of income and occupational polarkation (Arat-Koc, 1990; Armstrong, 
1996: 3 5; Fernandez-Kelly and Garcia, 1989). 



43 Acknowledging the centrality of both of these rneans of secunng social reproduction is 
integral to understanding the evolution of the THI and the history of the TER as will be 
demonstrated in subsequent chapters. 

4 Few industries have endured this type of shift. Usually when men enter highly fernale- 
dorninated industries in significant numben, the industry's status is rising and, when they 
exit, the industry is in decline (see for example: Lowe, 1987). 

45 Chapter Five addresses this issue in depth. 

46 Even though sex segregation persists in the TH1 in the late 1990s, this trend does not 
undermine Armstrong's (1996) claim that the type of ferninization that is occumng in the 
Canadian labour market is leading more men to compete for jobs, particularly "good" jobs, 
traditionally held by women. Nor does it reduce the force of her hypothesis that some 
men are facing downward hamonization and many women are endunng increasing 
economic pressures in the labour market. Rather, given the racialized character of 
employment in the THI to be addressed in Chapter Five, persisting sex segregation and the 
apparent preponderance of women, immigrants and people of colour at the bottom end of 
the occupationai hierarchy in the TH1 raises the following questions: which men are 
competing for jobs stereotypically characterized as "wornen's work", particularly those 
characterized by low-wages and limited security? To what extent does Armstrong's 
(1996: 53) hypothesis that prevailing labour market trends (precipitated by globalization) 
are leading to "increasing control for a few, mostly white, men" reflect prevailing trends in 
a THI? This last question is difticult to address at an ernpirical level given the dearth of 
employment data disaggregated by race and immigration status. Still, an examination of 
the policies, practices and processes at the intra- and inter-fim level in the THI (Chapter 
Five) brings us doser to a suitable response. 



Chapter Two 

Putting Workers in their PIace: 
The Early History of Private Employment Agencies in Canada 

The roots of the Canadian TH1 lie in the history of labour market intermediaries, 

specificaily pnvate employment agents operating in the labour market in the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In this era, TERs did not exist in their present 

form; nor did temporary help agencies. Nevenheless, several precursors to this type of 

employment relationship and the 'classic' temporary help agency merit investigation in light 

of this study. 

This chapter traces the pre-history of the contemporary TEK identieing the 

complex set of actors involved in its early precursors. Operating in the labour market as 

early as the 1860s, private employment agents acting abroad, such as padronesl and 

general labour agents, were at the hub of these relationships. As a result of their widely- 

publicized and oflen unethical practices, which ranged from charging exorbitant fees and 

making false representations to colluding with their customers, they were also the initial 

target of regulation at the national, provincial and, subsequently, at the international level. 

The chapter also descnbes the activities of pnvate employment agencies operated by 

typewriter companies, the immediate forerunners to the 'classic' temporary help agency 

that contributed to filling the growing demand for clerical workers in the provincial labour 

market in Ontario. Even in the face of growing disapproval of the padrone system and the 

private employment agency industry as a whole, this small, but cohesive, new branch of 

the industry managed to carve out a space and create a positive image for itself in the 
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office sector. It escaped regulation because government officiais, unchallenged by social 

reformers or labour leaders, viewed employment agencies mn by typewriter cornpanies as 

legitimate entities; not only did they recruit and place women stenographers and typists in 

temporary work, they sold typewnter equipment rather than sirnply the services of their 

workers. 

The analysis developed in this chapter deepens two larger themes introduced in 

Chapter One. First, it sugsests that many workers engaged by pnvate employrnent agents 

at the tum-of-the-century resembied unfree wage labourers, specifically what Miles (1987) 

and Satzewich (199 1) label "contract migrant workers." Indeed, a sizable number of 

immigrant and migrant workers put to work by padrones, general labour agents and even 

agents employed by philanthropie organizations in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries not only came to Canada under false pretenses but were unable to circulate 

freely in the labour market upon their amval because of the employrnent contracts that 

they entered into outside the country. Moreover, private employment agents used highly 

racialized nation-building discourses to relegate these workers to the bottom of the labour 

market. Second, it demonstrates that employment agencies run by typewriter companies 

in the province of Ontario emerged out of the private ernployment agency industry, even 

though they consciously distanced themselves fiom agents operating at the fringes of the 

labour market. While their primary workers, stenographers and typists, enjoyed greater 

freedom of rnobility in the labour market, these immediate forerunners to the early TH1 

crafted employment relationships very similar to those associated with their more 
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unscrupulous precursors. What gave employment agencies run by typewriter companies 

legitimacy was their practice of targeting young Canadian bom, well-educated, middle- 

class women widely presumed to be dependent upon a male wage; this same strategy also 

laid the groundwork for the emergence of the THl later in the century as well as the 

feminized employrnent relationship upon which its' early success was based. 

Sketching the evolution of the pnvate employment agency industry in Canada, the 

chapter is divided into five sections. Section 1 provides a focused o v e ~ e w  of the 

situation in the Canadian labour market just pnor to the tum-of-the-century that centres 

on the federal government's early carnpaign to promote immigration and the rote of private 

employment agencies in this context. Section II describes early national opposition to 

pnvate employment agencies and the tenor of federal, provincial and municipal legislation 

responding to public concems. Section III details the first coordinated international 

efforts to regulate pnvate employment agencies originating in the Treaty of Versailles, 

renewed at the inception of the IL0 and later entrenched in international labour 

conventions. Section IV investigates how one narrow segment of the pnvate employment 

agency industry adapted to change in the Canadian context. Focusing on the case of 

employment agencies operated by typewriting firms in Ontano, it begins to identify the 

similarities between these agencies and the 'classic' temporary help agency of the post- 

World War II era in order to prefigure a discussion of the emergence of the TH1 in 

Chapter Three. The chapter concludes by companng the character of employrnent 

relationships common to the Canadian pnvate employrnent agency industry at the turn-of- 



98 

the-century versus those that became prevaIent afier federal and provincial governments 

and the IL0 began to regulate private employment agencies. 

1. The Canadian Labour Market at the Turn-of-the-Century: The Antagonistic 
Relationship between "Nation-Building" and the Activities of Private 
Employment Agents 

Beginning in 1880, with the aim of populating the country and providing workers 

to fiIl the labour market, the Canadian govemment drastically altered the immigration 

campaign that it had initiated to attract permanent settlers upon the formation of the 

Dominion. As countless scholars demonstrate, Canada's original nation-building goals 

reflected the ideal of creating an ethnically-pure British settler colony (see for example: 

Bakan and Stasiulis, 1997; Calliste, 1993; Roberts, 1988, 1990; Satzewich, 199 1). 

However, in the forty-year period between 1880 and 1920, employers' labour needs in key 

areas of expansion, particularly in agriculture, industry and domestic service, conflicted 

with the dominant Eurocentnc and gendered nation-building discourses and policies aimed 

at establishing a morally and physically "pure" settler population loyal to the British 

Empire. Consequently, the twin demands for an industnal and agricultural proletanat and 

a core of female domestic workers altered the shape of Canadian immigration policy and, 

hence, the influx of immigrants into the country. Developments in this era reflect Sedef 

Arat-Koc's (1997: 55) incisive observation that: 

Histoncally, immigration policies in Canada have been determined by several, at 
tirnes conflicting, objectives. These have included the development of a white 
British settler society in Canada, establishing settler colonies in certain regions of 
the country (with previously sparse European populations), and meeting the needs 
of the labour market. 
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At the end of the nineteenth century, the profound conflict between the Dominion 

governrnent and the emerging capitalist class over the "desirabie" immigrant eventually 

caused the government to alter its long-standing campaign for a specific group of 

permanent setters. The new policies aimed to secure a consistent supply of expendable 

male and female labourers (Roberts, 1988: 8; Avery, 1995). 

Male Agricu lturnl and Industrial Workcrs 

Promoting immigration was essential to fulfilling the late nineteenth century 

Dominion government's expansionary project. i n  advertising for immigrants, first largely 

in Bntain and then in other parts of Europe, the government emphasized the possibility of 

upward class mobility, suggesting that male immigrants could easily become land-owning 

fanners in Canada, even when the reality was that employers wanted fam-hands and day 

Iabourers. As Barbara Roberts (1 988: 5) notes: 

The stated ideal of Canadian Immigration Policy was to attract a permanent 
agricultural population. Behind this ideal, thinly concealed and little denied, lay a 
more-or-less Wakefieldian system ... Hidden behind that bitter but still palatable 
modification of the ideal lay yet another reality: a massive system of importing 
industrial workers who could hardly daim to be fanners even potentially. 

Of course, for the many stalwart peasants willing to nsk coming to Canada with the hope 

of gaining an improved standard of living, immigration did not result in upward class 

mobility even though the Dominion government implied otherwise (Cunningham, 1991; 

Avery, 1 979, 1995; Aarney, 1979). As a consequence, while immigration figures were 

quite high at the turn-of-the-century, more people lefi than entered Canada for five of the 
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eight decades between the 1860 and 1940 due to poor working conditions and economic 

crises (Table 4). 

Table 4 
Net Immigration in Canada, 1861-1941 (000s of persons) 

Years Immigration 
1861-1871 183 
1871-2881 353 
1881-1991 903 
1891-1901 326 
1901-191 1 1,75 9 
191 1-1921 1,612 
1921-193 1 1,203 
1931-1941 150 

Source: Avery, 1979: 193. 

Emigration 
3 75 
440 

1,109 
506 

1,043 
l ,38 1 
974 
242 

Net Migration 
-192 
-87 
-206 
-180 
716 

The new corporate capitalist class desired temporary male labourers, contractors 

and so-called guest workers (preferably migrating without their families) to engage in day 

labour, construction and other forms of industrial work, building railways and physical 

infrastructure in industnal centres and performing seasonal agricultural work at very low 

wages (Avery, 1995: 32; Bradwin, 1972: 55-58). They perceived male contract migrants 

and/or guest workers as ideal sources of labour since the costs of renewing the work force 

rested almost completely with the sending economy (Robens, 1988: 7). As well, because 

they did not pose a threat of labour unrest, many employers also used male migrant 

contract workers as strike-breakers even though such practices were even at that point 

highly controversial among the public at-large (Avery, 1979: 37; Canada, May, 1906; 

Labour Gazette, 190 1 : 2 13). Hence, the goals of the capitalist class contlicted with the 

officia1 policies of the Dominion govemment for a Iengthy period, at least on the surface, 
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and the reality of the conditions of employrnent endured by immigrants and migrants in 

Canada contrasted sharply with the images of Canada as a "civilized" white settler society 

depicted in the govemment's early advertising campaigns. 

Although the tensions between the Dominion governent and the emergent 

capitalist class were quite senous until the end of the century, the demands of employers, 

many of whom viewed Southern and Eastern European male immigrants as highly 

desirable industrial workers, eventually won over those of the nation-builders. As Donald 

Avery (1979: 37) asserts: 

Between 1896 and 19 14 Canadian immigration policy served, above al1 else, the 
dictates of the capitalist labour market. Under the banner of economic growth 
thousands of immigrant workers were encouraged to enter the country to meet the 
labour needs of commercial agriculture, railroad construction, lumbenng, and 
other labour intensive industries. Increasingly the long-standing goal of bnnging 
into the country only the settler labour type of immigrants was displaced by a 
policy of importing an industrial proletanat. 

Immigration statistics substantiate Avery's claims. In 1896, only 13.3 per cent of the 

Canadian population was foreign-born; of this figure, 76 percent were of British ongins. 

However, while British immigrants still remained the majonty of the foreign-bom 

population for the next thirty years, Canada expenenced a dramatic increase in the nurnber 

of immigrants from Eastem and Southem Europe (Avery, 1995: 22). For example, in 

192 1, 22.2 per cent of the population was foreign born and 46 per cent was non-British 

(Avery, 1995: 33). 

Geographically, urban centres, such as Montreal and Toronto, and rural areas in 

Western Canada attracted the bulk of male Southem and Eastern European immigrants 
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due to pressure from local capitalists. Railway companies were particularly vocal in their 

demand for a specific type of industrial worker and they did not visualize the typical white 

British settler as a desirable day labourer. As Canadian Pacific Railway President 

Shaughnessy noted in 1897: 

Men who seek employment on rdway construction are, as a rule, a class 
accustorned to roughing it. They know when they go to the work that they must 
put up with the most primitive kind of camp accommodation. 1 feel very strongly 
that it would be a huge mistake to send out any more of these men from WaIes, 
Scotland or England .... it is only prejudicial to the cause of immigration to import 
men who corne here expecting to get high wages, a feather bed and a bath tub 
(IB, 39501, Shaughnessy to James A. Stewart, 1897 as cited by Avery, 1995: 29). 

The Grand Truck Pacific, the Canadian National Railway and the Canadian Pacific 

Railway al1 perceived British immigrants, as well as Slavic and Scandinavian immigrants, 

as undesirable for menial foms of railway work because they sought workers that were 

willing to commit themselves to railway work (Bradwin, 1972: Chapter 4). As a 

consequence, in the early part of the twentieth century, they repeatedly contravened the 

Aiien Labour Act (1897), which made it illegal to "pre-pay the transportation of, or in any 

other way to assist or solicit the importation or immigration of any alien or foreigner into 

Canada under contract or agreement ...," by importing Southem and Eastern European 

men to Canada as de facto guest workers (R.S.C., 1897, 60-6 1, v, C. 1 1 : 1; Avery, 1995: 

38; Bradwin, 1972: 55). As a result, by the tum-of-the-century, a highly racialized 

division of labour operated in railway construction. In descnbing the "ethnic groupings" 

among the camp men of this penod, Edwin Bradwin (1 972: 92) notes: "[tlhere are two 

distinct groups of workers at once apparent in camps on a piece of railway work, the 
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'whites7 and the 'foreigners'. This semi-racial demarcation is not a pleasant distinction; it 

may not even be just, but it is always in evidence on any hundred mile piece of new 

construction." In his study, The bunkhouse man (1972), Bradwin ihstrates that white 

male workers either bom in Canada, from the British Mes, the United States or 

Scandinavia held positions in the camps that "connote[d] a 'stripe' of some kind" (92). 

Indeed, they were "officiais in one capacity or another -- walking-bosses, accountants, 

inspectors, the vanous camp foremen, cache keepers, as well as clerks to perform the 

more routine works of checks and time keepers" and they belonged to "the most 

remunerated part of railway constr~ction'~ (Bradwin: 92-93). In contrast, the "foreigners" 

were said to "stolidly engage in muckering and heavier tasks" and to be poorly paid 

(Bradwin: 105). 

Although the federal govemment threatened the railway companies with 

prosecution under the Alien Labour Act, panly due to pressure from the Trades and 

Labour Congress, it typically ignored the often coercive practices of the railway 

companies who were irnporting labourers in this period.' By the 1910s the federal 

government also ignored similar practices by mining companies operating in Western 

Canada. As works by Avery (1979, 1995), Bradwin (1972), Hamey (1979) and Rarnirez 

(1991) show, the federal govemment tolerated the unethical and unlawful practices of the 

railway companies and other companies in the resource sector because the bulk of the 

workers that they recruited either came as guen workers or, by virtue of their occupation, 

were not fully protected as citizen-workers in Canada. 
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Even though the federal government tolerated their unscnipulous activities, 

companies, such as the Canadian Pacific Railway, the Canadian National Railway, and 

industrialists in construction, forestry, mining and srnelting, registered their resentment 

towards its rnuch-publicized drive to encourage permanent agricultural immigrants until 

the early 1920s. Some industrialists even claimed that they, "did more work on enticing 

industrial immigrants than the Dominion ever did" (Avery, 1979: 3 8-3 9). Ironically, heads 

of railway and steamship companies were the most vocal spokespeople for an open-door 

immigration policy, although many of them were later implicated in deportations and 

making false representations to immigrants (Avexy, 1979: 30; Roberts, 1988: 8). By no 

coincidence, agents employed by these companies constitute the earliest group of private 

employment agents scrutinized in both the popular press and in govemment circles 

(Avery, 1995; Harney, 1979: 63-64; Labour Gazette, June 1906). 

Femnle Donzestic Workers 

Aiongside the demand for male agncultural and industrial immigrants, the other 

side of the nation-building process involved the recruitment of fernale domestic workers: 

"...from the point of view of labour and immigration policy, domestic labour was to 

women what agricultural labour was to men" (Pierson and Light, 1990: 258). However, 

at the tum-of the century, the recruitment of women domestic workers represented a less 

controversial terrain than that of the dominant categories of male immigrants since 

government officiais and social reformers agreed on the class of preferred women 

immigrants. First cast as "mothers of the nation" and later reduced to the status of 
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"migrant workers", these women were initially recruited to care for Canada's growing 

population and to balance-out the rapidly expanding immigrant male population that 

resulted from the influx of single male worken hailing from various parts of Europe. 

With the passage of the British North America Act (1 867), the lengthy period 

between 1867 and 1940 involved the mass immigration of women domestic servants to 

Canada. The majority of women imrnigrating to Canada as domestic workers in this 

penod came from Britain. However, from 1900 onwards, a substantial proportion of 

domestic workers also came from Scandinavia, Germany, Austria, Bavana, Bohemia, 

Northem Italy, Switzerland and France and, between 19 14 and the early 1930s many 

Fimish women immigrated to Canada as domestic workers (Cunningham, 199 1 : 54-55; 

Lindstrom-Best, 1986). 

Table 5 
Background of Fernale Domestics Coming to Canada, 19044930 

TotaI British Western Eastern Southern 
European European European 

1904-1914 1 17,568 90,028 8,094 15,3 87 1,110 
1919-1930 123,983 74,179 14,179 30,8 14 1,989 

Source: Bahcr, 1991: 2. 

In the early twentieth century, small numbers of women from outside Europe also 

immigrated to Canada to work as domestics; for example, in 19 10- 19 1 1, the Canbbean 

Domestic Scheme brought one hundred women from Guadeloupe to work in Quebec 

(Calliste, 1993). However, since their nurnbers were so limited, official statistics fail to 

document the presence of non-European immigrant women domestic workers in Canada. 
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Due to the aggressive overseas recmitment campaign launched by the Dominion 

govenunent and supported by the social reformers, the 1890s marked a particular high 

point for domestic service among immigrant women because fernale domestics became the 

ody  independently "desirable" category of immigrant women workers in Canada during 

this decade (Cunningham, 199 1 : 16); the leading occupations among women in 189 1 

corresponded to this development (Table 6).  

Table 6 
Leading Occupations for Women, 1891 

Occupation 
Servant 
Dressmaker 
Teacher 
Farmer 
S eamstress 
Tailoress 
Saleswoman 
Housekeeper 
Laundress 
Millner 
Source: 1891 Census of Canada as cited by White, 1983. 

Numbers 
77,644 
22,686 
14,803 
11,590 
1 O,Z3 9 
7,834 
4,409 
4,035 
3,679 
3,277 

Still, studies by Arat-Koc (1 990, 1997), Cunningham (199 1) and Calliste (1 993) indicate 

that even though the govemment singled-out women domestic workers as so-called 

"desirable" immigrants under the regime of immigration law, domestics were subject to 

constant State scrutiny since they were charged with the central, yet undervalued, task of 

social reproduction in the new nation: as Nicola Cunningham (199 1 : 3 1) cogently 

observes, "immigration law functioned as a rneans of reproducing a working population in 

a new locale by importinç working classes with an established sexual division of labour." 
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Government oficials and social reformers took great care in recruiting and placing 

female domestic workers in Canadian homes. For example, philanthropic organizations 

sent matrons aboard steamships crossing the Atlantic to ensure that the steamship 

operators obeyed the protective immigration laws adopted at the tum-of-century, to 

guarantee that the women arrived in Canada in "pristine" condition and, mcst importantly, 

to segregate domestics h m  other immigrants so that they would not acquire notions 

about better employment opportunities (kat-Koc, 1997; Barber, 199 1 ; Roberts, 1976). 

Once they were deemed safely placed in Canadian homes, however, neither federal 

immigration policy nor provincial labour legislation accorded this group of workers an 

equivalent set of protections to those extended to most other categories of workers in this 

era (Cunningham, 1991).' 

Enrly Private Employnt eni Agents Engaging MaIe und Fema le Imnrigran ts and 
Mfgran ts 

Although the Dominion govemment encouraged immigration among a narrow 

group of wornen workers (Le., domestics), social reformers camed out recruitment and 

placement. In this sense, mirroring the roles of private employment agents engaging male 

agricultural and industrial workers, social reformers took on the role of intermedianes at 

least until domestics were placed in Canadian homes permanently. Hence, fernale and 

male immigration remained largely in the hands of the pnvate sector on both sides of the 

Atlantic until almost a decade d e r  World War 1: at that point, Canadian and British laws 

pertaining to the recruitment and placement of immigrants were introduced. 



108 

The private sector employment agents who handled the recruitment and placement 

of female domestic workers were normally matrons and social workers engaged by private 

philanthropic organizations. Unlike the profit-driven pnvate employrnent agents recruiting 

male agricultural and industrial workers, the female agents recmiting, housing and placing 

immigrant women domestic workers were largely unpaid volunteers driven by the 

ideology of domesticity.' This is not to suggest that philanthropic agencies such as the 

Salvation A m y  and the British Women's Emigration Association did not benefit financially 

from their involvement in recruiting and placing domestics; indeed, the Canadian 

governent not only gave generous bonuses to steamship companies and labour agencies 

recmiting immigrant domestics, they also provideci subsidies for these types of 

philanthropic organizations (Avery, 1995; Barber, 199 1 ; Roberts, 1976). 

Focusing at first on Britain, women engaged by philanthropic organizations 

targeted a pool of women domestic servants abroad, drawing up employment contracts 

and providing assisted passage and subsidized housing for the domestic workers upon 

arriva1 to Canada. These agents of social reform agitated for stricter and more protective 

immigration policies for domestic worken and the effective implementation of existing 

policies. But, they did little to support domestic workers once they were placed in 

Canadian homes. For example, even though provincial master-servant legislation 

supposedly protected immigrants from exploitative contracts that they may have signed 

abroad, philanthropic agencies usually failed to monitor the conditions of employrnent of 

the women that they recmited for domestic work; consequently, many female immigrant 
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domestic workers became quasi-indentured servants upon amval to Canada, at least until 

they paid back the money owed for assisted passage (Arat-Koc, 1997: 66). 

For male agncultural migrants and industnal workers, private profit-seeking 

employment agents and agencies acted as "middlemen" in the recruitment and placement 

process. Devoid of a moral imperative comparable to the social reformers, these agents 

were often engaged by railway, mining o r  steamship companies with large contracts with 

Canada's emerging class of industrial capitali~ts.~ Like the social reformers, private 

ernployment agents often provided assisted passage and arranged lodging for workers 

upon their amval to Canada and they demanded reimbursement in either the form of a 

portion of a given worker's wages, direct payment with interest or work in retum for the 

money owed to them. The numerous philanthropic societies geared to recruiting women 

domestic workers objected to the activities of pnvate profit-driven ernployment agents in 

pnnciple; they particularly disapproved of  the "padrone" (or gang) system of placing male 

immigrant workers and the government's bonus system for pnvate profit-dnven 

employment agents recruiting "desirable" immigrants. Social reformers considered fee- 

charging pnvate employment agents "unscrupulous characters who were preoccupied with 

profit from immigration work and who were not deemed to have the best interests of 

Canada at heart," characterizing themselves as having more worthy nation-building aims 

(Cunningham, 199 1 : 97). 

Deçpite the protestations of reformers, immigrant women domestic workers 

recruited by these social reformers and male industrial and agncultural immigrants 
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recruited by private employment agents shared several characteristics. Often faced with 

large debts to their sponsors, both groups effectively became unfiee wage labourers upon 

amval to Canada, at least for a limited period. More concretely, govemment policies, 

such as The Railwav Agreement (1925), engaged Canada's two largest railway companies 

to recruit male immigrants into agricultural and industrial work and women immigrants 

into domestic service and to transport both groups of workers to Western Canada, where 

they were desperately required. These companies embraced this agreement since it 

increased railway travel and, more notably, they received a bonus for these newly 

"desirable" immigrants, many of whom now ernigrated from Western and Eastern Europe. 

Private Eniploynient Agents and Agencies: Form, Function and Conimon Abuses 

For both the male immigrant workers, comprising the growing agncultural labour 

force and the newly emerging industrial proletanat and female domestic workers, both the 

"daughters of the empire" and the less "desirable" women domestic workers from other 

parts of Europe, ernployment relations were tenuous. Upon amval in Canada, the jobs 

t hat they were promised were often non-existent, inaccurately described or shon-lived. 

ConsequentIy, their employment histories were characterized by long bouts of 

unempIoyment, poor working conditions at low wages, with the low wages made worse 

by deductions for transportation, placement in employment and room and board (Bradwin, 

1972: 73-76). Private employment agents acting in the labour market exacerbated the 

uneven pattern of ernployrnent, especially among male migrants and immigrants, through 

their methods of recruitment and placement. Given that employment relationships 
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involving pnvate profit-dnven employment agents represent the eariy precursors to the 

contemporary TER, it is instructive to probe the activities of these labour market actors6 

There were two dominant types of private fee-charging employment agents 

operating on the labour market in the early 1900s: the general labour agency, which 

operated for a fee and codined its business to the exchange of labour, and the padrones 

who made their business fùmishing gangs of workmen to an employer for a set fee.' 

According to one early North Arnerican study of employrnent agents and agencies, both 

types of agencies placed contract labourers, general labourers, rniners, lumbermen, brick 

makers, railroad hands, cattlemen, farm-hands and cattle labourers during this era (Kellor, 

19 15). However, while some general agencies recruited workers from abroad, the 

majority recruited workers dornestically, catering to businesses in a wide-range of sectors 

in both urban centres and rural areas. In contrast, the padrones drew labourers from a 

specific country, region or ethnic background. Normally, they had sirong ties with 

sending agents in local labour markets in countnes, such as Italy and Greece, and 

transportation companies, such as steamship companies operating across the Atlantic and 

railway companies operating in Canada; they often used ties based on ethnicity and 

nationality to cultivate and solidify complex labour-contracting chains. There is 

considerable evidence of abuse among these types of private employment agents in both 

Canada and abroad. 
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Capturing the menacing image of the padrones on the Nonh Amencan labour 

market in the early twentieth century and employing the highly racialized nationalist 

discourse of the penod, Frances Kellor (19 15: 184-85) noted: 

The padrone, that most vicious anti-American institution among the foreign 
workmen to-day, still flourish. Their stronghold is the labour camp, the general 
contractor is their backer ... The padrone, who used only to deal with countrymen 
form his home town or province, now has a comprehensive system for getting d 
of his countrymen. He frequently has men on the other side who "drum up trade" 
and who consign Iaborers to him like so many bales of hay. He is frequently the 
oniy man that they know in America, their only fnend when they amve, and they 
are to hirn so many shares of stock out of which he must squeeze the utmost 
profit. When the immigrant does not corne addressed to his care he has runners 
and others who keep in touch with his fellow laborers .... He gets copies of the 
ships' advices so he knows when and where they land and he has many other 
methods by which he brings these laborers under his influence [sic]. 

Because of the unsavoury image of the padrone, which undoubtedly reflected the 

racialized characterization of this type of pnvate employment agent as a "foreigner" 

involved in recruiting and placing other "foreigners", it was the padrone system that was 

the initial target of govemment investigation in both Canada and the United States, even 

though their practices and those of general labour agencies were often indistinguishable.' 

Eventually, general labour agencies also became subject to State scrutiny. However, the 

appearance and spread of the padrone system spurred the earliest reaction from the 

govemment due to the outcry in immigrant communities. Most notably, growing 

discontent in the Italian cornmunity in the early 1900s led the federal govemment to 

establish a Royal Commission appointed to inquire into the Immigration of Italian 

Labourers to Montreal and the alleeed Fraudulent Practices of Emdovrnent Aeencies, 
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1905, which made piercing criticisms of the private employment agency industry as a 

whole and generated the first coordinated campaign aimed at its regdation in r ana da.^ 

In the early twentieth century, the City of Montreal was the hub of the Canadian 

padrone system, where the "King of Itaiian Labour", Antonio Cordasco, first became 

famous (and then infamous) for his business practices involving the recmitment of male 

Italian workers for seasonal labour in the construction trade (Canada, May 1906: 295-6; 

Labour Gazette, November, 1907: 2 1 2 ) . ' O  While press reports indicate that Cordasco 

was one of the most known padrones in Canada in this period, he worked in a fiercely 

competitive local labour market, where his direct cornpetitors (especially his pnmary 

cornpetitor Antonio Dini) spearheaded his downfall. As Robert Hamey (1979: 58-59) 

suggests, "Cordasco's career and the public assault upon him affords us a rare entry into 

the world of thepadrotte, the exploitative Italian brokers who were stock -- but little 

understood -- villains in the drarna of immigration". To this I would add that it was the 

burgeoning "commerce of migration" at the turn-of-the-century that brought the coercive 

activities of private ernployment agents like Cordasco into the pubIic eye. 

i n  this period, there was a convergence between capital's desperate need for 

labourers (panicularly in industries like construction, mining and smelting), xenophobic 

Canadian immigration policies like the Alien Labour Act (1 897) and rising rates of 

unemployment internationally (Hamey, 1979: 59; ILO, 1994a). This combination of 

factors initially led many Canadian employers to circumvent immigration policy and other 

legislative measures and enlist the assistance of either private agents engaged by steamship 
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and railway companies or padrones to transport rniçrants and immigrants to fbmish them 

with a consistent supply of expendable workers. 

Tracing the rise and fa11 of padrones like Cordasco, and lessor known general 

labour agents operating under false pretenses in countnes like Bntain, exposes the host of 

abuses perpetuated by labour market intermediaries (Canada, May 9, 1906: 295). 

Cordasco's well-known case contributed to widespread documentation of the activities of 

labour market intermediaries and later led to the criminalization of a number of practices. 

After Cordasco's activities became public, the Labour Gazette provided graphic reports of 

comrnon abuses amongst labour market intermedianes of a11 sorts across Canada at the 

tum-of-the-century (see for example: Labour Gazette, June 1906: 1346-5 1; November 

1907: 2 12; February 1908: 1024, 1026; March 1908: 1 16 1-2, 1 165). These reports 

indicate that, with nsing rates of unemployrnent, a rapidly-expanding group of Canadian- 

bom workers also resorted to labour market intermedianes even though private 

employment agents targeted pnmarily recent immigrants. 

Private employment agents were charged wi-th committing a host of abuses in the 

Canadian labour market in this penod, the majonty of abuses falling into the categones of 

misrepresentation, collusion and extortion." Interestingly, ill-treated workers rarely 

charged the custorners of early private employment agencies with committing abuses, 

thereby blumng the existence of the complex labour contracting relationships. Indeed, the 

focus on the unscnipulous practices of padrones and other disreputable employment 

agents, driven by the racialized discourses surrounding their image as "foreigners" 



115 

apparent in the RovaI Commission apiiointed to inouire into the Immigration of Italian 

Labourers, reports in the Labour Gazette and the much-publicized xenophobic views of 

labour leaders, led federal and provincial govenunents to shape legislation to target the 

pnvate employment agent industry as a whole. Hence, workers, as well as representatives 

of the Crown, took private employment agents to court for failure to pay wages, making 

false representations and a host of other abuses. 

The most widely documented abuses by pnvate employrnent agents in this penod 

surrounded the issue of misrepresentation, ranging from false promises of work to 

misleading advertisements that oflen distorted the position of t he agent. Agents 

advertising abroad often provided inaccurate descriptions of available work, 

misrepresented the duration (Le., permanency) of available work and falsely 

communicated rates of pay. Many also indicated that "no fees" to workers, either direct 

or indirect, were involved in the transaction. With respect to conditions of work, one 

advertisement by Cordasco in a prominent Italian Montreal Newspaper, which was "sent 

in large quantities for distribution in Italy," read as follows: 

A. Cordasco. 
Sole Italian Agent of the Canadian Pacific Ry. Co. and other Companies, 
441 St. James St., Montreal 

Notice 
Do you want to be employed in the Raiiway Works, Water Works and other Ends 
of work, -- last long time and guaranteed -- payment sure -- at the pnce of % 1.25 
to $2.00? Do you want to be respected and protected either on the work or in 
case of accident or other annoyances, which may be easily met? 
Apply personally or address letters or telegrams to: Antonio Cordasco, 441 St. 
James St., Montreal 
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Sole agent who will find every security, and guarantee employment for labourers 
and foremen who know how to do their duty. He is fùlly tmsted by a11 the 
greatest companies and contractors who continually request his services. 
Whoever has claims against any Company, Mr. Cordasco is the only man who can 
succeed to have the satisfaction of the said claims made with profit and 
promptitude (Labour Gazette, June 1906: 1349). 

Here, Cordasco is appealing to both Italian immigrants in Canada and abroad, claiming to 

be the "sole" employment agent of the Canadian Pacific Railway. His advertisement 

makes a promise of work without specifically indicating the positions available and it over- 

estimates wages.I2 In another advertisement, he cautions workers not to deal with other 

agents stating: 

Do not believe that with your dollar or dollars you will be able to get work like 
your cornrades who were faitfil. No, never! We shall inspect our books as to 
the rnoney orders and the passage tickets and those who will not have their names 
entered in them will put their hands in their hair and will cal1 Mr. Cordasco: 
'Lordship, Don Antonio, let me go and work! No never!' will be answered to 
them; go to those through whom you sent your money away ... (Labour Gazette, 
June 1906: 1349). 

In Cordasco's case, community newspapers were the primary medium used to convey the 

image that he was a man of great power and iduence in Canada. However, he also used 

celebrations for his workers to legitimize his business, such as a parade on January 23, 

1906, where he was crowned King of the Workers'. On this occasion, Cordasco, "was 

presented with a crown, in shape not unlike that wom by the King of Italy, and this crown 

was publicly placed on his head ..." (Labour Gazette, June 1906: 1349). Additionally, he 

provided stamped and sealed envelopes, containing literature promoting his senices, to 

the workers that he placed in employment and required them to send these letters to their 

farnilies and fnends in Italy. 
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In some prominent cases of rnisrepresentation reported in the Labour Gazette, 

private employment agents or agencies were found to have inaccurately depicted the 

nature of the work available. In many of these cases, collusion was very clearly a factor 

but there were few mechanisms for penalizing customers and private employment agencies 

together (Le., for collusion) in either the provincial or federal legislation that regulated 

private employment agencies (see for example: Labour Gazette, 1908: 116 1-1 162). For 

example, in November 1906, two newspaper reporters visited the New Method 

Employment Bureau, a general labour agency in Toronto. First, one went to the Bureau 

to ask for a position. He paid a registration fee of $1 and was sent to a finn on Wellington 

Street to take up a bookkeeper's job but, upon amval for work, he was told that the 

position had been filled. One week later, the other reporter went to the Bureau and 

specifically requested a book-keeper position. He paid the $1 fee and was sent to the 

same Wellington Street firm, which again did not have an opening (Labour Gazette, 

March, 1908: 1162). In this type of case, one of many reported in the Labour Gazette, the 

agent and the employer colluded to collect fees for fictitious jobs. Consequently, in early 

court cases, several judges deemed that fees (both direct fees to workers and indirect 

commissions) were only acceptable if the workers rernained in employment for a 

reasonable duration (Labour Gazette, May, 1909: 1272).13 Similarly, when they were 

found guilty of abusive practices, early ernployment agents were often convicted of fraud 

if they gave positions to the highest bidder, a common practice in the early part of the 

century (Labour Gazette, 1908: 1 ON). 
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lI. Early National Opposition to Privnte Employment Agencies 

Beyond the many individual workers and/or workers' organizations that took 

pnvate ernployment agents to court for their unlawful practices, other interest groups also 

objected vocally to the underhanded practices of private employment agents, particularly 

those involved in importing "foreign" labour. In particular, two distinct groups, with 

seemingly conflicting goals, took the lead in initiating cornplaints against padrones and 

other private employment agentdagencies: one was the Trades and Labour Congress, 

which fust deployed highly racialized nation-building discourses in objecting to the 

importation of "alien" workers, and the ot her was primarily composed of representatives 

from the Italian immigrant community, who objected to the highly racialized nation- 

building discourses and their effect on comrnunities of immigrants (Avery, 1995; Labour 

Gazette, October, 1900, October 190 1, October, 1904; Ramirez, 199 1 : 98- 109). 

In the decade between 1900 and 19 IO, the Trades and Labour Congress and its 

provincial executives lobbied the federal govemment to enforce the Al ien Labour Act 

(1 897) and prevent the importation of "alien" labour by railway, stearnship and mining 

companies. The Congress' opposition to pnvate employment agents acting abroad was 

most fierce under President Ralph Smith (1900-1 9O2), who was once leader of the 

Independent Mineworkers' Union which vehemently opposed the use of immigrant 

workers' imported by mining companies as strike-breakers and who later became a 

Member of Parliament (MP) representing Vancouver (Mouat, 1995 : 93 -96). Under 

Smith, the Congress lobbied for amendments to the Act, including the right "to sue for the 
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infrïngernent of the Act by any person," and for the Department of Labour to "assume the 

deportation of aliens rather than the recovery of a fine" (Labour Gazette, 190 1 : 2 i3;  

Mouat, 1995: 86-87). In 1901, Smith even went as far as asserting: "What organized 

labour wants, however, is an anti-contract law of general application -- a law prohibiting 

as well as voiding the importation under contract, tiom any country, of labourers of any 

kind" (Labour Gazette, 190 1: 2 13). Alongside its cal1 for the effective enforcement of the 

Alien Labour Act (1 8W), the Congress also expressed its opposition to the govemment's 

increase of the Chinese Head Tax from $50 to $100. Accordingly, Smith noted in 

October 1900: 

1 do not think that this will accomplish much good, but will serve otily to N~crease 
~ h e  botzds of these Chinese whose admission fee is paid by the Chinese Companies, 
and as this has to be retumed out of their wages it only results in er~shi t ig  them 
for a longer penod (Labour Gazette, October: 1900: 213, my emphasis). 

In making these remarks, Smith was objecting to the importation of Chinese labourers by 

"Chinese Companies" by stating "1 dont think that this [Le. the Chinese Head-Tax] will 

accomplish much good [Le. will limit the influx or "foreign" workers to Canada]". His 

comments, on the one hand, reflect an anti-foreigner sentiment cornmon amongst leaders 

of the Congress in this penod and the Congress' more general objective of limiting 

immigration in the context of high unemployment. On the other hand, he was also 

objecting to the servile conditions of employment that workers immigrating from China 

were being forced to endure in Canada and, therefore, calling on the then Liberal federal 

government to be accountable to liberal principles and eliminate forms of unfree labour in 

Canada. 
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The other group that lobbied for regulation (i-e., the Italian immigrant community) 

expressed its opposition to the activities of padrones and other private ernployment agents 

in the early 1900s. Predictably, the Italian community of Montreal did not side with the 

Trades and Labour Congress on limiting the immigration of workers from abroad. Rather, 

as Rarnirez (199 1 : 108) notes, &er encountering the elaborate mechanisms of exploitation 

used by padrones, many Italian immigrants, "who in their own native villages had rarely 

raised their voice against an exploiting galan~uomo, in the Canadian city drew up civil 

suits and took padrones to court". Subsequently, many becarne vocal proponenrs of an 

open-door immigration policy. For example, a sizable group of Italian immigrants sued 

Antonio Cordasco and the Canadian Pacific Railway for failure to pay wages, collusion 

and other illegal practices, spurring the creation of the Royal Commission appointed to 

inquire into the Immieration of Italian Labourers to Montreal. When this Royal 

Commission undertook its investigation in 1904, many of these same immigrants took the 

witness stand, pointing to padrones and other labour agents like Cordasco and calling for 

their punishment (Ramirez, 199 1 ; Avery, 1995: 3 8-39; Harney, 1979).14 Hence, they 

brought the fraudulent practices of these labour market intermediaries into the public eye. 

Along with cornplaints and court cases brought by individual workers in the early 

twentieth century, both the Italian comrnunity and the Trades and Labour Congress 

heightened public awareness and concem about the maltreatment of new immigrants, 

although the two groups initially souglit different ends. Consequently, federal and 

provincial government officiais were forced to acknowledge and confiont the problem of 
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abuse amongst private employment agents in earnest as early as 1905-1906, leading to the 

kind of regulations still persisting in the 1990s. 

With the growing riumber of reports documenting abuses by pnvate employment 

agents and dramatic calls for State intervention from the organized labour movement and 

immigrant comrnunities, govemment oficials began to raise concems about the agents' 

activities at the turn-of-the century. In their early discussions surrounding the need for 

effective regulation, leading MPs, some of whom had roots in the labour movement, 

opposed an unregulated private recruitment and placement system. Aiming to hold the 

Laurier govemment accountable to its principles, they articulated their concems on three 

grounds in House of Commons Debates of 1905 and 1906." First, they expressed 

concern about how the practices of private employment agents acting abroad contributed 

to damaging Canada's reputation internationally. MPs were especially disturbed by the 

growing trend among private employment agents to depict thernselves as representatives 

of govemment either through using the national coat of arms on their official letterhead, 

locating their business offices in the same buildings as govemment offices or even falsely 

claiming to be government oficials (Canada, May 1906: 2955-56). In the words of Ralph 

Smith, former President of the Trades and Labour Congress and eventually an MP who 

argued desperately for remedial legislation, this type of false representation led many 

immigrants to come to Canada "believing in a way that they were coming under some sort 

of royal protection" (Canada, May 1906: 2956). Second, many MPs agitating for 

legislation feared that these agents were not communicating the oficial employment needs 
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of the country (Le., attracting permanent agricultural settlers) and, instead, were attracting 

"undesirables" under pressure from transportation companies (Canada, May 1906: 2958). 

Third, many MPs and govemment officiais argued that the covert activities of some 

pnvate employment agencies undermined Canada's nation-building goals. Several also 

objected to the use of migrant contract workers as strike-breakers (Canada, May 1906: 

2964).16 Supporting a motion advanced by Ralph Smith, A. B. Aylesworih, the Minister 

of Labour, made the following comment: 

We can never expect to build up out of the immigrants €rom foreign nations a 
people who will be loyal to Our institutions, who will be animated by a proper 
feeling for their adopted home, or who will be found contented and at peace 
in the ordinary relations of life if they are settling down in this country under a 
fixed conviction that they have been brought here under false pretensions and 
that they have been deceived upon the very vital business considerations which 
have induced them to corne at al1 (Canada, May 1906: 2964). 

In the spirit of domestic expansion and improving channels of communication 

intemationally, Aylesworth went on to propose that ancillary legislation be adopted to 

regulate the activities of private employment agents acting abroad. 

Indeed, federal govemment oficials began to reject the quasi-servile character of 

workers engaged by private employment agencies around the tum-of-the-century. Hence, 

their nation-building concems and their desire to encourage modem labour market 

practices eventually led them to craft legislation and reguiations to curb abuses perpetrated 

by pnvate employment agents. 



Spurred by growing documentation on the horrors of the padrone system and the 

link between pnvate employment agents and immigration, the federal govemment used 

immigration policy as the vehicle for coordinating its initiai efforts at regulation. 

Legislative measures were already in place in various provinces, such as British Columbia, 

Manitoba, Ontario and Quebec, by the early 1900s and thus provincial and municipal 

labour legislation regulating private employment agencies was usefùl in crafting 

immigration regulations at the federal level. 

Intense debate over the role and function of private employment agencies acting 

abroad occurred in the House of Commons between 1905-1 9 10. Debates initially centred 

on what type of açency should have the right to represent Canada overseas in employment 

matters. However, as MPs documented the nature of common abuses, the political focus 

on so-called "false representations" slowly shifted and expanded. For example, between 

1907 and 1909, federal government oficials became concemed with specific issues 

pertaining to fee-charging, licensing and records-keeping. Consequently, the government 

enacted basic legislation to protect immigrants against abuses by private employment 

agents through the Immigration Act of 1910 (Sections 55 & 56); the provisions in this Act 

included giving the Govemor General in Councii the power to issue extensive regulations. 

Thus, with the growing consensus that existing legislation was inadequate, the Cabinet of 

the govemment issued two important Orders-In-Council. 
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On the recommendation of the Minister of Labour, T. W. Crothers, the Govemor 

General first initiated an Order-In-Council prescribing regulations for the  protection of 

immigrants seeking employment from companies, fims, persons carrying on the business 

of intelligence offices and ernployment or labour agencies (R. S .C., 1 9 13 a). Order-In- 

Council No. PC 1 OZ8 (Apd of 1913) was an extremely important measure since, although 

it only applied to agents placing immigrants, it set out detailed provisions regulating the 

conduct of these agents that mirrored and reinforced broader provincial legislation. The 

governrnent's stated objective for adopting this Order-In-Council was reported as follows: 

Whilst it is not suggested in the Order-in-Council that the employment agencies 
throughout Canada are generally of  an undesirable class, the Dominion 
Government has satisfied itself by investigation that conditions exist in some 
localities which render the passage of these regulations more desirable (Labour 
Gazette, May, 1913: 1275). 

PC 1028 required al1 employment placement businesses dealing with immigrants to obtain 

non-transferable licenses, keep formal records, limit placement and transportation fees to 

$1.00, and made written requests from employers detailing wages and the nature of work, 

mandatory. Additionally, it required agencies to post vacancies in several languages and 

imposed severe fines ($100 or three months imprisonment maximum) for failure to comply 

with any of the requirements (R.S.C., 19 13a). To reinforce the provisions of PC 1028, 

another Order-In-Council (PC 1064) extended the provision of fines to aZZ persons, firms, 

companies, intelligence offices and/or employment agencies not complying with PC 1028 

(R.S.C., 1913b). 
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Despite these new rneasures for curbing abuses against immigrants and despite the 

governrnent's appointment of municipal agents to place agricultural labourers and 

domestic servants, the press was stilI filled with reports of vioIations of immigration 

regdations between 19 13 and 19 15 (see for example: Labour Gazette, March 1907: 10 1 1 - 

12, May 19 14: 1359). Consequently, the federaI govement was forced to shifi its 

posture from advancing a largeiy reactive policy program designed to quel1 discontent 

among organized labour and immigrant communities to devising a more pro-active 

program aimed at instituting a joint federal-provincial system of public employment 

offices, 

Pursuing its cornmitment to establish a national Public Employment Service, the 

federal government proposed Bill No. 57 in 1918, the first Bill designed to encourage the 

organization and coordination of employment offices. Although the contents of this Bill 

mirrored the -(I 9 10) to some extent, they did not duplicate its measures. 

However, the House of Cornmons debates of ApriI23, 191 8 indicate that the impetus for 

advancing this service came from both the federal and provincial govemments' 

experiences with private employrnent agents (Canada, April23, 19 18). Notably, since 

provincial govemments were beginning to take responsibility for most labour matters at 

this time, the federal government opted to address the problem indirectly through initiating 

a cost- and responsibility-shared Public Employment Service constitutionally. Speaking 

on behalf of the federal govemment, T.W. Crothers, who had been responsible for 
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immigration in his previous ministerial post, charactenzed the general problem of pnvate 

employment agencies as follows: 

There have been several references to private agencies and to the use that might be 
made of pnvate labour exchanges. These have not proved thernselves satisfactory, 
generally speaking. One hon. gentleman rnentioned some frauds perpetrated upon 
poor people by some of these agencies which charged them large sums of money. 
That matter came to Our attention four or five years ago when I happened, for the 
time being, to be in the Depanment of the Interior. We made regdations then 
governing al1 these private agencies so far as their treatment of immigrants went. 
We had rio azrthoriiy tu deal wifh them NI my o fher respect. We camot abolish 
them (Canada, April23, 1918: 1039). 

He then indicated that, although Bill No. 57 did not address pnvate employrnent agents 

directly, it did attempt to "facilitate the means of getting the employer and the employee 

together" and, hence, indirectly to lessen the power of pnvate empIoyment agents, whose 

interest lies in getting "the man [sic] out of work as often as possible so that he will corne 

back and pay him [the agent] and other fee to get another job" (Canada, Apn123, 19 18: 

M e r  Bill No. 57 passed, the federal government began to expend its energies on 

instituting a Public Employment Service in Canada. Regulations aimed at minimizing 

abuse amongst private employment agents acting abroad remained in force. Still, after 

1926, when the federal government reviewed its regulatory roIe and when the Ptivy 

Council declared labour a provincial matter, the govemment relinquished its remaining 

powers to the provinces who already had a firmer grasp in this sphere of regdation. 



Pro vin cicd and hfim icipnl Mensures 

Before the federal government began to address the conduct of private 

employment agents placing immigrants, several provincial governments already had some 

expenence regulating these labour market actors. Indeed, provincial governments had 

reason to be concerned since approximately one-hundred agencies existed in the Dominion 

by 1903. Of these one-hundred agencies, twenty-eight belonged to provincial or 

municipal governments operating free of charge, five were run free of charge either 

through municipal funds, charitable funds or labour organizations and the rest were private 

ernployment agencies (Labour Gazette, September 1904: 262-264).17 

Since many private employment agencies had their roots in the penod before the 

formation of the Dominion, municipal by-laws predated provincial legislation. For 

example, in the case of the Municipality of Toronto, the local government first required 

private employment agencies to be Iicensed in 1897 and then, through the Consolidated 

Municipal Act (1903), established the principle of fee-fixing in 1903.'' It was not until 

19 14 that the govemment of Ontario took on the role of regulating employment agencies. 

Similarly, municipal legislation pre-dated provincial legislation in Quebec, where so-called 

"intelligence offices", a general term which included public, private and voluntary 

employment agencies, were first regulated in 1903 under An Act Respectine Cities and 

Towns (R.S.C., 1903, C. 3 8, S. 424 (8): 3004). This Act gave municipal councils the 

power, "to license and regulate keepers of intelligence offices, and al1 penons doing the 

business of seeking employment for or fumishing employees to others and to require such 
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persons to keep registers of their transactions, to make reports thereof' (R.S.C., 1903: 

3 004). 

From 1897 fonvard, the priority issues of regulation were sirnilar in most 

provinces that had legislation pertaining to pnvate employment agencies. Consequently, 

while noting key differences between the relevant provinces, it is sufficient to specify the 

evolution of regulations in the province of Ontario since this province has the longest 

history of coordinated measures in Canada and since the regulatory trajectory in Ontario is 

quite typical of other provinces. 

Airned at regulating the conduct of pnvate employment agencies, the first official 

version of the Ontario Emplopent Agencies Act (1 9 14) defined employment agencies as 

businesses devoted to "procuring for a fee or reward workmen, artificers, labourers, 

domestic servants and other persons for the performance of skilled or unskilled labour" 

and to "procunng for a fee or reward employment for any class of workmen, artificers, 

labourers, domestic servants and other persons" (R.S.O. 1914, Ch. 38 (2) :  23 1). Thus, 

the Act was designed to regulate two types of private placement services, one geared to 

placing the worker for a fee and the other aimed at satisGing the demands of employers 

for a fee." With respect to the pre-history of the TH, this Act was precedent-setting on 

several grounds. It identified those businesses whose activities focused exclusively on 

securing workers on the basis of employer demand as employment agencies. In addition, 

it defined "fees" very broadly to extend beyond monetary forrns of remuneration." It also 

made a crucial distinction between direct and indirect fees, which eventually became the 
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most central distinguishing feature between ternporary and permanent placement and, 

subsequently, the private employment agency business and the TM. In 1917, when the 

provincial govemment first revised the Emplovment Agencies Act, both these precedents 

remained. The only substantive change was that the Act now govemed the activities of 

public and voluntary employment services as well as pnvate ernployment agencies (R.S.O. 

19 17, Ch. 37 (2): 2 19). This amendment, which seerned rather benign at the time, set the 

stage for important changes that were introduced with the next set of revisions. 

In 1927, the province introduced legislation that enabled the Lieutenant Governor 

in Council both to prohibit "the granting of licenses to any class of employment agency" 

and to "limit the class of business which may be camed out by any employment agency" 

(R.S.O. 1927, Ch. 56 (2): 43 1). Signaling serious concems on the part of the province 

about the underhanded practices of labour market intermedianes, these measures had a 

disciplining effect even though the Lieutenant Govemor in Council never invoked his 

power to ban employment agencies." 

In this penod, most provinces considered the regulation of direct and indirect fees 

to workers, as well as Iicensing and detailed recording-keeping to be the most central 

areas of concern. Modeled on the approach of Ontario, many also addressed the role of 

both the employment agedagency and the customer in the transaction, placing checks on 

fee-splitting between the agent and the customer and attempting to enforce the 

employment-related responsibilities of the customer. As well, by classiQing business 

relationships whereby employrnent agents provided their own labourers for a fee (Le., 
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labour contracting) as a part of the private employment agency business, provincial 

ernployment agency acts also slowly began to recognize and place checks on employment 

relationships where responsibility did not rest with a single entity. Thus, the provincial 

legislators involved in crafling these regulations had a comprehensive understanding of the 

expanding scope of the private ernployment agency industry. 

There is considerable evidence that provincial legislation not only contributed to 

h i n g  the federal government's rather brief foray into regulating private employment 

agents acting abroad but also affected international debates and developments as well. 

Indeed, at the provincial level, this penod culminated with a strong push for prohibition 

prompted by the widespread documentation of abuses, nsing unemployrnent rates and 

organized labour's cal1 for a national Public Employment Service. However, there is Iittle 

evidence to suggest that the Employnent Agency Act (1927) of Ontario, or even similar 

legislation in Quebec, which clearly supponed prohibition for a lengthy period, eliminated 

abuses on a substantial scale. There has always been a high demand for day labourers and 

other types of temporary workers in Canada and other advanced capitalist welfare States, 

one which is often met by intermedianes operating at the fringes of the labour market. To 

some extent, federal legislation devised in early twentieth century Canada curbed abuses 

common among employment agents acting abroad andor those targeting recent 

immigrants to Canada but rnany disreputable labour market actors survived this era. 

Provincial legislation nevertheless contributed to limiting the exploitative activities of the 

rnany more reputable private ernployment agencies by undemining their ability to charge 
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exorbitant fees to workers and by forcing them to adapt to a chançed regulatory 

environment. 

By the mid- 1 WOs, the regulation of private employment agencies feil almost 

entirely out of the federal domain, with the provinces taking up vi~ually al1 the 

responsibility for regulation. Still, the federal govemrnent took an active role in creating a 

Public Employment Service in Canada, partly in response to problems generated by the 

private employment agency industry; indeed, its attempt to create a national Public 

Employment Service administered at the provincial level reflected growing international 

efforts to curb high levels of unemployment but it also reflected the govemrnent's desire 

to minimize the role of private employment agencies in the labour market." 

Simultaneously, provincial measures aimed at regulating private employment agencies 

reflected the direction of international regulation (ILO, 1932). 

III. Early Regulatory Interventions at the International Level 

'Labour is nof n Conli~iodity' 

Approximately a decade after Canada gradually began to devise national measures 

to protect immigrants engaged by pnvate ernployment agents and nearly three decades 

afier the Municipality of Toronto enacted regdations covenng private employment 

agencies, the issue of curbing abuses amongst private employment agencies became a 

central focus of international discussion (LO, 1933a; ILO, 1933b, ILO, 1932). To recall 

our discussion in Chapter One, the history of international debates over the role and 
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function of private employment agencies dates to the Treaty of Versailles and the 

subsequent formation of the IL0 in 19 19 (ILO, 1923: 409-4 1 1; ILO, 1997a: 6).  

Part XVIII of the Treaty of Versailles is a suitable starting point in delineating the 

evolution of international mesures since the Treaty entrenched the Workers' Clauses. 

The clauses included fieedom of association, the eight-hour work day, weekly rest, the 

abofition of child labour, equaI remuneration for work of equal value, and the maxim that 

"labour is not a commodity" and the IL0 was named guardian of these pnnciples upon its 

inception (ILO, 1994a: 4-5). Hence, the maxim "labour is not a cornmodity" became an 

important theme intemationally after vanous States, including Canada, began to address 

problems related to the conduct of pnvate employrnent agencies. Devised d u h g  a penod 

of tremendous econornic and social turmoil, this rnaxim Ied the IL0 to initiate a policy at 

its first conference that States should, "establish a system of free public employment 

agencies under the control of a central authority" (ILO, 1923: 471). As indicated in 

Chapter One, IL0 oEcials interpreted the maxim that "labour is not a commodity" quite 

literally to mean that placing workers should not be a commercial activity, even though the 

general sentiment behind this maxim is that the price of labour power should not be 

determined solely by market forces. Therefore, the organization promoted the 

establishment of free public employment services administered and controlled by Member 

States under the Unemployment Convention (No. 2 )  and Unemployment Recommendation 

(No. 1). 
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Both Convention No. 2 and Recommendation No. 1, which the Canadian 

governrnent supported, were adopted alongside conventions on the eight-hour work day, 

the institution of unemployment insurance schernes and protective legislation for women 

and chddren in October 19 19 in Washington (ILO, I W2a: 3 58-3 59). The attempt to 

eliminate abuses perpetrated by fee-charging employment agencies through the 

introduction of public employment services was key to these measures. Both conventions 

not only made a clear link between the activities of pnvate employment agents and 

immigration, they also urged Member States to take rneasures towards achieving the 

prohibition of employment agencies which charge fees or which carry out their business 

for profit (ILO, 1923: 419-20; ILO, 1992a: 358,420). 

Despite early efforts aimed at coordinating regulation intemationally, the IL0 did 

not take direct action on the issue of private employment agencies until October 1930, 

when its Goveming Body successfÙlly proposed to place the question of the abolition of 

fee-charging employment agencies on the agenda of the Sixteenth Intemational Labour 

Conference, 1932. At this 1932 conference, the IL0 President Elect, the Hon. Senator G. 

D. Robertson, former Minister of Labour of Canada, reflected as folIows on the 

unemployrnent crisis in his opening address: 

The International Labour Conference is meeting this year in a period of profound 
economic and fiscal depression, at a time when the attention of the world is largely 
directed to a solution of financial and econornic problems, and to the resulting 
problem of unernployment. Some of the questions with which we have to deal at 
this Conference, in the light of the world situation, may seem of less moment, but 
when we remember the important part which just and humane conditions of labour 
play in international trade and commerce, and realize that peace can be established 
only if it is based on social justice, it seems imperative that the International 
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Labour Organization should continue to make its contribution to solving of our 
present grave dificulties (ILO, 1932). 

M e r  making these remarks, he also called for general discussion on the role and function 

of the pnvate employment agencies in the labour market. Other delegates at the 

conference also made a connection between pnvate employment agents and the 

international economic crisis. When the issue of private employment agencies was 

discussed, vanous spokespeople noted that, although pnvate employment agents were not 

the cause of the crisis, high rates of unemployment were contributing to conditions where 

abuse thrived amongst labour market intermedianes of various sorts (Labour Gazette, 

May, 1932: 562). Therefore, measures designed to encourage the establishment of public 

employment services had the potential to contribute to alleviating the economic cnsis. 

These delegates' remarks echoed a report by the International Labour Office (1933b) 

which argued that public placement should be viewed both as a rneasure against 

unemployment and a move to organize the labour market to avoid economic crises in the 

fûture? 

In the context of these discussions and what the IL0 calIed "the march of the 

depression," the Conference engaged in a debate centenng on how to regulate fee- 

charging private employment agencies. An imponant area of concem was whether the 

definition of fee-charging employment agencies should exclude commercial employment 

agencies charging fees to employers. The eventual conclusion supporting their inclusion 

was a crucial one. They also agreed on the need to regulate private agencies carrying on 

recmitment and placement activities between nations (Labour Gazette, May 1932: 572). 
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Indeed, even with the deepening economic crisis and limited financiai resources of 

emerging welfare States, an overwhelming number of Member States favoured the creation 

of a general framework aiming at prohibition with a view to creating free public 

employment services. Notable exceptions were Britain, Canada and the United States, 

who opposed the adoption of a frarnework aimed at complete prohibition because it 

contravened existing national legislation; in the case of Canada, some provincial legislation 

offered prohibition as one among several regulatory options but the federal govemment 

was unwilling to support the creation of an international labour convention aiming at full- 

scale prohibition (Labour Gazette, June 1935). Still, despite the objections of countnes 

like Canada, a report issued by the IL0 in preparation for the Seventeenth Session of the 

International Labour Conference, 1933 indicated: 

While a few govemments are opposed to or dubious about the abolition of 
commercial fee-charging employment agencies, the great majonty of govemments 
are in favour of the adoption of a Convention for the abolition of such agencies. 
The Office has accordingly drafied a Convention providing for the abolition, after 
a transitional period of three years, of employment agencies which charge fees and 
are carried on with a view to profit (&O, 1933a: 12). 

In the end, therefore, the Seventeenth International Labour Conference (1933a) adopted a 

Draft Convention providing for the abolition of fee-charging employment agencies 

conducted with a view to profit by a vote of ninety-one to twenty. Kt also passed a Draft 

Recornrnendation, by a vote of ninety-two to seven, conceming vanous matters subsidiary 

to the convention, including "the adaptation of free public employrnent agencies to suit the 

needs of occupations relying on fee-charging agencies" (Labour Gazette, August, 1933 : 

787; ILO, 1992a: Artide 1.2) 
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Nine years afler the province of Ontario çranted the Lieutenant Governor in 

Council the discretionary power to prohibit private employment agencies, the IL0 

"Convention Conceming Fee-Charging Employment Agencies" (No. 34) was born, 

becoming the first internationa1 labour Convention to deal exclusively with the role and 

function of private empIoyment agencies in the labour market. In the end, only eleven 

nations ratified Convention No. 34, due to its unequivocal cal1 for prohibition. Still, this 

instrument created a framework for categorizing, monitoring and regulating the activities 

of private employment agencies that influenced many countries as well as various 

provincial and temtonal jurisdictions within Canada in developing fùrther regulations. 

The Convention aIso set the course for future initiatives at an international leve1 by 

establishing a forma1 definition of so-called "fee-charging employment agencies", 

identifjing cnteria for exemptions, setting regulations for al1 employment agencies not 

conducted with a view to profit and, most notably, contributing to creating an 

international regdatory environment where prohibition was viewed as the prirnary Iong- 

term objective (ILO, 1992a, Articles 2 and 3: 145-146). 

Convention No. 3 4  dictated that fee-charging employment agencies covered a 

wide-range of labour market actors including: 

... any person, Company, institution, agency or any other organization which acts 
as an intemediary for the purposes of procuring employment for a worker or 
supplying a worker for an employer with a view to deriving either directly or 
indirectly any pecuniary or other material advantage from either the employer or 
the worker (ILO, 1992a, Article f : 145). 
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It thus covered al1 profit-driven labour market intermediaries involved at every stage of the 

recniitrnent and placement process and, as future debates would demonstrate, it also 

covered profit-dnven intermediaries involved in the employment relationship itself" 

Many of the exemptions deemed acceptable under the Convention consisted of pnvate 

employment agents representing artists, musicians and other professionals requinng 

representation by private agents. Undeniably, however, the most important feature of 

Convention No. 34 was its goal of gradually achieving prohibition. While it offered 

Member States various options for exemption, the ovemding goal of Convention No. 34 

was to prevent ratiQing States from permitting the establishment of new private 

employment agencies operating for-profit and to encourage them to replace private 

employment agencies with public employment senices (1'0, 1992% Article 2: 145). 

In this way, efforts to curb abuses by private employment agencies accelerated 

rapidly at an international level in the 1930s, ushering in a perïod when the IL0 supponed 

prohibition a d o r  strict regulation, a penod that first reflected developments in Canada 

but subsequently went beyond measures adopted at the federal, provincial and municipal 

levels (Chapters Three, Four and Six). Few cases of abuse were documented in either the 

national or international press by the mid- 1930s. Moreover, while charges of 

misrepresentation against private employment agencies had plagued the period between 

19 10-1 930, it was only in 1933, with the adoption of Convention No. 34, that the private 

empioyment agency industry began to be adversely affected intemationally. As a result, 

dunng this perÏod, the industry began to rebuild its image based, among other models, on 
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the successes of a small group of private employment agencies catering to the office 

sector, which rnanaged to escape regulation at the national level. 

IV. Industry Response: Efforts to Escape Regulation in Canada 

By the 19 1 Os, both federal and provincial legislators in Canada, as well as the 

popular media, had identified several common criteria for the regulation of private 

employment agencies, criteria similar to those that the international community eventually 

ernbraced. There was a general consensus that fees to workers should either be prohibited 

or strictly regulated, pnvate employment agents should be required to keep extensive 

records and that exemptions should only be possible in sectors such as the arts. 

Simultaneously, the governrnent identified public employment services as the most suitable 

alternative to the private employment agency industry, a deveiopment that was central to 

the nse of the SER. In this context, the private employment agency industry faced a 

formidable set of challenges to its legitimacy such that it was forced to rethink what type 

of customers to target and which groups of workers to recruit and place in employment. 

T~povrirer F h s  in Ontnrio: Ininiediate Forerunners to the TM? " 

While there is little evidence of a coordinated industry-wide strategy, a small but 

cohesive group of private employment agencies run by typewriter cornpanies began to 

target customers in the burgeoning clencal sector in Ontario as early as the mid-1910s and 

thrived for decades thereafter. Private employment agencies operated by typewriter 

companies evolved in a period when clerical work vied with dornestic service as the 

Ieading occupation for women and these agencies capitalized on such employment trends 
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(Table 7). Thus, in spite of their limited numbers, these agencies were central precursors 

to the TH1 because of their focus on the office sector and the group ofworkers that they 

engaged. On the demand side, the success of employrnent agencies mn by typewriter 

fims related to employers' desperate need for workers who could operate new machinery 

properly. On the supply side, these agencies had access to a large pool of young women, 

who were largely Canadian-bom 26 and generaily well-educated, to draw on. 

TabIe 7 
Leading Occupations for Women, 1921 

Occupation 
Clerical 
Semant 
Teacher 

Saleswoman 
Housekeeper 

Nurse 
Dressmaker/Seamstress 

Farrner 
Textile Factory Operative 

Clothing Factory Operative 

Numbers 
78,342 
78,118 
49,795 
3 5,474 
23,167 
21,162 
l6,6 22 
16,3 15 
15,193 
14,470 

Source: Women at Work. 1550-1930, Women's Educational Press: 267. 

The ideology of the domesticity and growing restrictions on women's employment in both 

the public and private sector, evidenced by the movement towards categonzing a11 mamed 

women in the Federal Public Service as "temporary" in the late 19 10s (regardless of the 

length of their job tenure), contributed to this surplus (Hodgetts, et al, 1972; Morgan, 

1988). Indeed, dominant ideologies of the day made targeting this group of workers 

acceptable because they were perceived to have a weak attachment to the labour market. 
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In the provincial context, employment agencies operated by typewriter companies were 

most successfùl in urban centres such as Toronto. 

In the 19 1 Os, Canadian women experienced high rates of unernployment, 

particularly in nursing but also in clencal work; domestic work was the only category of 

female ernployment that went virtually unaected during this diEcult economic penod. 

As a consequence of these employment trends, a group of pnvate employment agencies 

run by typewriter companies intervened to take advantage of the imbalance between 

supply and demand, with the object of training women typists and stenographers and 

placing them in employment. As Graham Lowe (1987: 78) remarks: "the oversupply of 

certain kinds of typists and stenographers, at vanous times dunng the 1910s and 1920s, 

prompted employment agencies to inject some order into the market. The typewriter 

firms not only had a vested interest in marketing machines, b11r also the wornen who corrki 

ejfectively operate hem " (my emphasis). As a result, these firms contributed to creating 

and standardizing a large female secondary labour force in clencal work (Lowe, 1980, 

1987) but, what is less known, they also crafted an employment relationship that served as 

a template for the TH. Although these firms operated for profit, the provincial 

govemment credited them with limiting unernployment among stenographers and typists 

as well as women in general. 

At the outset of this period, voluntary employment agencies run by philanthropic 

wornen's organizations such as the Toronto Women's Patnotic League Ernployment 

Bureau determined that clerical occupations were over-crowded and called on 
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unemployed women to engage in paid domestic work. However, as is evidenced by the 

Report of the Ontario Commission on Unemployrnent, private employment agencies run 

by typewriting companies offer a more nuanced explanation of the employment situation in 

the clerical sector. In their view, the occupation was particularly over-crowded with 

"young, inefficient, poorly trained workers" and, thus, the logical solution was simply to 

provide training" (Wilgress, 19 16: 18 1). With this rationale, typewriter companies backed 

by business schools entered into the pnvate employment agency industry in significant 

numbers arguing that, "three years at a Secondary School is too short a time to fit a girl to 

become an efficient stenographer.. .The standard spoken of as desirable in order to secure 

the best advantages for the occupation is university matnculation, or three years in a high 

school, and nine rnonth's or a year's training in a business college" (Wilgress, 1916: 182). 

Linked to local business women's clubs, typewriter companies targeted young, relatively 

well-educated women seeking opportunities for study, "outings", "social enjoyment" and 

"social irnprovernent". Thus, the Ontario Commission on Unemployment claimed that 

employment agencies run by typewriter companies standardized clencal employrnent as no 

other women's employment had been standardized, with the exception of nursing. 

Catering largely to clients in Toronto, two private ernployment agencies run by 

typewritinç companies dominated this segment of the labour market in Ontario by 1914. 

One of these agencies filled approxirnately 6,000 positions per year, 40 percent permanent 

and 60 percent temporary, and the other filled 1,200 to 1,500 positions per year, 25 

percent permanent and 75 percent temporary. However, the Report of the Ontario 
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Commission on Unemplovment noted: "[tlhe work of these agencies is so thorough that a 

stenographer, if she prefers, can keep employed constantly in temporary work" (Wilgress, 

19 16: 182). Hence, as early as 19 16, temporary help work through pnvate ernployment 

agencies was defined less by duration and more by shifiing sites of employment and 

employer demands. However, the type of employment relationships that the 

stenographers of this period engaged in contrasts with the conternporary TER in several 

respects. While this segment of the pnvate employment agency industry was client-driven, 

ernployment agencies run by typewnter companies ostensibly employed stenographers and 

typists to sel1 their equipment. They did not extract a direct fee frorn customers for the 

services of their workers. Nor did stenographers or typists normally pay fees to register 

with employment agencies mn by typewriter companies. Rather, women stenographers 

attempted to sel1 typewriters and/or equipment on behalf of the companies that secured 

their employment (Wilgress, 19 16: 182). Reporting on the creative marketing and 

employment tactics of these companies, the Ontario Commission on Unemployment noted 

that in one employment agency office, a large sign read "Whose bread 1 eat, His Song I 

sing," indicating that stenographers were expected to contnbute to the success of the 

Company by promoting their products (Wilgress, I9 16: 183). 

The employment agencies run by typewriter companies took on the role of placing 

stenographers and "office girls" in "well-thought of' employment and, consequently, the 

companies had significant control over what type of workers filled the clencal labour 

market and sold their products (Wilgress, 1916: 182). The prirnary means through which 
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these agencies attained control ove; the labour supply was by requiring business school 

training and testing and providing these workers with the opportunity to practice and 

improve their clencal skills "fiee of charge" on their machines. As well, these agencies 

exercised significant indirect control over the behaviour of stenographers by constmcting a 

particular image of the successfùl stenographer such that the Ontario Commission on 

Unemployment reponed: "[tlhe appearance of the stenographer is in her favour; she has to 

dress well, in good taste and neatly if not smartly, and this is not without a good effect on 

her character and work" (Wilgress, 19 16: 183). They also tended to engage women fiesh 

out of high school, when their skills and physical appearance were at their peak. 

However, these firms did make some exceptions. For example, "if a woman retainred] 

elasticity" she would not lose her work in this occupation on account of her age or marital 

status (WiIgress, 19 16: 184). 

Reflecting the ideology of dornesticity, the Report of the Ontario Commission on 

Unemplopent listed high standards of health and the ability of the stenographer to remain 

at home with her farnily pnor to marriage as the chief benefits of working through 

employment agencies mn by typewriter companies. As well, this form of employment was 

said to encourage good housekeeping skills and teach women the value of money: "Like 

al1 other girls, it is said of the office girl that she lacks knowledge of what to eat, what to 

Wear and of how to keep herself in health; also that more knowledge of the value of 

money, how to spend, and how to Save would be an advantage to her" (WiIgress, 19 16: 

183). In contrast, the only noted disadvantages of this kind of work were that offices 
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could be poorly lit or the machines could be mn down. The type of worker perceived to 

encounter the most difficulty was the untrained stenographer. For this reason, by the late 

19 los, employment agencies operated by typewriter companies began to train and place 

"girls who have taken typing but are rnisfit stenographers" in forms of clencal work 

perceived to require fewer skills for lower wages. This move corresponded to growing 

stratification within the clerical labour market (Wilgress: 184). But, it aIso signaled the 

potential for extending the type of empIoyment relationships common to women 

stenographers and typists to other sectors and occupations, especially given the 

unprecedented degree of legitimacy attained by private employment agencies run by 

typewriter cornpanies in this period. 

Indeed, as illustrated by the remarks of the Ontario Commission on 

Unemployment, govemment oficials and social reformers did not view ernployment 

agencies operated by typewriter companies as either a threat to Canada's nation-building 

aims or its desire to encourage modem labour market practices. Nor were these f ims  

seen as the tarnished labour market intermediaries since they did not charge visible fees 

and since the stenographers and typists were not only female, but Young, well-educated 

and largely Canadian-born. Tlieir ties with business colleges and philanthropie women's 

organizations also enhanced the reputation of this segment of the private employrnent 

agency industry. As a result these agencies escaped regdation under the Employment 

Aeencv Act of Ontario (1914) for the bulk of this penod." The only recommendations 

for improvement offered by the Ontario Commission on Unemployment were mandatory 
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licensing for business colleges and uniform-testing among employment agencies mn by 

typewriter companies, neither of which were ever implemented by provincial legislators. 

Thus, these agencies thrived in Ontario at a time when many private employment agencies 

faced strict regulation, and thereby offered a mode1 upon which the pnvate employment 

agency industry could construct the TER and later cernent the THI. 

Conclusion 

By tracing the roots of the contemporary Canadian T H  to private employment 

agents operating in the labour market in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

the foregoing discussion offers several insights into the shape of the early precursors and 

the immediate foremnners to the contemporary TER. Most centrally, it illustrates that 

many workers, panicularly immigrant and migrant workers, engaged by private 

employment agents at the turn-of-the-century, resembled unfree wage labourers since they 

were unable to circulate freely in the labour market and, therefore, lacked the same kind of 

civil, legal and political nghts of Canadian-born workers. As well, it makes a conceptual 

link between early pnvate employment agents, such as padrones and general labour agents 

and more reputable employment agencies nin by typewriter companies. This Link indicates 

that the latter negotiated a "new" image for the private employment agency industry 

beginning around 19 10 and, in so doinç, offered a template for the creation of the TH1 as 

well as for the highly feminized employment relationship upon which it was based. 

Reminiscent of what Miles (1 987) and Satzewich (1 99 1) label "contract migrant 

workers," many workers engaged by private employment agents in the late nineteenth 
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century came to Canada under false pretenses to perform work that was undesirable to the 

permanent settler population. Many of these immigrant and migrant workers were unable 

to circulate freely within the labour market, if only for a finite period, upon their amval in 

Canada. For these workers, including the many male agriculturai and industrial workers 

amving in Canada in the late 19 10s but also a considerable group of immigrant women 

domestic workers, the inability to move about freely in the labour market ofien came as a 

result of contracts signed outside of Canada and debts to steamship andor railway 

companies incurred from assisted passage and cash advances. If the workers refused to 

perform the tasks prescribed by private ernployment agents, they could be subject to State- 

sanctioned deportation camed out by the very railway and steamship agents that had 

transported them to Canada (Roberts, 1 9 8 ~ ) ~ ~ ~  

In response to harsh criticisms from labour leaders, social reformers and immigrant 

workers, as well as to scathing government reports, federal and provincial governments 

began to acknowledge the host of abuses committed by private employrnent agents and to 

regulate their activities around the turn-of-the-century. Even though their explicit 

demands amounted to calls for the regulation of private employment agencies and the 

establishment of free public employment services, the implicit goal behind the lobbying 

efforts of organized labour, immigrant communities and social reformers was intricately 

tied to bringing the SER into being. Subsequently, drawing insights from various 

regdatory models operating at the national Ievel, including those existing in Canada, the 
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IL0 crafted a frarnework aimed at the gradua1 prohibition of private employment agencies 

internationally, one that built on the rnaxim "labour is not a commodity". 

In spite of the new national regdatory regïme, a number of employment agencies 

managed to evade regulation. These agencies, such as those operated by typewriter 

companies, distanced themselves from the most disreputable segments of the pnvate 

employment agency industry by adopting a strategy that made thern exempt frorn 

provincial legislation designed to regulate the activities of pnvate employment agencies. 

Even though, as Lowe (1 987: 78) aptly observes, "typewriter firms not only had a vested 

interest in marketing machines, bill also the w m e n  who coeld effec~ively operate them" 

(my emphasis), these agencies escaped formal regulation and the threat of prohibition at 

the provincial level in Ontario by not charging direct fees and by acting as employers. 

Still, they were particularly successfùl due to the well-defined group of women workers 

that they recruited. While the federal govemment enacted legislation to protect 

immigrants engaged by private employment agents as early as 1897 in the Alien Labour 

Act, Young, well-educated, middle-class Canadian bom women working for employment - 

agencies owned by typewriting companies were largely exempt from protection due to the 

dominant ideologies of the day.= Moreover, they did not corne under attack ffom 

organized labour, social reformers or immigrant communities for a similar set of reasons. 

The incremenial nse of the S E S  sustained in pan by the gradua1 emergence of a free 

public empIoyment service that had no stake in return custorners, also worked in the 

favour of typewriter firms since employers still demanded a secondary labour force and 
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since the State failed to regulate this category of pnvate employment agencies. 

Consequently, at a conceptual level, by the end of this penod, employrnent agencies run by 

typewriter companies in Ontario exchaizged immigrant workers, whose cost of social 

reproduction was largely borne by the sending country, for Canadian bom women, whose 

unpaid work contributed to producing and maintaining the population but whose own 

social reproduction presumably relied upon a male wage. 

The use of unfiee immigrant workers by the private employment agents at the 

tum-of-the-century and the use of stenographers and typists by private employment 

agencies run by typewriter firms a decade or so later reflect the two distinct means by 

which the private employment agency industry negotiated two very diEerent regdatory 

environments. These contrasting pictures are also the product of the nature of the 

contracts between immigrant workers and early private employment agents, which tended 

to involve more rigid terrns and conditions Iimiting their mobility on the labour market, 

versus the nature of the employment relationship between stenographers and typists and 

employment agencies run by typewriter firms, which did not need to set out to confine 

worken in a similar manner. Still, there is an imponant connection between the immigrant 

and migrant workers recniited and placed by private employment agents at the tum-of- 

the-century and the women workers engaged by employment agencies run by typewriting 

firms: both sets of workers engaged in employment relationships where intermediaries 

played central and often ongoing roles. 
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At the outset of the period between 1897-1933, the transition to a modem labour 

market was just beginning in Canada; coercive activities were more the nom than the 

exception, allowing private employrnent agents to deploy highly racialized and gender- 

specific nation-building discourses in drawing on quasi-servile migrant and immigrant 

labourers. By the end of the period, due to the successful strug_pIes of labour leaders, 

immigrant workers and sorne actors within the State itself, government oficials and 

international actors came to espouse modem labour market practices built upon the fragile 

notion of consent. In rnany instances, particularly for widows and single women, the new 

emphasis on consent contributed to improved working conditions for women as well as 

men. But, instead of extending a range of employment-related benefits associated with the 

emerging SER to stenographers and typists, the State, unchallenged by organized labour 

and other social actors, allowed certain branches of the private employment agency 

industry to thrive in Canada presumably, in a large part, because the workers that they 

engaged were women. It also simultaneously began to institute a range of exclusionary 

policies confining women workers to specific segments of the economy and a narrow set 

of employment relationships, policies that strengthened and legitimated the role of private 

agencies catering to the clencal sector (Chapter Three). In Ontario, employrnent agencies 

run by typewriter firms took advantage of the space created by the absence of provincial 

regulation and responded by embracing an early precursor of the TER in this era. 

As Chapter Three demonstrates, the legitimacy first attained by employment 

agencies mn by typewriter companies in the late 1910s enabled the TH1 to construct the 
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TER as a highly feminized employrnent relationship in the 1940s. Aithough the war-time 

period was a quiet one for the private employment agency industry, temporary help 

agencies played a pivotal mediating role in the post-World War II labour market. They 

upheld the SER but still contnbuted to p r e s e ~ n g  dualisrn in the labour market by 

constructing the TER as a necessary supplement to this normative mode1 of employment. 



Notes 

'The word "padroney' literally means contract labour boss and it is normaliy used to refer 
to labour market intermediaries or agents that exploit ethnic ties to promote the commerce 
of migration. In the context of this study, I follow the work of Robert F. Hamey (1979) 
who uses the term as "a convenient word for the chief intermediaries" involved in 
recruiting, transporting and organizing a pool of immigrant and migrant labourers, not 
seen fit to be permanent agricultural settlers, to fil1 jobs at the bottom of the labour 
market. 

'These practices ranged fkom crafiing contracts with highly exploitative terms and 
conditions to forcibly transporting immigrant and migrant workers to distant work sites. 
Avery (1995: 32) recounts the following example, where two railway companies imported 
male workers from Russia under temporary contract: 

...[ I]n the spring of 19 13 arrangements were made to bring immigrant workers 
from eastem Russia on short-term contracts that gave them a semi-iudentiwed 
status. In fact, to prevent desertions both the Canadian Pacific Railway and the 
Grand Truck Pacific transported these workers from Vancouver to the Prairies in 
closed box cars with armed escons (my emphasis). 

Correspondingly, Bradwin (1972: 60) describes the abusive practices of ernployment 
transporting immigrant workers to work on the railway: 
To protect themselves, the employment agents would sometirnes dispatch the men 
that signed up with them for railway work in car lots, with two guards in charge. 
Separate coaches filled with nawies were sometimes attached to the regular trains 
on the Temiskaming Railway. The doors of the coaches bearing the labourers 
were locked for some hours while passing through the towns of the mining 
district ... Dunng those particular years cases were not fiequent of men being 
handcuffed and thus manacled conveyed under guard to a camp, there to fil1 the 
terms of agreement for work for which they had engaged at an employment office. 

agents 

These types of accounts underscore the unfree status of the many male workers 
(immigrant and migrants) hailing frorn Southem and Eastern Europe in this penod. 

'While the composition of the female domestic work force has changed markedly over the 
last century, domestic workers continue to be devoid of many occupational protections to 
date. There is a rich body of literature addressing the intncacies of their marginal status in 
the labour market (see for exarnple: Arat-Koc, 1990; Bakan and Stasiulis, 1997; Fudge, 
1997, 1998; Silvera, 1983). 

'In referring to the ideology of domesticity, 1 follow feminist scholars such as Michelle 
Barret (1988) and Lenore Davidoff and Catherine Hail (1987) who use the term to 
describe and group ideologies that encourage women to occupy a specific location in the 
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social division of labour, performing tasks associated with the dornestic sphere. In the 
Canadian context, many women social reformers employed these ideologies to secure 
womenfs participation in paid and unpaid domestic work and, more broadly, to cement 
womenfs status as secondary breadwimers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. Chapter Three deals with this notion in greater depth. 

'By 1904, there were about one hundred private employment agencies operating in 
Canada and their numbers had grown to over 300 by 1913. Of these 300 agencies, 
Ontario had the largest number (97), followed by British Columbia (49, Manitoba (36)- 
Alberta (32) and Quebec (26). These agencies recruited workers in Europe and the 
United States, where they collaborated with sirnilar labour market entities (Labour 
Gazette, September, 1904: 262; Report of the Ontario Commission on Unemployment, 
1916: 21). 

6A greater mass of histoncal documentation exists on the situation of male immigrant 
workers engaged by private employment agents than their female counterparts since men's 
paid work rarely relegated them to the private sphere. However, recent Canadian studies 
documenting the means through which immigrant women domestic workers came to 
Canada and found employment suggest that the practices of social reformers acting in the 
labour market were surprisingly similar to those of the private employment agents 
engaging male workers at the turn-of-the-century (Arat-Koc, 1997; Bakan and Stasiulus, 
1995, 1997). This type of histoncal research fills several gaps in Canadian history where 
women are concerned; it reveals the significance of the interplay of gender relations in this 
penod, demonstrating specifically that early precursors to both the modem labour market 
intermediary (Le., the temporary help agency) and the contemporary TER existed in 
female- as well as male-dominated occupations and sectors. Still, the ensuing discussion 
focuses on abuses committed by private employment agents largely engaging male 
immigrant agricultural and industrial workers due to the wealth of documentation 
available. 

'The distinction between the general labour agency and the padrone is somewhat arbitrary 
since, in many instances, both types of private employment agentdagencies furnished so- 
called gangs of workmen and individuals. As well, although general labour agencies 
normally operated domestically and padrones worked both domestically and abroad 
usually within one ethnic enclave, it is not inconceivable that general labour agencies 
would have had ties to similar types of agencies (or even operate branches) abroad. Nor is 
it inconceivable that some general labour agencies would have dealt with workers of a 
specific class, race and/or ethnic background. What is most crucial to stress is that the 
padrones came under significant attack, in both Canada and abroad, since they were 
reputed to recnrit and place " foreigners" . 



'While there is considerable documentation of abuses committed by padrones and other 
private employment agents focusing on transatlantic recruitment and placement andor 
engaging immigrants, evidence of ill-treatment by general labour agencies operating 
domestically and engaging Canadian bom workers is more sparse. Between 1900-1930, 
various issues of the Labour Gazette report on the outcome of court cases (instigated 
either by workers themselves or goverment representatives on behalf of workers issuing 
complaints) where general labour agents were found in breach of municipal or provincial 
employment agency acts, the Immigration Act (19 IO) ancilor Privy Council Order 1 O28 
ansing out of this Act. The majority of charges relate to false promises of employment 
and exorbitant fee-charging and the majority of complainants were male immigrant 
workers; although wornen workers were covered by the Immigration Act (1910) andor 
Privy Council Orders 1028 and 1064 as well as most provincial and municipal Iegislation 
goveming employment agencies (save Quebec where agencies recruiting and placing 
women only were exempt from Iegislation pertaining to private employment agencies), 
their expenences of abuse failed to generate significant attention in the media (for some 
examples of the types of abuses committed by general labour agents, see: Labour Gazette, 
November, 1907; 2 12, Decernber, 1907: 696, Febniary 1908: 1024). However, there is 
little evidence to suggest that general labour agencies were ever prosecuted, let alone 
convicted, under the Alien Labour Act (1897). 

%rom this point onwards, 1 shall refer to the Royal Commission appointed to inquire into 
the Immigration of Italian Labourers to Montreal and the alleeed Fraudulent Practices of 
Emolo~ment Aoencies (1905) as the Royal Commission appointed to inauire into the 
Immigration of Italian Labourers to Montreal (1 905). 

'OCordasco began to operate in the Canadian iabour market around 1900. In many 
respects, he represents the prototypical padrone in the Canadian context in this period 
since he had strong ties with the railway and steamship companies that provided labourers 
to employers in seasonal industries in Canada's North and sectors where permanent 
settlers did not want to work (for detailed reports on his activities and a biography of his 
Iife, see: Harney, 1979). 

"At an international level, cornmon abuses among employment agents included dernanding 
unreasonable amounts of money in advance, taking a percentage of the wages ofjob- 
seekers, sending workers to non-existent jobs, sending workers at their own expense to 
non-existent jobs in another country and colluding with employers to enslave workers 
@O, 1994 a: 4; ILO, 1933a: 1-2; Gonos, 1994; Parker, 1994). In the North American 
context, principle forms of abuse also inchded, deliberate encouragement of labour 
turnover and refusal to return fees when no work or unsatisfactory work was found. 



12 There are striking similanties between the tone of this advertisernent and those cornmon 
in the contemporary T H  (see: Chapter Four). 

13Even at this point, fees took the f o m  of both direct fees to  workers for placement in 
employrnent and a commission that the customer paid to the private employment agent for 
the provision of workers, prefiguring the temporary help formula adopted by the THI. 

IdThe final report of the Roval Commission to Inauire into the Immigration of Labourers 
to Montreal (1905) forced the Laurier govemment to alter its stance on private 
employment agencies acting abroad and engaging immigrants in a way that satisfied Italian 
Immigrants and the Trades and Labour Congress only to a limited extent (Labour Gazette, 
October, 1904: 353-365). They forced revision to the Nien Labour Act (1897), making 
it illegal to import immigrants under promise or offer of employment. However, these 
clauses only applied to the United States. Thus, steamship and railway companies, as well 
as other industnal capitalists, were quite successful in their efforts to prevent the 
introduction of stronger legislation. 

Notably, to the dismay of the Trade and Labour Congress, the Senate fûrther 
eroded the Bill desiçned to implement these after its initial passage through parliament, 
where penalties applied not only to those who induced immigration by misrepresenting 
conditions in Canada, but also to anyone who tned to discourage immigration to Canada 
(Avery, 1995: 254; Labour Gazette, October 1904: 365; Senate Debates, 1904: 1223-30 
as cited by Avery, 1995: 253-4). 

1s At this point, two federal Acts already expressly prohibited any persons, Company or 
partnership from prepaying the transportation of any "alien" or "foreigner" under contract 
to Canada and provided harsh penalties for employment agents found guilty of rnaking 
false representations to workers. However, the MPs claimed that this legislation was quite 
ineffective and ill-enforced (for example, see: Canada. (1897). "An Act to restnct the 
importation and employment of Aliens." Statutes of Canada. 60-6 1 Victoria, Chapter 1 1 : 
73-75; Canada. (1905). "An Act respecting false representations to induce or deter 
immigration." Statutes of Canada. 4-5 Edward VII, Chapter 16: 129). 

16Still others, while they did not object in principies to the use of replacement workers, 
rejected many of the practices of private ernployment agents operating abroad. In 1906, 
M i  Hance Logan, an MP from Cumberland, noted: 

I do not contest the right of any one, when there is any labour trouble, to get men 
to take the positions of the strikers; but on the other hand 1 do not believe that any 
one has the right to go on the other side of the line o r  to the old country and 
publish misleading advertisements and by false representations induce men [sic] to 
sel1 out everything and corne out to this country in the belief that they wouid 
receive $18 a week (Canada, May 1906: 2962). 



'' The first free municipal labour bureau opened in Montreal in 1896, in the beginning of 
the penod when the padrone system was reaching its height. 

"The Municipal Act (1897) granted regdatory powers to councils of counties, townships, 
villages and cities where there were fewer than 100,000 inhabitants and to commissions of 
police in cities with more than 100,000 inhabitants and it made it mandatory for 
employment offices to keep a license. The Act also gave municipal authorities the power 
to set regulations regarding record iteeping, licensing fees (no more than $lO/per annum) 
and fees to employers and workers. In 1903, the identical regulations were re-enacted in 
the Consolidated Municipal Act (1903) (R.S.O., 1903, Ch. 19, S. 583: 391). 

'%O other provincial employment agency act addressed the two distinct types of 
placement until well on in the century. For example, Manitoba only acknowledge this in 
An Act respectine Emplo~ment Services in 1950. 

"In the same year, following federal efforts to curb abuses by employment agents acting 
abroad, Quebec also amended the Act respecting Employnent ~ " r e a u s  (1 9 14). In this 
Act, an amendment was made to Section X2Of to strengthen the licensing requirements 
such that a private bureau must go through both the Ministry of Public Works and Labour 
and the chief factory inspector. It indicated that, "the Minister, on favourable reports from 
the inspector, who has visited the premises, to open such bureau, may grant a non- 
transferable permit to the person mentioned therein, to open or control an employment 
bureau, such permit to be granted for one year or fraction of the year only, and to expire 
on the first day of May following its issue" (Labour Gazette, June, 19 14: 142 1). As well, 
the fee paid by the workers was not to exceed $3.00. Unlike its counterpart in Ontario, 
the Act also set differential yearly licensing fees for pnvate fee-charging bureaus located in 
regions where a public bureaus existed ($200.00) and regions where they did not exist 
($25.00) to strengthen the position of the emerging Public Employment SeMce (Labour 
Gazette June, 1914: 1421). The Minister was also given the power to revoke licenses at 
any time. 

In contrast to Ontario, none of the above regulations applied to employment 
bureaus operating for women only, agencies that presurnably catered to categories of 
workers such as domestic workers, clerical workers and nurses (R .S .Q,  1914, C.21, S. 
2520h). This is a notable difference given that early temporary help agencies catering to 
the office sector targeted women almost exclusively. 

"The option of prohibition also became common in other provinces, such as Quebec and 
Manitoba dunng the period under study (R.S.M., 1924; R.S.Q., 194 1). However, the era 
in which prohibition was allowable in Ontario was relatively short, particularly in contrast 
to Quebec, where the option of prohibition remained in place from 1941 until 1977, the 
last Act where prohibitions are officially maintained (R.S.Q., 1941, C .  161; R.S.Q., 1977). 



Other provinces, such as British Columbia and Alberta, opted for strict regulation 
and the prohibition of direct fees as opposed to giving the Lieutenant Govemor in Council 
the option of complete prohibition @-S.A., 1919; R.S.B.C., 1919). 

=In 1926, R. A. Rigg, Director of the Employrnent Senice Branch, Department of 
Labour, delivered a lengthy address to his Department on "Canada's Expenence With 
Private Employment Offices." In his address, he condemned the private employment 
agency industry, refemng to evidence fiom severai provincial Royal Commissions and a 
range of court cases, and suggested that the Employment Service of Canada should have a 
monopoly on placement and recruitment (Labour Gazette, April, 1926). Thus, his 
remarks confirm that the federal govemment viewed the creation of a CO-ordinated Public 
Employrnent Service as part of the solution to the problem of abuse amongst private 
employment agencies. The following is an excerpt fiom the conclusion of his address: 

The private agency system stands condemned not ody because it has resulted in 
crimes perpetrated against workrnen but also because of the fact that it creates 
disorganization of plant arrangements and causes unnecessary labour 
turnover ... Bere are very few sentices which the W e  car? render fo ifs cititens 
which are more important thau that of providi~~g a free national system of 
employment offices. ..The sins of commission [Le., fees] and the spirit of -~enality 
which controls the conduct of many [private employment] agencies, coupled with 
the inability of al1 of them as uncoordinated activities to so finction as to meet 
successfully the needs of modem industry, have Ied the govemments of Canada to 
indict them as being incapable of eficiently discharging the responsible duties 
attaching ta employment service work (335, my emphasis). 

In corning to this forcefil conclusion, Rigg identified several weaknesses in the private 
employment agency system, such as the lack of coordinating and clearance facilities and 
the inability of the system to render adequate service to the handicapped and young 
people. He also linked the fact that the system "depends for its existence on fees collected 
either fiom ernployee or employee" to its "malignant infiuence upon relations existing 
between employers and their workpeople" (Labour Gazette, April, 1926: 334-33 5). 

"f his report asserted: 
...p lacing work should not be considered only as a measure either direct or 
indirect, against unemployment, important as it is in this respect. To organize 
placing work is to organize the Iabour market, a good organization of the labour 
market is one of the corner-stones of general economic organization. mer> 
considered in this light. placing work camot be classed merely as a palliative for 
the relief of w~employmet. If f m s  part of the variozrs insrirzrtiorrs of which it 
is necessmy fo bring more order and stnbility irtfo the economic sysîern 
G O ,  1933b: 1, my emphasis). 



'4Frorn this point forward, I shall refer exclusively to these labour market actors as 
"pnvate employment agencies" since the term "fee-charging employrnent agency" has the 
potential to create confusion with respect to the issue of indirect fees, whereby the 
customer firm pays the pivate employment agency a set rate for reniuneration in the 
administration of mandatory benefits and, thus, the fee to workers is somewhat disguised. 
As will be discussed in Chapters Three and Four, the nature of this indirect fee to the 
worker became a central subject of debate at both the international and national level with 
the emergence of the TH1 from the 1950s onward. 

'5The extensive Report of the Ontario Commission on Unemployrnent (1 9 16) prepared by 
T. W. Wilgress is the prirnary source of information in the ensuing discussion since there is 
a dearth of matenal documenting the activities of private employment agencies operated 
by typewriter companies. 

'% sharp contrast to other spheres of women's employment, Canadian-born women 
dominated the clencal sector in this penod. Thus, private employment agencies run by 
typewriting companies engaged them in large numbers. For exarnple, one employment 
agency in Toronto with a total registration of 3,212 over an eighteen-month penod placed 
2,663 applicants from Toronto, 484 from outside Toronto and only 65 from the "Old 
Country" (Wilgress, 19 16: 18 1) .  

"Since they did not become a dominant force in the labour market until after the IL0 
adopted Convention No. 34, the role, fùnction and character of ernployment agencies mn 
by typewriter companies, which were later known as "ambulatory typing agencies," did 
not receive attention at the international level until well after the TH1 grew up in North 
Amenca and Europe, where they had a significant degree of legitimacy (ILO, 1966). 

3This practice supports MiIesY(1987: 185) daim that the unfree character of the contract 
migrant worker is not only determined by capital's desire to recruit a highly exploitable 
labour force but also reflects the desire on the part of States to mediate uneven economic 
development within and across national borders. 

T h i s  absence of labour protections for stenographers and typists placed by employment 
agencies run by typewriter companies mirrors the dearth of labour protections applicable 
to immigrant women domestic workers hailing from Bntain and elsewhere decades earlier. 



Chapter Three 

' Halfway Houses' for 'Housewives': 
The Birth of the Temporary Help Industry 

As housewives become aware of the labour market value of their former office 
skills, they cautiously seek possible work opportunities and ski11 rneasurements as a 
preliminary step to work life re-entry. These women are unsure of both their 
marketability and their real desire to work. They are inhibited in their willingness 
to seek or accept normal office positions but curious at the possibility. They could 
best be descnbed as job market "problems" rather than job seekers. This group of 
women needs counseling, interviewing, testing and direction which they cannot get 
on regular job interviews. In many cases, their skills need updating and, in a11 
cases, they need encouragement and assurance that they still have the ability to be 
productive and will be accepted in the work force. They fear the classic job 
intewiew which places a number of applicants into cornpetition for a single job. 
The THS [temporary help service] offers a suitable "halfivay house" to these job 
seekers; a modified employment procedure without cornmitment; a chance to have 
t heir skills measured non-competitively; and the opportunity to ask questions about 
the job market related to their own needs and expectations. 

- Mitchell Fmste in ,  Chief Exem~~ive Offlcer, 
Manpower Inc., 1978. 

While the origins of the Canadian TH1 lie with private employment agents, such as 

padrones and general labour agents, operating at the turn-of-the-century arnidst growing 

cnticism and, more recently, with employment agencies mn by typewriting companies in 

the 19 1 Os, the period between the mid-1930s and the mid-1940s was relatively uneventhl 

for the private employment agency industry as a whole. However, the post-war boom and 

the drarnatic changes in the labour market that accompanied it contrasted sharply with the 

inactivity of the preceding decade. Indeed, one vital segment of the private employment 

agency industry contnbuted to the post-war compromise. Responding to labour market 

policies and practices onginating as early as the Great Depression, the TH1 emerged as a 

formal entity in the Canadian labour market at the end of World War II and it prospered 
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throughout the post-war perïod. During this era, its success corresponded to, on the one 

hand, the ascendance of the SER as the normative mode1 of employrnent and, on the other 

hand, a particular reformulation of the ideology of domesticity. 

With the end of World War II, the emerging entente between business, labour and 

the State led to two related developments which provide a crucial backdrop for the 

emergence of the THI: the advent of a maIe breadwinner nom, which enabled a 

considerable group of male workers to enjoy full-time, full-year jobs with benefits;' and 

the hegemony of an ideology of domesticity that dictated that the home was the "proper 

sphere" for women, especially for the wives of this group of male breadwinners. Despite 

women's active role in the war-time economy, the retum of the troops stimulated a 

reinvigorated separate spheres ideology as well as the re-introduction of a host of 

measures designed to curtail women's involvement in the labour market. 

Policies and practices that aimed at delineating the boundaries of women's labour 

force participation were debated fiercely in many circles: women themselves were divided 

over their "proper" role in society as evidenced by the discourse in the popular women's 

press of the day @in, 1960: 42; Sangster, 1995; Strong-Boag, 1994). As a result, various 

actors intervened to broker emergent tensions. For example, the federal govemment 

atternpted to cushion women's expulsion from war-time industries by sponsoring 

programmes such as the Home-Aide Programme (Pierson, 1977). To further limit 

women's labour force participation, it dso relied on other direct measures, such as altering 

the Unemployrnent Insurance v) scheme to constrain married women's access to benefits 
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and creating tax incentives for two-parent families relying on one breadwi~er  (Porter, 

1993). Of course, the State could not mediate all of the wide-range of tensions prevailing 

alongside the post-war compromise, especially the demand among employers to maintain a 

consistent supply of casual workers. 

The 'classic' temporary help agency, and eventuaily the TH1 as a whole, played an 

important mediating role in this regard. Ironically, in the Canadian context, it upheld the 

SER as a nom in the post-war period. Dunng this era, it contnbuted to preserving 

dualism in the labour market by catering to individuals and firms requiring temporary 

clerical assistance, targeting white middle-class mamed women as its chief workers and 

claiming employer status. Its carefuily-crafted strategy gave a well-defined group of 

women the opportunity to engage in paid ernployment within strict confines, while 

p r e s e ~ n g  the sanctity of their role in the domestic sphere. This strategy aiso enabled the 

THI to institute a de facio triangular employment relationship, one that allowed temporary 

help agencies to pose as employers and thereby evade many regdations that governed the 

rest of the private employment agency industry in Canada. Although the THI first 

adopted this so-called temporary help formula in North Arnerica dunng the post-World 

War II period, its strategy was so successhl that it still resonates in Canada today. 

This chapter charts the emergence of the TH1 fiom the mid-1940s to the late 

1960s, detailing its dramatic nse in the clencal sector and the complex set of national and 

supra-national developments that facilitated its early success. It is divided into three 

sections. Section I describes the mixture of forces and variables that contnbuted to 
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creating a highly gendered and racialized space in the inter-and post-war Canadian labour 

market which the TH1 eventually helped fill. Section II traces the rise of the TH. as an 

autonomous labour market entity by descnbing the first known temporary help agencies in 

North Arnerica and probing the marketing strategies key to their success. It specifically 

focuses on how the early TH1 sold the idea of temporary help work to its two clients: 

namely, white middle-class mamed women, who it argued should view temporary help 

work as a viable means to secure a place in the labour market without sacrificing family 

responsibilities, and its customers, who it initially argued should draw on the services of 

the THT as a stop-gap measure and later argued should use temporary help workers to 

cope with changes in the business cycle. Section III turns its attention to the regulatory 

arena, exarnining international developrnents that initially inhibited the nse of the THI and 

led IL0 Member States to adopt three distinct approaches to regulating temporary help 

agencies at the end of the post-World War II period: prohibition, regulation and non- 

regulation. The section focuses particular attention on how international regulatory 

developrnents helped shape the THI's emergence in Canada. The chapter concludes by 

weaving al1 the pieces of the foregoing narrative together to further analyze the role of the 

Canadian THI in an international context from its inception in the mid-1940s to the late- 

1960s and to recall, once again, how it first crafted the TER as a feminized employment 

relationship. 



The Flip-side of the SER: Women's Position in the Canadian Labour 
Market at the Xnception of the TH1 

As illustrated in Chapter One, the SER surfaced as a normative mode1 of 

employment in advanced capitalist countnes in the post-World War II period. 

Characteriung it as a product of the reconstntction era, many scholars rightly credit its 

emergence to the entente, however tenuous, between capital and organized labour (and 

mediated by the State) that was dnven by the growing recognition of the link between 

mass unemployment and various social and political ills. There is also a common tendency 

among scholars to associate its rise with the formation of institutions such as Bretton 

Woods, the IL0 and the United Nations, each of which contnbuted to the lengthy penod 

of economic stability experienced by most advanced capitalist states after World War II. 

Hence, as noted in Chapter One, there is considerable evidence that the SER originated 

out of the global political-economic forces driving change in the post-war penod. As well, 

given the wealth of feminist scholarship on the post-World War II welfare states in Canada 

and the United States which suggests that many women, immigrants and people of colour 

never enjoyed most of the benefits and entitlements associated with the SER, few would 

deny that it was a white male nom (see for example: Armstrong and Armstrong, 1989; 

Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Fudge, 1993; Gordon, 1996; Lewis, 1993; O'Connor, 1993). 

What is sornewhat Iess clear is the corresponding set of employment relationships and 

social relations that reinforced the SER as a nom in the Canadian context, that is, the 

package comprising the flip-side of the post-war bargain. Indeed, there is a dearth of 
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scholarship that describes and assesses the range of policies, programs, and practices 

cultivating non-standard employment relationships common arnong groups of workers 

known to be excluded fiom the SER and the ideological underpinning of such initiatives. 

This section attempts to begin to remedy this gap, explicitly examining how a particular 

group of women (Le., largely white middle-class married wornen) were urged to retum to 

the domestic sphere as the SER was becoming the norm by, at times, al1 three parties to 

the post-war bargain; this group of women constituted the THI's initial pool of principal 

workers. The section begins with a rough sketch of female labour force trends fiom the 

early 1930s, where Chapter Two Iefl off, to the mid-1960s. It then traces a range of 

exclusionaiy policies and practices directed at mamed women in this penod, measures 

which not only contributed to upholding the SER as a norm but also created a highiy 

gendered and racialized space in which the classic temporary help agency emerged.' 

Fernale Labour Force Pnrtîcipatîon, I93û-1960: A ThunrbnailSketch 

With the exception of a few notable dips, women's formal labour force 

participation rates rose slowly between the 1930s and the 1960s. Following trends in the 

begiming of the twentieth century, women continued to dorninate in sectors such as 

domestic work, began to fil1 the ranks of the rapidly-expanding clerical sector and 

increasingly engaged in certain manufacturing industries, such as clothing and textiles, in 

this thirty-year span (Arat-Koc, 1990; Armstrong and Armstrong, 1975, 1994; Calliste, 

1993; Connelly, 1978; Lowe, 1987). Over the course of this penod, women's 

participation rates varied considerably in accordance witli their marital status, given the 



164 

nse of the male breadwinner nom and the related notion that married wornen should, 

where possible, take their corresponding place in the domestic sphere. As Table 8 

illustrates, while mamed women's labour force participation rates remained relativeiy low 

until World War II, they increased dramatically dunng the war and then fell rapidly in the 

post-war era. However, factors such as race, ethnicity and class were equally central to 

shaping women's labour force participation in this era: they, too, structured the nature of 

women's exclusion from the SER. Even when policies and practices designed to spur 

women's exodus from the labour market reached their height in the post-war period, the 

State, in conjunction with employers and various segments of the labor movement, still 

encouraged certain groups of women to accept casual and intermittent forms of 

employment and still preserved several spheres of ernployment as female domains. 

Table 8 
Fernale Labour Force Participation Rates, Census Years 1931-1961 

Year Participation Rate 

Married O h  Single % Other % TotaI % 
1931 3 -5 43 -8 21.3 19.3 
1911 4.5 47.2 17.3 20.3 
1951 11.2 58.3 19.3 24.1 
1961 22.0 5 1.4 22.9 29.5 
Source: Spencer and Featherstone, 1970. 

Dornestic work is a case in point. Thus, it is worthwhile to descnbe briefly the 

composition of the female labour force engaging in domestic work from the 1930s to the 

1960s to emphasize that the situation of the narrow group of women eventually targeted 

by the TH1 differed sharply from their counterparts in other fernale-dorninated occupations 
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and that racialized gender divisions of labour prevailed during this period. The point, 

then, is that exclusion frorn the SER created very different outcomes far different groups 

of women. 

Inznrigrant Wonzen Domestic Wurfcers 

Between the mid- 1930s and late 196Os, immigrant women, first hailing fiom 

vanous parts of Europe and subsequently the Caribbean, dominated the ranks of domestic 

service in Canada. Canadian-bom women rarely pursued this form of employment, due to 

its Iow wages, Iive-in requirements and the common abuses committed by employers. In 

the 1930s, Scandinavian women, especially Finnish women, were a preferred source of 

domestic workers because they were known to endure extremely harsh conditions of 

employrnent (Lindstrom-Best, 1986: 34). Even during the Great Depression, when, 

according to Arat-Koc, "Canadian women Iost the few alternative sources of employment 

open to them [and] ... domestic work became once again the major employer of women as 

whole", the Canadian government still encouraged Finnish women to corne to Canada to 

work as domestics (Arat-Koc, 1997: 69; Lindstrom-Best, 1986). Given the relatively low 

status of domestic work in the economy, the federal government was acutely aware that 

Canadian-born women would abandon dornestic service with the amval of more 

prosperous economic tir ne^.^ 

Dunng World War II, when the federal governent actively encouraged mamed 

women's entry into the labour force, Canada began to experience another shonage of 

domestic workers, a shoriage that peaked in the post-war period. At this point, 
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particularly during the five-year penod between 19474952, women refugees from 

Europe were recruited by the Canadian govemment as a pnmary source of domestic 

workers (Daenzer, 1997). Finally, in the early 1950s, with the failure of an assisted 

passage scheme targeting Great Britain and Western Europe, Canada began to focus on 

Southem European women, especially ItaIian women as domestic workers (Iacovetta, 

1986, 1992). By the Iate-1950s, the government aIso activeIy recniited women fiom 

Jamaica and Barbados as domestics even though there was until 1967 a clause (originating 

in the Immigration Act of 19 10) that allowed it to discriminate on the basis of race 

(Calliste, 1 993; Satzewich, 1989; Silvera, 1983). Thus, as Arat-Koc (1 997) argues, the 

dominant image of the woman domestic worker shifted dramatically over the period under 

study. Rather than being cast as "mothers of the nation", a label familiar to the immigrant 

domestic workers Rom Britain in the early part of the century when there were fewer 

occupations open to women, women domestic workers became known as "foreign 

domestic workers," a label that not only reflected their marginal status in the growing 

hierarchy of female-dominated vocations but that eventually came to entai1 an absence of 

citizenship nghts as well. 

As the ensuing discussion dernonstrates, the situation of the white middle-class 

mamed women first targeted by the THI stands in stark contrast to the harsh social and 

economic realities faced by immigrant women domestic workers throughout this period. 

As the latter came to be labeled "foreign domestic workers", the former shifted roles from 

"dutifûl housewives" to part-time "office girls". Indeed, the example of women domestic 
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workers in Canada demonstrates that the experience of the women targeted by the TH1 in 

the post-war period was by no means the n o m  for all women engaged in paid 

employment. Rather, the women targeted by the THI, while they were denied entry into 

certain sectors and occupations and clearly denied access to the S E 9  benefited indirectly 

fiom the location of their immigrant and working-class sisters in less desirable fields of 

employment such as live-in domestic work. Equally significant, while they were designed 

to institute a male breadwinner mm, and, hence, to limit some women's access to the 

labour market, exclusionary policies adopted by the Canadian govemment in this period 

preserved certain spheres of employment as female domains and encouraged casual and 

intermittent employment among specific groups of women. With these qualifications in 

mind, and with the objective of funher revealing the cornplex array of forces that created 

space for the THI in the Canadian labour market, it is instructive to probe the shape of 

exclusionary policies directed at mamed women in this period. 

Exclusion ary Puiicies and Practices Directed at Marrieri Women, I 93 0- 1 9 60 

Just as the roots of the SER as a normative mode1 of employment may be traced 

to the period following World War II, corresponding policies and practices designed to 

limit women's participation in the Canadian labour market have their roots in the decade 

d e r  World War 1. But, it was in the penod fiom the early 1930s until the mid-1960s that 

married wornen endured the most formidable legislative obstacles to labour force 

participation and it was then also that they received little support from most segments of 

the organized labour movement in overcoming such barriers! 
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Perhaps at no point was a woman's marital status more central to her subordinate 

position in the Canadian labour market than dunng the Great Depression. Indeed, in this 

era, the mamed woman was not seen as a "person" in her own nght. According to Ruth 

Roach Pierson (1990: 77-78), "...if she was employed she was seen as a symbol of the 

cause of unemployment among men and, if she was dependent, as a symbol of the high 

cost of male employment to society." The mamed woman wage-eamer even proved to be 

a contentious figure for women's groups during the Great Depression. Refemng to the 

"timidity" of the National Council of Women of Canada on the question of whether 

mamed women should be permitted to participate in the labour force in dif£icuIt economic 

times, Margaret Hobbs (1 993a: 207) notes, "many women refonners, some of whom were 

long time supporters of women's rights in other rnatters, joined in the attacks on employed 

women who were either mamed or from well-to-do families." Thus, women's "nght to 

work" came under ideological attack from various corners of Canadian society in this 

period, although some attacks were more predictable that others. But, resistance to 

married women's participation in the labour market extended far beyond the ideologicai 

level in the 1930s. Indeed, there is considerable evidence documenting federal, provincial 

and municipal govemment policies and employer practices designed actively to encourage 

mamed women to take up their "proper" place in the home from the first signs of 

economic crisis forward. The nature of women's labour force attachment, therefore, was 

not only linked to a general clirnate of animosity but to genuine marriage bars. Their 

expulsion from employment in certain sectors upon mamage or first pregnancy and the 
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emergence of blatantly discriminatory UI policies underline such measures (Archibald, 

1970; Hodgetts et al, 1972; Morgan, 1988; Pierson, 1990). 

In the limited range of fernale-dominated vocations, nowhere were mamage bars 

more apparent than in the Federal Public Service (Archibald, 1970; Hodgetts et al, 1972; 

Morgan, 1988; Phillips and Phillips, 1983). Despite the fact that the Federal Public 

Service was designed for men in that, according to Morgan, "it constituted a sort of 

appendage to political authority, which at that time was, of course, male," women had 

made considerable inroads into this sector between 1908 and 1920 for two central reasons 

(Morgan, 1985: 5). First, clerical work was expanding and, as illustrated in Chapter Two, 

women increasingly obtained business school and apprenticeship training as typists and 

stenographers fiom the 19 10s onwards. Second, and even more critically, salaries were 

extremely low in the Federal Public Service; thus, in the penod leading uy to the Great 

Depression, women were accepting jobs that few men would take. However, the 

advances made by women, particularly into permanent positions, were not only shon-lived 

but generally limited to the lower grades of the Service because of the belief, on the part 

of leading bureaucrats that the higher grades should remain a male preserve. Expressing 

this sentiment early on, the 1908 Annual Report of the Civil Service Commission noted: 

"There would be dificulties ... some of them, it is tme, the result of prejudice, but 

nonetheless real, were a woman to be appointed to administer an office or section of a 

department involving the control and direction of a number of male clerks" (Civil SeMce 

Commission, 1909: 17). 
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By the 1920s, when the Federal government was still confronted with the task of 

re-integrating WorId War 1 veterans, fears of the feminization of the Federal Public 

Service work force were not only more pronounced but more entrenched. Intemal 

directives allowed Deputy Ministers to speciQ the gender of candidates acceptable for 

certain positions, make women's jobs into temporary positions and place a forma1 embargo 

on manied women (ArchibaId, 1970: 16). From 1921 forward, when a woman working in 

the Federal Public Service mamed she had to resign or keep her status a secret but the 

latter option usually proved only possible until her first pregnancy (Archibald, 1970: 16; 

Morgan, 1988: 6) .  Despite the mamage bar and women's relegation to temporary 

positions, due to their predominance in clencd work across the Canadian economy, single, 

widowed and secretly mamed women still constituted a large proportion of temporary 

clerical workers in the Federal Public SeMce throughout the period of the Great 

Depression. Certain domains of the Federal Public Service staffed largely by World War 1 

Veterans, such as the Poa  Ofice Department, made entry particularly difficult for women, 

but this situation was quite different in others, such as the Department of National Defense 

and Veterans Afïfairs. The most obvious reason that women dominated in the Department 

of National Defense and Veterans Mairs and not the Post Office was that the latter two 

departments used stenographers of the sort trained and placed by private employment 

agencies operated by typewriter cornpanies beginning in the 1910s and the Post Office 

used mainly clerks and operations personnel (Morgan, 1988: 10). As Morgan (1 988: 8) 

notes: 
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Women had become so identified with stenography and typing and the job of a 
secretary had become a woman's job: to offer it to a man wouId have been an 
incongmity bordering on insult. The image of the male secretary was accepted 
only in the army, and then ody for secretanes of generais. 

In the inter-war years, clerical skills became indispensable to the Federal Public Service 

and many men were either unwilling or unable to accept jobs as typists and stenographers. 

Thus, many unmamed women, and mamed women who successfùlly kept their marriages 

a secret, stayed in the Federal Public Service even though harsh restrictions on women's 

employment remained. 

With regard to maniage bars in other sectors, the policies and practices of 

municipal and provincial school boards were no better than the Federal Public Service. 

They too required women to relinquish their positions upon marriage or, altematively, at 

first pregnancy (Pierson, 1990; Phillips and Phillips, 1983). Other parts of the Provincial 

Public SeMce also had somewhat more covert policies prohibiting the simultaneous 

employrnent of husbands and wives throughout the 1920s and 1930s. However, as Hobbs 

(1993a: 7) argues: "The intent of regdation was clear. Ontario's Premier Hepbum, for 

example, after firing six mamed women who had concealed their marital status, boasted to 

the public that, 'We take the position, as have al1 previous governments, that if a woman 

mames, her husband should keep her.'" Indeed, as ernployers, federal and provincial 

governments were among the worst culprits in that they standardized marriage bars as 

they norrnalized the SER. 

In the 1920s and 1 %Os, the federal govenuilent not only endorsed exclusionary 

practices aimed at mamed women as "employees", it also instituted policies designed to 
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discourage women's employment across the economy. Early UI policy is a prime example. 

Although, the subject of the female worker rarely surfaced in the debates surrounding UI 

policy in the 1930s, its absence was highly significant, as Ruth Pierson (1990: 78-79) 

notes: 

[I]f we understand gender to be a fundamental social category, we are justified in 
asking where and how concern for women fit into the Depression-era discussion 
of unemployrnent insurance. And ifwefirrther zrr>derstand gender to be relatiortd, 
to 6e a cufegory comprisittg aZZ that which shapes social relations betweerz sexes. 
then we me jirsrjied itz examirzittg the ger~der irnpIicatior~s for women of the 
silences regardhg theni: thal is the rneanrres that made no mention of them. of 
the concepts Nzto which fhey were irlvisibly enjioZded ~ r r d  the amrrnptions throzrgh 
which masadine prioriîy was irlscribed (my emphasis). 

The nature of UI policy in this period substantiates this very crucial insight. Although 

women were only mentioned once in the Unemplovment Insurance Act (1 935), this 

legislation had highly discriminatory underpinnings. From 1934- 1940, UI policy divided 

women into two categories, female worker and wife/mother and "it was by and large, 

ideologically anathema for a woman to combine these two categories herself" (Pierson, 

1990: 8 1). Although single mothers and employed mamed women violated the 

dichotomy, UI. policy did not take their widely-perceived anomalous situations into 

account. For the single mother to receive benefits, she had to be de-sexed and claim UI as 

a primary breadwinner Iike her male counterpart. To be eligible, she also had to work in a 

field of employment covered by the scheme and, not surprisingly, many single mothers 

were denied access to benefits because domestics, nurses and teachers, among others, 

were excluded from coverage (Pierson, 1990: 99). The fate of the employed mamed 

woman was even worse than tliat of rnany single mothers (and certainly single women) 
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since she was presumed to be Iooked after by a male breadwinner and, therefore, Iacked an 

individual entitlement to UI. Thus, the UI scheme dominant in this penod gave married 

women access to benefits through indirect charnels, such as dependents' allowances, 

except in special cases where it could be demonstrated that married women had worked 

"steadily" or had "less than the prescribed number of contributions paid in respect of 

them" (Phillips and Phillips, 1983: 28-29; Pierson, 1990: 95). Hence, clairning UI was not 

only beyond the reach of women in highly female dominated sectors, like hospital nursing 

and domestic work, and women engaged in "casual" or "intermittent " employment, but 

also to most rnamed women (regardless of their occupational location a d o r  relationship 

to the labour market) in the latter part of the Great Depression. As we shall now see, 

many of the harsh restrictions initiated in the inter-war penod remained throughout World 

War II and in the post-war era. 

With the beginning of World War II, the mechanisms designed to regulate 

wornen's labour force participation changed drastically as significant numbers of mamed 

women entered the iabour force to replace men who joined the armed forces. As 

Armstrong and Armstrong (1 994: 17-1 8) illustrate, the female labour force participation 

rate rose almost 9 percentage points between 1939 and 1945, even though it quickly 

dropped back to pre-war levels after World War II. Sexual boundaries shifted only 

temporarily dunng WorId War II, leading feminist scholars to discuss and debate about the 

validity of the notion of women as a reserve army of labour? In this era, the federal 

govenunent replaced exclusionary policies, paxticularly those directed at married wornen, 
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with policies that encouraged labour force participation among a11 women, either on a full- 

or a part-time basis. Hence, married women re-entered the labour market in 

ovenvhelming numbers, both as a result of economic necessity and out of their desire to 

support the war-effort! To facilitate their re-entry, the Canadian govemment created a 

body known as the National Selection Service (NSS) in 1942, when it recognized that "the 

pools of unemployed from the Great Depression had dned up" (Phillips and Phillips, 1993: 

29). The NSS had as one of its primary aims the registration and referral of women into 

war-time employment. Still, the federal government's efforts to induce mamed wornen to 

enter the labour force during the war were not lirnited to recruitment, referrai and 

placement. It also included more indirect incentives, ofien backed by segments of the 

organized labour movement and employers requinng a larger pool of workers, such as 

income tax concessions, day-nurseries catering to women employed in war-time industries 

and even the encouragement of married women's part-time employment in commercial 

laundries in recognition of the importance of such services to women engaged full-time in 

jobs essential to the war effort (Finkel, 1995; Phillips and Phillips, 1993; Pierson and 

Light, 1990). However, war's end brought these policies and programmes to a halt. 

In  the post-war era, institutions such as the NSS tumed their attention to re- 

locating women dislocated from their war-time vocations to either the home or to 

traditionally female-dominated sectors, such as dornestic work. Simultaneously, the 

federal govemment again harnessed vanous policies and practices to limit women's 

participation in the labour force. Measures ranged from instituting tax disincentives for 
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married women participating in the labour force to irnplementing mamage bars in certain 

sectors of employrnent to instituting a farnily allowance.' 

Aiongside these national policy measures and international initiatives, such as the 

Philadel~hia Declaration (1944), which encouraged countnes to establish comprehensive 

social secunty schemes to avert econornic ônd political difficulties akin to those arising 

during the Great Depression, the notion of an SER began to gain prominence and 

popularity, particularly amongst organized labour and the State (ILO, 1944; Lee, 1997). 

Its counterpart, the "family wage", which entailed wages suficient for a male worker to 

maintain both himself and his dependent wife and children, also rose to normative pre- 

erninence in this penod (Barret and McIntosh, 1980; Pierson and Light, 1990: 252); and, 

to a large extent, leading liberal welfare states (including Canada) wholly endorsed the 

family wage as a cornpanion to the SER to preserve women's "proper role" in the 

domestic sphere and to solidifi their comrnitment to social reproduction. Only a narrow 

group of male workers ever benefited from the farnily wage, however, despite its crucial 

role in upholding the ideology of domesticity. Still, in sharp contrast to the immigrant 

agricultural and industnal workers recniited, placed and often exploited by private 

employment agents in the pre-World War II period, and even distinct from the Young, 

well-educated, rniddle-class women stenographers and typists engaged by employment 

agencies run by typewriting companies, the first group of potential workers targeted by 

the Canadian TH1 upon its inception were white middle-class married women from 

households presumed to benefit from a family wage. 
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For a lengthy period afier World War II, the Federal govemment viewed domestic 

work as the most viable option for mamed women wanting to remain in the labour force. 

Thus, the NSS launched an initiative known as the Home Aide Scherne, a program 

designed to elevate the status of domestic service as a vocation for women by offenng 

women domestic work on a regular hourly, live-out basis. Introduced in 1945, the notion 

of the "Home Aide" represented a new type of domestic servant: "a diluted hybnd of 

cook, kit chen maid, parlour maid, babysitter, mothers' helper and housekeeping assistant" 

(Pierson, 1977: 9 1). An initiative of the Women's Division of NSS, the "Home Aide" was 

different than the regular domestic servant since she did not do heavy household chores 

but more routine housework (Pierson, 1977: 92). To appeal to a range of women, the 

Scheme was also designed to be a flexible program that could offer the mamed woman 

part-time employrnent, likely a couple of moming or aflemoon shifis per week, or the self- 

supporting single woman full-time employment. Still, despite its atternpts to rnake 

domestic service more palatable to women expelled from their war-time jobs, Home-Aide 

proved to be merely a band-aid measure, that temporanly alleviated economic hardship 

among some women displaced from their war-time employment.' Even with the growing 

demand for domestic workers and the fear of unemployment among women afler World 

War II, the scheme failed after only two years in operation. 

While the govemrnent was slow to recognize it, given its over emphasis on 

domestic work, other growing sectors of the Canadian economy continued to rely on 

women workers af'ter the war. The case of the burgeoning clencal sector in the post-war 



177 

period is particulariy worthy of emphasis here. In the post-war penod, the phenomenal 

growth of clerical work led to a high demand for stenographers and typists, two fields 

which women came to dominate between 194 1 and 197 1. Indeed, aithough women's 

labour force participation rates did not again reach their war-time levels until 1966 and 

although marriage bars lasted in sectors such as the Federal Public SeMce until 1955, 

many women held on to their spaces in the labour market specifically because of the 

feminization of clerical work (Morgan, 1988: 8-10; Lowe, 1987: Chapter 6; Pierson and 

Light, 1990: 259-260). 

As one might expect, many employers' desire to hire women was in tension with 

the ideology of domesticity underpinning the post-war compromise. However, part-time 

clerical work emerged as a crucial exception for white middle-class married women in this 

penod, ostensibly because the government (as an employer), along with private sector 

employers and organized labour, accepted sex segregation in the labour market as a viable 

alternative to the exclusion of women altogether. Its' exceptionalisrn also rested on the 

notion of what Chatelaine Magazine (1953) referred to as the "White Collar Wife," an 

image that balanced the nse of the SER and coincident rise of the ideology of domesticity 

with women's growing desire and necessity to rernain in, or return to, the labour market 

on a part-time, casual or intermittent basis market in the post-war era (Katz, 195 1). Soon 

after the notion of the "White Collar Wife" became acceptable to Canadians, temporary 

help agcncies entered the labour market capitalizing on this phenomenon. 
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By the late 1950s, pan-time clencal work becarne a viable alternative for a specific 

group of mamed women wanting to participate in the labour force such that it no longer 

"conjured up images of gender chaos" (Strong-Boag, 1994: 13). Even more important, 

although their eamings added more than just "frills" to the household budget in most 

instances, mamed wornen's participation in clencal work did not undermine the hegemony 

of the SER because married women continued to be ineligible for permanent positions in a 

range of sectors and they had limited individual entitlements to emerging social insurance 

programs. For example, the UI Commission also made new special regulations pertaining 

to mamed women, including disqualieing them for two years afier marriage unless they 

filfilled certain conditions that proved their attachment to the labour force. According to 

Ann Porter (1993 : 1 18, 125), these regulations depicted mamed women as both 

"conniving to defraud the system," since they were presumably beneficianes of a farnily 

wage and "virtuous protectors" of the domestic sphere. They even penalized mamed 

women because of pregnancf and if they were forced to relocate (and therefore change 

jobs) because of their husband's job (Porter, 1993: 126- 129). 

While these discriminatory regulations were revoked in 1957, many employers 

lobbied to maintain them at the end of the 1950s. Some even supported reinstating them 

in the early 1960s, with growing rates of unemployment and fùnd UI depletion (Porter, 

1993 : 14 1). For example, during the 196 1 heanngs of the Commission of Inquiry into UI, 

Ofice Overload, the first known temporary help agency in Canada, called attention to 
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mamed women's tendency to abuse the UI system. Although it did not explicitly cal1 for a 

return to the married women's regulations, it made the following comment: 

Coming into daily contact as we do with so many temporary workers -- as most of 
these mamed women are in the labour force for a relatively short period of time ... 
we are exposed to perhaps more than Our share of abuses of the UI Fund 
(Gill Commission Records, October, 196 1 : RG 33/48 as cited by Porter, 1993).'0 

On the surface, Office Overload seemed to support p r e s e ~ n g  special regulations for 

mamed women because it believed that they were prone to defraud the systern. However, 

at a deeper level, it was acutely aware that granting married women individual entitlements 

to social insurance programmes like UI might contribute to depleting its supply of 

temporary help workers." Given the nature of its business, Ofice Overload had a special 

interest in limiting the spread of the SER to a narrow group of male breadwinners. But it 

was not alone: capital, organized (male) labour and the State each had a stake in 

maintaining clear boundaries around the SER. This shared interest not only enabled 

policies and practices that actively discriminated against mamed women to endure, it also 

created a highly gendered and racialized space within which the THI slowly emerged in 

the Canadian labour market. 

II. The Rise of the Canadian TH1 in an International Context 

As the post-war era progressed, there was growing pressure to incorporate the 

sizable group of workers excluded from the SER into the Canadian labour market. 

Labour shortages, particularly in the expanding clencal sector, and the persistence of 

exclusionary policies directed at mamed women had created both an acute demand among 

employers for additional workers and a captive pool of potential workers ready to fil1 this 
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vacuum. These corresponding sets of developments opened up a space for the THI. Still, 

as an outgrowth of the private employment agency industry, the TH1 faced a twofold 

challenge at its inception: first, the challenge to distance itself fiom the questionable 

histoncal practices of the private employment agency industry; and second, the challenge 

to attain legitimacy without undermining the SER as a n o m  and upsetting the delicate 

balance between capital, organized labour and the State which obscured labour power's 

comrnodity status. Over the course of approximately two decades, the Canadian THI was 

able to rneet these challenges, following developments in the United States. 

This section traces the emergence of the TH1 as an entity in the Canadian labour 

market in a North Amencan context. It begins by describing the ongins of the earliest 

known temporary help agencies in North America and examining how they constructed 

the TER. It then moves to examine the nature of the strategy that the Canadian TH1 so 

successfully deployed to target white middle-class mamed women as its core workers and 

individuals and firms requiring cierical help as its prirnary customers. 

History and Origins 

As Chapter Two demonstrated, the Canadian TH1 has its clearest origins in the 

19 10s when employment agencies run by typehter  companies hired-out young women 

stenographers and typists to sel1 their typewriters. However, there was a decades long 

hiatus between the emergence of ernployment agencies run by typewriter companies and 

the veritable binh of the Canadian TH. Dunng this period, the TH1 first surfaced as a 
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forma1 entity in the American labour market. Therefore, it is instructive to trace the 

history of the TH[ in the United States to set the backdrop for its emergence in Canada. 

American literature on the TH1 traces the first known North American temporary 

help agencies to Chicago in the late 1920s and early 1930s (Gannon, 1978; Gonos, 1995; 

Moore, 1965; Parker, 1994; Seavey and Kazis, 1994). This literature also indicates that 

the temporary help agency amved separately in the industnal, clencal, technical and 

professional fields. Industnal help, for example, is commonly traced by American experts 

to D. J. Nugent Co., a stevedoring business in Milwaukee that experirnented with hiring- 

out some of its employees to a nearby manufacturïng plant in the 1920s (Seavey and 

Kazis, 1994: III, 3). Then, quite independently, temporary technical workers emerged in 

the early 1930s when the automotive industry began hiring engineers on short-term 

assignment to help design models for new cars (Joray and Hulin, 1978). Finally, and 

central to this study, industry analysts credit Samuel Workman with starting the first 

temporary clencal firm in the United States (Seavey and Kazis, 1994; Moore, 1975). 

Workman was an Arnencan entrepreneur whose primary business involved selling 

calculating machines but who also started a subsidiary operation employinp women to do 

night-time inventory work for his customers in the 1920s. In 1929, he took on this side- 

business full-tirne, supplying temporary help workers first to operate electric adding 

machines for Company clients and then to perform in a range of related clerical tasks. His 

early operation, as described by Seavey and Katis (1994) bears a striking resemblance to 

the pnvate ernployment agencies run by typewrïting companies in Ontario in the 1910s. 
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However, Workman's business stands out for an additional reason: although he began by 

using temporary help workers to sel1 his calculating equipment, Workman eventually 

supplied workers to his customers for a fee. In this respect, Workman's business offered a 

template upon which the North American T'HI emerged, one that eventually allowed it to 

distinguish itseIf from the pnvate employment agency industry as a whole. Thus, although 

other types of temporary help agencies clearly existed before the post-World War II era, 

such as those specializing in providing labourers, technical and professional workers, the 

temporary clerical agency came to represent the prototypical temporary help agency from 

World War II onwards. 

There are a number of competing perspectives on which individual temporary help 

agencies were the first to emerge in Nonh Arnerica and what type of business constitutes 

the earliest 'classic' temporary help agency. However, stones recalling the earliest images 

of the THI converge from the mid-1940s onwards, when several of the largest ternporary 

clerical firms were first incorporated. Manpower Inc. was the first temporary help firm to 

incorporate in 1947, Kelly Services quickly followed suit in 1948 and Olsten formed by 

the end of the decade; each of these fims surfaced first in the United States, initially 

focusing their businesses on the clerical and industrial sectors (Gannon, 1978; Moore, 

1965; Seavey and Kazis, 1994). However, other large firms also incorporated soon &er, 

including Labor Pool Inc., Employer's Overload and Western Girl (Moore, 1965). Some 

analysts suggest that these firms formed out of a climate of harsh regdation towards the 

private employment industry, an important daim that will be addressed below (Gonos, 
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1994; Parker, 1994). But, within the industry, officiais often tell a version of the following 

story to account for the industiy's origins: 

This is how the story goes. 1 used to work for Kelly SeMces, and it's my 
understanding that Kelly Services is the creator of the industry. This happened 
during the war days ... [Mr. Kelly] had a friend who had his own business. He was 
having difficulty because he had too rnuch work on his desk and he needed a hand 
in getting the work done. So, he happened to suy to Kelly. "I need help" and Kelly 
suid 'Y h10w somebody, rny wife. " So he fiarfedpuitirzg his wije out io work ami 
il b Ioomed from there, from the w fe to the wife 'î frierids aizd su ori.. ..Kelly 
SeMces was known as the "Kelly Girls" because it was the war days [sic] 
(Ml, my emphasis). 

World War II and the labour shortages that accompanied it gave most segments of 

the emerging THI a boost, one that continued throughout the post-war era. For example, 

in the United States, ternporary help agencies specialiùng in the clerical sector that started 

with a couple of "office girls" during World War II had approximately 20,000 employees 

by 1956 (Moore, 1965). As well, due to the high demand for skilled labourers and general 

labourers for wartime production, higher-tech firms providing temporary assistance made 

considerable gains; indeed, four of the £ive biggest American-based temporary help 

agencies that provided skilled and general labourers as well as clencal workers were 

founded between 1946 and 1950 (Joray and Hulin, 1978). Clencal work nevertheless 

became the mainstay of the THI in the post-war period and the temporary clencal worker, 

captured famously by the notion of the "Kelly Girl", provided the image of the 

prototypical 1950s ternporary help worker. The Tm's early focus on clerical work, keenly 

evident in its early marketing strategy, was also apparent in the Canadian context. 



184 

In Canada, the first known temporary help agency arrived on the scene several 

years after its Amencan counterparts. Formed by William Pollock and James Shore, two 

young office-equipment salespeople, Onice Overload entered the Canadian market in 

Winnipeg in June of 195 1. Shore and Pollack started the business when, Iike Mr. Kelly 

described above, they noticed that the offices they visited often had too much or too little 

work for the staff at a given tirne. As a consequence, they decided to fonn a registry of 

former office workers willing to retum to part-tirne work to "help harassed employers" 

(Hutton, 1957: 19).12 Like the above anecdote tracing the origins of Kelly Services, Office 

Overload's history started with one part-time stenographer B etty Green. B y 1956, the 

Company had opened offices in Toronto, Montreal, Vancouver and Hamilton. At this 

juncture, the Toronto office led the business which, by then, claimed to have a registry of 

over 20,000 women who had been clerical workers prior to getting rnamed. Soon afier 

Office Overload emerged, several other companies, such as Kelly SeMces and Manpower, 

joined the Canadian market, with the result that estimates of the size of the THI's work 

force reached 30,000 by 1957. One commentator charactenzed the mid-1950s explosion 

in the Canadian THI as follows: 

Several thousand women in addition to Office Overload's twenty thousand have 
been added to Ca~tada'i fernitrine workitg force for periodî that V a r y  as widely ar 
a woman's mood -- al1 the way fiom an occasional half day's work to six months 
of steady employment" (Hutton, 1957, my emphasis). 

Evidence also suggests that employer demand matched, and perhaps even exceeded, the 

size of the temporary clerical work force in Canada in this period. In addition, highly 

successful Canadian temporary help agencies, like Office Overload, quickly took their 
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businesses abroad. For example, many had entered the British, Dutch and American 

markets by the mid-1960s (Hutton, 1957; Seavey and Kazis, 1994). 

The Shape of tJze "CINsic" Temporary He@ Agency and the Early TER in Operution 

The shape of the "classic7' temporary help agency and the nature of the 

employment relationship that it constructed was key to the international success of the 

early TKI. In the post-war period, temporary help agencies gradually began to 

characterize themselves as "temporary help services". In contradistinction to other private 

employment agencies that acted exclusively as intermediaries, they ernbraced a tnangular 

employment relationship: in this relationship, the agency acts as the employer and the 

customer is said to be engaged in a commercial contract for seMces with the temporary 

help agency (Dombois, 1989; Cordova, 1986; Gonos, 1994, 1995; ILO, 1994). Reflecting 

on the central difference between the "temporary help service" tint emerging in the post- 

World War II penod and the typical private ernployment agency, Mitchell Fromstein, 

President and Chief Executive Officer of Manpower, made the following remarks in 1978: 

A Temporary Help Service is an independent organization engaged in the business 
of providing its own employees to perform work, on a time basis, for its customer 
firms -- usually at the customer's place of business and usually of a short term 
nature. The key element in the above definition that excludes the THS from being 
a labor market intermediary is "...providing its own employees.." This phruse und 
the ac f z r a ~ c t i o i g  of a TXS makes the firm art employer rufher than an 
ïnfermediury in almosl every sense of the word (my emp hasis, 23 0). 

Although the notion of the "temporary help service" only became cornmon 

parlance in Canada in the late 1980s. temporary help agencies distinguished themselves 

fiom other private employment agencies at the inception of the THI by adopting what 
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scholars now label the "ternporary help for~nula'~ (Gonos, 1994; Parker, 1994). The 

notion of the temporary help formula is the set of practices comprising the arrangement 

that allows custorners of the temporary help agency to use its workers without taking on 

the social, legal and contractuai obligations associated with the SER (Gonos, 1994; 

Mangum, Maya11 and Nelson, 1985).13 The underpinnings of this formula are best 

understood by describing how the TER came to operate in the post-World War II period. 

From recruitment to registration and finally to placement, the process of placing 

temporary help workers on assignrnent with customers came to be characterized by a 

complex array of procedures in the post-war penod, a process that endures to date. The 

first step involved worker registration. M e r  responding to advertisernents in newspapers, 

magazines or simply hearing of temporary help work through word-of-mouth, potential 

ternporary help workers registered with the agency. Aithough this initial step resernbled 

the process cornrnon to the private employrnent agency industry, several facets of the 

registration process distinguished the temporary help agency from the typical private 

employrnent agency. The most notable diFerence was that upon registering with an 

agency, and even upon placement, the worker was not asked to pay a direct fee. As well, 

at the point of registration, the temporary help agency normally adrninistered tests 

designed to assess the ski11 of the potential worker in the field of work that slhe desired. 

For example, if the applicant was seeking clerical work, temporary help agencies routinely 

adrninistered typing tests, examining accuracy and speed and filing tests, where the 

applicant was required to alphabetize entries. 
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The second major step in the process occurred when the customer approached the 

temporary help agency for assistance. At this point, the agency attempted to match the 

client's needs with the workers available, using files on individual applicants to find the 

best temporary worker for the assignment. When the agency located a suitable applicant, 

it provided the potential temporary help worker with a description of the work available, 

including hours, duties and an estimate of the duration of the assignment. Refemng to the 

flexibility that temporary help work offered to applicants in this era, one early 

cornmentator noted: "One major attraction of the arrangement is that the worker is given a 

clear understanding that she [sic] can refuse any assignment offered, although the worker 

who repeatedly refuses assignrnents wiI1 likely cease to receive calls" (Moore, 1965: 62 1). 

Formal placement represented the third step of assignment process camed out by the 

temporary help agency. In most instances, upon placement, agencies provided clients with 

a performance guarantee of sorts; principally designed to ensure customer satisfaction, this 

guarantee usually offered the client the option of replacing a temporary help worker were 

s/he found to be unsuitable for the assignment and it also guaranteed the client with a 

replacement if the temporary help worker Ieft the placement prematurely or had a lengthy 

absence. Upon placement, the temporary help worker was also usually required to sign a 

restrictive covenant agreeing that for a specified period of time s h e  would not accept an 

offer of permanent employment fiom the customer to whom slhe was assigned, a practice 

that continues to date (Moore, 1965: 621).14 This Iast feature was designed to ensure that 

the temporary help worker's pnmary loyalty rested with the agency, at least for a fixed 
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duration. The customer was also routinely made aware of the covenant between the 

agency and the temporary help worker and was informed that buy-outs could be arranged 

should it discover that it wanted to retain its temporary help permanently (Fromstein, 

1978). 

Beyond its complex registration, matching and placement processes, what made 

the early temporary help agency distinct from the typical private employment agency was 

that the agency itself paid the worker: the agency also withheld income taxes and social 

securîty contributions and provided the worker with mandatory social benefits, such as 

vacation pay and pension pay-outs, either over the course of a given assignment or upon 

its completion (Fric, 1973; Gannon, 1978, 1984; Moore, 1965; Parker, 1994). Most early 

agencies also provided Iiability insurance and a type of fidelity bond for every worker 

assigned to a customer (Fromstein, 1978: 235). To protect their role as service providers 

that camed-out selection, testing, placement and other employrnent-related responsibilities 

for a fee, the agency also always billed the customer directly. Overhead costs, including 

recruitrnent, registration and placement costs, legal obligations and other interna! 

procedures, were subsumed within the amount billed to the customer (Fromstein, 1978: 

236; Moore, 1965: 622). At the inception of the THI, fees beyond the payment of wages 

and benefits that accrued to the worker became known as the "mark-up"; in contrast to the 

present situation, early temporary help agencies tended to be open about wage levels as 

well as about the size of the mark-up." 
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Eariy Chollcngcs ro the T M  and In(lustry Responscs: The International Con f a t  

While the 'classic' temporary help agency actively took on employer status in the 

post-war penod by design, its legal status was a major point of controversy in many 

countnes. At its inception in the United States, for example, unions and various branches 

of government vehemently opposed the employer-status assumed by temporary help 

agencies. To lirnit the profitability of the temporary help formula, some unions 

successfûlly negotiated clauses to bring temporary help workers under the terms and 

conditions of existing collective agreements."j Some national govemments also leveled 

charges against temporary help agencies acting as strike-breakers, continuing a theme first 

raised by Iabour leaders in the early twentieth century. Spurred by several developments 

at the international level, such as the creation of an International Labour Convention 

Conceming the Co-ordination of the Public Employrnent SeMce (No.  88) to be descnbed 

below, the feud between public employrnent services and the private employment agency 

industry escalated at an international level throughout this penod (Ricca, 1982). Even 

though it assumed employer status and, therefore, did not threaten the function of public 

employment services to the same extent as the typical private employment agency, the 

temporary help agency was not totally unaffected as public employment services and the 

private employment agencies jostled for positions in the labour market. 

In the wake of these challenges, the TM, now an international entity, waged 

numerous court battles over its claim to employer status in both the United States and 

Europe fiom the 1950s onwards (Veldcamp and Raesten, 1973; Gonos, 1995)." It was 
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successfûl in some of these cases; for example, in 1956, a Flonda court rendered a 

decision that labeled Manpower Inc. an independent contractor as opposed to an 

employment agency." However, in other cases, the industry's version of a TER, whereby 

the agency assumed employer status, was disallowed. In the post-World War II penod, 

in a range of national jurisdictions, couns denying temporary help agencies employer 

status used the following reasoning as their central justification. First, the judgments 

indicated that the customer exercised direct control and supervision over the temporary 

help worker while slhe was on-site. Second, they found that, in rnost jurisdictions, with 

the exception of those where the TER was governed by an indeterminate contract of 

employment, the temporary help worker was not empioyed by the agency until she was on 

assignment with an outside Party. Third, numerous cases indicated that the temporary 

help agency did not supply its own materials or use its own tools, "nor does it guarantee 

or take responsibility for a final product or service, in the usual manner of an independent 

contractor" (Gonos, 1995: 8). Therefore, the temporary help agency belongs in the 

category of "labour-only contractors" (Axelrod, 1987; Epstein and Monat, 1 973).19 

Even though the courts often denied temporary help agencies legal employer 

status, in many jurisdictions, particularly in countnes iike Canada where the TH1 did not 

pursue employer status through forma1 legal channels, they attained de facto employer 

status in the post-war era. From the perspective of the THI, the underside of this 

otherwise positive development was that temporary help agencies in most North Amencan 

and European countnes were treated as private employment agencies throughout the post- 
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war period. They were therefore required to obtain licenses, keep formal records and, in 

many cases, they also had to follow fee-scale limitati~ns.'~ Such measures enabled the 

THI to survive early challenges to its legitimacy. 

Law and regulation were not, however, the primary basis of the THI's daim to 

legitimacy. Instead, it drew a considerable degree of its legitimacy from both its workers 

and its client base. In North Amenca, in particular, the TH1 attained legitimacy by 

recruiting workers from a relatively confined segment of Society -- workers who were not 

perceived to be as vulnerable to exploitation as those immigrant and migrant workers who 

had been targeted by early private employment agents acting abroad -- and marketing its 

services to a well-defined group of customers. This strategy was particularly successful in 

Canada, where the TH1 targeted white middle-class married women as its core workers 

and individuals and finns requiring temporary clencal help as its pnmary clients 

throughout the post-war penod. 

The SIznpe of the Eurly Cnnnrlinn THI: Ciistomers nnd Workers 

From its inception until the late 1960s, the Canadian TH1 experienced two distinct 

stages of evolution, following in the footsteps of its Amencan counterparts. It first 

emerged with the narrow aim of providing individuals and finns requiring temporary 

clerical assistance with temporary workers for short-term assignments. In this period, 

custorners used temporary clerical workers as a "stop-gap" or emergency measure (Carré, 

1992, 1994). Thus, in 195 1, providing temporary help workers for staffing emergencies 

was certainly Oflice Overload's pnmary marketing strategy. By the late 1950s, however, 
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the Canadian THI began to market itself as providing workers for planned usages, stand- 

ins for employees on sick Ieave or vacation as well as filling gaps in times of peak demand 

(Hutton, 1957). Therefore, in the 1950s and 1960s, the image of the typical temporary 

help worker remained rather static as did the industry's client base.'' 

A Rof ie  of the fipical Temporary Help Worker 

The early Canadian TH1 catered largeiy to firms in the clerical sector or to 

customers requiring clerical assistance and it recmited primarily white middle-class 

mamed women as its core workers. Therefore, the image of the typical temporary help 

worker came to be marked by several core features fiom the 1950s onwards. She was a 

housewife just mamed, possibly expecting a baby or with school-aged children and 

normally a former office worker. She was in need (or in want) of some "extra" money to 

add fiills to the household budget and she ofien desired greater economic independence 

fiom her husband, 

Profiled in Maclean's magazine (1957), "Mrs." Betty Downing was presented as 

the prototypical temporary help worker. Downing was one of Office Overload's first 

temporary help workers. She joined the organization in the summer of 1957 and she had 

been employed "a little more than half of full-time, in stints ranging corn one day to a two 

day arrangement" (Hutton, 1957: 89). The Maclean's article focused on her first 

assignment, which involved acting as Bob Hope's private secretary while he was 

performing at the Canadian National Exhibition. However, Ofice Overload depicted 

Downing as a model for several other reasons intricately related to the image of the THI 
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that they aimed to project. Before rnarrying, and having two children, Downing had 

worked as a stenographer; hence, Downing's skills surpassed Office Overioad's minimum 

standards of one hundred words per minute for shorthand and fifty words per minute for 

typing, with ninety-percent accuracy. She first took up an offer of a temporary assignment 

because her husband was in the midst of changing careers, they had just bought a new 

house, and her son needed an operation. However, d e r  al1 these initial bills were paid, 

Downing continued to work with Office Overload, financing a new dining room set and a 

nice garden. 

According to Maclean's, like most other temporary help workers in the 1950s, 

Downing adjusted to her double day rather adeptly: "With less time in which to do her 

housework, Betty has devised methods of combining chores with recreation -- like setting 

up her ironing board in the living room and watching television while she irons" (Hutton, 

1957,90). It fiirther indicated that the combination of housewifely duties and temporary 

help work was ideal for women like Downing, since they doubtlessly did not desire 

permanent employment, as well as for employers in need of clerical workers, who 

presumably did not view mamed women with children as good risks for permanent 

employment: 

The inconvenience of being both a housewife and a free-lance secretary are just 
enough to make her immune to the occasional permanent offers she gets from her 
part-time em ployers ... Office Overload seldorn has a girl 'sloler) ' by o nrstomer. 
The very reasom why they work for Office Overload - becairse they want 10 
work when, where oridfor as long ar they decide - rnoke them poor ri& 
for permanent ernployrnent (Hutton, 1957: 90-9 1, my ernphasis). 
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Indeed, the MacIeanls profile also suggested that, although Downing represented the type 

of temporary help worker that agencies liked to send to outside clients, companies like 

Office Overload also employed an intemal pool of temporaries for clients wanting specific 

jobs, such as payroll and other more unconventional tasks, performed outside the office. 

The Maclean's article cited the following example: 

The production departments of Office Overload's branches have learned not to be 
surprised at custorners' demands. Donna Lambert, the petite nonstop red-head 
who manages Toronto production, recently had to find half a dozen girls who had 
hushy, exciting telephone voices. The client was a businessman who was mnning 
for president of his service club. The girls were provided with the names of al1 the 
club members, including first names and nicknames, and on the day of the election 
meeting they called the client's colleagues and cooed into the phone: 
'Hellooo, Steve -- I'11 be seeing you tonight ... where? Why, at the club meeting. 
And don't forget, vote for good old Bill' (Hutton, 1957: 93). 

Ironically, despite their "husky" voices, the author of the article descnbed the women 

staffing this intemal pool of temporanes as "an expectant mothers' club" since, at that 

time, Office Overload did not assign women workers to outside clients after they were 

four months pregnant. 

Policies excluding mamed and pregnant women fi-om participating in the labour 

market made temporary help work a viable option for women like Betty Downing, trained 

as secretaries before mamage. Correspondingly, they also made mamed women an ideal 

pool of potential workers for the THI. These women had neither Iost their skills nor their 

desire to use them but, for a Iengthy penod, they could not put them to 'permanent' use in 

institutions such as the Federal Pubic Service (Archibald, 1970; Morgan, 1988). Other 

federal measures restricting mamed women's individual entitlements to social insurance, 
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such as the UI regdation conceming mamed women that existed until the late 1950s, only 

reinforced the already marginal position of these women in the labour market (Porter, 

1993; Pierson, 1990). Thus, the THI relieci extensively on labour market conditions and 

exclusionary public policies to sel1 temporary help work to mamed women. 

Indeed, in much of its promotional literature, the TH1 exploited the potential 

insecunties of mamed women absent fiom the labour market for a lengthy period as a 

means of capturing this group of workers as its primary labour force. To governments, 

employers and the public-at-large, it constructed mamed women labour force re-entrants 

as "job market problems" in need of assistance and counseling to get them accustomed to 

the post-war labour market. In so doing, the THI positioned itself as facilitating not only 

women's entry into temporary help work but their smooth re-entry into the labour market 

as mamage bars were Iifted. Charactenstic of the THI's general approach to treating this 

important source of labour supply, Mitchell Fromstein (1978: 242-43) of Manpower Inc. 

described married women's tentative approach to labour market re-entry in the post-war 

era as foIIows: 

These women are unsure of both their marketability and their real desire to work. 
They are inhibited in their willingness to seek or accept normal office positions but 
cunous at the possibility.. . This group of women needs counseling, interviewing, 
testing and direction which they cannot get on regular job interviews. In many 
cases, their skills need updating and, in al1 cases, they need encouragement and 
assurance that they still have the ability to be productive and will be accepted in 
the work force. They fear the ciassic job interview which places a nurnber of 
appkants into cornpetition for a single job. 

The imagery Fromstein uses here creates quite a different picture than the confident Betty 

Downing portrayed in Maclean's. From his perspective, not only are these mamed women 
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"job market problems" because they have not kept up with changing skills requirements, 

they are also timid and reluctant workers fearïng the conventional job interview. However 

distinct, both these images (Le., the confident Betty Downing and the more reluctant 

mamed wornan job-seeker) were consistent with the marketing strategy of the TH1 in the 

post-World War II period to the 1970s. They effectively tapped into the logic of the 

ideology of domesticity, which suggested that wornen's primary place was in the home, 

while still encouraging a particular version of labour force re-entry amoog mamed 

women. The difference: the THI rnerely had to invite independent-minded women like 

Betty Downing into the world of temporary help work but it had to coax the more timid 

job applicant to join its ranks. 

Since it viewed itself as providing a vital "service" to client firms, the THI's 

strategy also involved convincing its customers of the utility of using temporary help 

workers. Even after the mamage bars were lifted and the new UI regulations targeting 

mamed women were removed, the TH1 educated its customers on how they would benefit 

from drawing on temporary help workers. As well, the kinds of remarks made by 

Fromstein, and the profile of Office Overload in Maclean's and other popular magazines, 

served to socialize ernployers that mamed women were poor risks for permanent 

employment. Even more cntically, by the late 1960s and early 1970s, industry leaders 

began to argue that using the THI had other key advantages. Customers could avoid the 

costs of employment-related benefits and the costs accrued from hinng and dismissal, 

assuring customers that these types of advantages were morally justifiable due to the shape 



197 

of the labour supply (Fromstein, 1978; Gamon, 1978; Ginzberg, 1978). After all, married 

women were perceived to enjoy the vanety offered by temporary help work without 

having to commit themselves to full-time permanent work. 

Exclusionary policies that encouraged many Canadian married middle-class 

women to engage in temporary help work and the high degree of demand among 

employers for clencal workers were not the only factors contnbuting to the success of the 

early Canadian THI. There were other forces - ideological forces -- at work during this 

period. Building on sentiments characteristic of the Depression era, the rnarried wornan 

wage-earner, especially if she had children, was a contentious figure in the post-war 

penod. If she remained in the labour market after the return of the troops then she was 

deQing her proper place in the dornestic sphere (Strong-Boag, 1994; Sangster, 1995). 

However, in the later half of the post-war period, as household budgets became even 

tighter, families increasingly needed more income to sustain themselves (Katz, 195 1). 

Equally important, many mamed women had enjoyed their tirne as war-tirne workers and 

they resented being prohibited fiom participating in the labour market. Not only could 

most families no longer rely on one income-earner but many mamed women wanted to 

engage in paid employment and enjoy the type of "liberation" that it invited. At least this 

was the rhetoric in the popular press of the day: 

The time may be near when the old conservative cliché, 'Woman's place is in the 
home,' may be dropped as useless baggage. But how the individual working 
mother will stand up to the double life of home and job, year in, year out, giving 
her best to each and still finding time for persona1 rest and relaxation, is a 
problem that awaits a complete solution (Macpherson, 1945: 68). 
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The THI, with the assistance of cornmentators in the popular press, sold ternporary 

help work to women as the best remedy to this set of problems. In response to an article 

in Chatelaine (1960) where a married woman (Anita Birt) reflected bitterly on her short 

stint in the labour market and argued against combining rnotherhood and employment 

since doing both - in this case, working as a full-time stenographer and being a full-time 

mother - was too taxing, an executive fiom Office Overload responded as foIIows: 

It's easy to see that [Anita Birt] bit off more than she could chew. The modern 
compromise for the mamed woman is part-time temporary work: working hours 
tailored to suit her particular responsibilities, the bonus interest of vaned offices 
and industries to work in, and that extra kick, a few more dollars in the family 
purse! What more could a woman want? Wilbur can have the measles without the 
whole fragile structure of the rnother's working life toppling around her.. . This 
compromise satisfies some forty-thousand women across Canada who work on 
such a basis for the Company 1 represent (Keith, 1960: 148, my emphasis). 

For this Ofice Overload executive, the perfect solution to the dilemma of balancing 

farnily responsibilities and paid employment was temporav help work. This solution was 

praised in debates about women's role in the labour market in the popular press: 

temporary work achieved the ideal balance for mamed women, providing them with a 

modicum of liberation without undennining the harmony of the conventional nuciear 

family. Hence, for approximately a decade, even with the removal of the mamage bars 

and other measures discnminating against mamed women, the type of worker that the 

TH1 targeted and that its primary customers desired remained relatively consistent, as did 

the sex composition of the THI. 

In  Canada and in North Arnerica more broadly, the TH1 was a product of its time. 

Industry leaders were keenly aware of the tensions created by the persistence of 
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exclusionary policies directed at mamed women and the growing economic necessity for 

more than one breadwi~er per household, as well as the acute need for workers to staff 

the growing clerical sector. Hence, leaders crafted a temporary help formula which 

allowed temporary help agencies to claim defircto employer status, target a narrow group 

of workers, and n d  themselves of the bleakest images associated with the earIy private 

employment agency industry. But, beyond creating an important niche for the  TH., this 

formula also upheld the underside of the post-war compromise since it allowed the TH1 to 

incorporate a crucial group of so-called secondary workers into the labour market without 

bringing them into the fold of the SER and granting thern access to its associated package 

of benefits and entitlements. 

III. International and National Regulatory Developments, 1933-1966 

While the success of the "temporary help formula" underpinned the legitimacy 

earned by the Canadian THI in the post-war era, the TH1 did not gain complete legitirnacy 

in Canada or elsewhere afier World War II. Nor did the TH1 completely avoid regulation 

since many of its practices fundamentally challenged central tenets of the post-war entente, 

leading various countnes to impose relatively ngid regulations and/or restrictions on 

temporary help agencies. For example, the TM'S attempt to distance itself fiom the 

private employment agency industry by claiming Iegal employer status heightened tensions 

in both North America and Europe in this period. Still, as Gonos (1995: 24) notes: 

It is well to remember that legality and social legitimacy are two very diferent 
things. Legitimacy refers to a condition in which a given social practice finds 
widespread acceptance in a society, because it lies within the general framework of 
accepted social noms and widely-held beliefs ... Legality, of course, is also 
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The ensuing discussion on the evolution of international and national approaches to 

regulating the THI in the post-war period reinforces Gonos' claim. Even though the TH1 

gained conditionai legitimacy in vanous countries and regions in this era, the legal status 

of temporary help agencies was anything but fixed at either the national or the supra- 

national level from the inception of the T H  until the late 1960s. Ironically, however, the 

lack of legal certainty surrounding the role of the TH1 in the international labour market, 

in combination with the well-crafted temporary help formula, facilitated its early success in 

the Canadian context. 

Internntionnl Developnicnts 

In the arena of international regulation, the period afker the original "Convention 

Concerning Fee-Charging Employrnent Agencies" (No. 34) came into force was very 

quiet. Over this period, which spanned the outbreak of World War II to its end, only 

eleven member countries ratified Convention No. 34, primarily because of its unequivocal 

stand on prohibition and technical obstacles to ratification (ILO, 1997a: 52). But, the war 

had also created a standstill with respect to the promotion of international labour 

standards since Member States were preoccupied with restoring peace. Still, in the 

aftermath of World War II, IL0 Member States expressed a collective desire to define the 

ILO's future policy programme to suit the pnnciples of social justice emerging in the 

reconstmction era (ILO: 1944: i). Consequently, at the International Labour Conference 

in 1944, they endorsed the Philadel~hia Declaration, a covenant that comrnitted the IL0 to 
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expand its mandate to emphasize the "role of economic and socidpolices, as opposed to 

only labour legislation for attaining social objectives" (ILO, 1944: i, my emphasis). The 

Philadel~hia Declaration explicitly committed the IL0 to attaining the foilowing objectives 

which were colIectively designed to cernent the SER along with other central aspects of 

the post-war compromise: 

-full employment and rising standards of living; 
-the extension of social secunty measures to provide a basic income to al1 in need 
of such protection and comprehensive medical care; 
-the provision of adequate nutrition, housing and facilities for recreation and 
culture; 
-the assurance of equality of educational and vocational opportunity and provision 
for child welfare and matemity protection (Lee, 1997: 470-4 1). 

It also renewed the Constitution of the KLO, reaffirming the guiding maxim that "labour is 

not a commodity" while simultaneously enlarging the ILO's mandate to include a range of 

issues related to social security. 

In the ensuing years, the IL0 constructed a framework for the creation of national 

public employment services out of these measures. More specifically, Member States 

adopted two new instruments that offered a framework for the creation and coordination 

of national public employment services: the "Convention Conceming the Organization of 

the Employment Service" (No. 88) and the c'Recommendation Conceming the 

Organization of the Employment SeMce" (No. 83). These instruments, which still exist in 

the 1990s, provided for the establishment of public employment seMces and set out how 

these services should operate. Aithough neither instrument covered fee-charging 

employrnent agencies, both extended the mandate of Convention No. 34 and the general 
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belief that workers should be entitled to free pubiic assistance in obtaining employment. 

Thus, Recommendation No. 83 asserted: 

Systematic efforts should be made to develop the eficiency of the employment 
service in such a marner as to obviate the need for private employment agencies 
in al1 occupations except those in which the competent authonty considers that for 
special reasons the existence of private employrnent agencies is desirable or 
essential (ILO, 1992a: 446). 

Together with the Philadelohia Declaration, these instruments spurred the IL0 to re- 

examine the role of fee-charging employment agencies in the labour market at the end of 

the 1940s and eventually led it to revise Convention No. 34. 

Con vention No. 96 

In 1949, just as the TH1 was ernerging in the Amencan labour market, the IL0 

revised Convention No. 34, which led to the adoption of the "Convention Conceming 

Fee-Charging Employment Agencies, Revised (No. 96)". Since the IL0 took the position 

offolloiuir~g rather than Zeadirig international regdatory developments pertaining to 

pnvate employment agencies at this juncture in its history, Convention No. 96 (Revised) 

did not explicitly address the status of temporary help agencies within its scope. Still, the 

substance of Convention No. 96 (Revised) clearly informed the THI's strategy of 

distancing itself from the private employment agency industiy: it had the effect of 

encouraging the THI to deepen the temporary help formula and to use it as a means of 

attaining greater legitimacy. Hence, a bnef description of this convention and Member 

States' responses to its substance is in order. 
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Convention No. 96 (Revised) was indeed built on Convention No. 34 and, thus, 

the general rnaxirn that "labour is not a commodity". As a result, it preserved the basic 

features of the original international labour standard goveming fee-charging employment 

agencies. For example, Convention No. 96 (Revised) retained the definition of fee- 

charging employment agencies first set out in Convention No. 34 defining them as: 

any person, Company, institution, agency or other organization which acts as an 
intermediary for the purpose of procunng employment for a worker or supplying a 
worker for an employer with a view to denving either directly or indirectiy any 
pecuniaxy or other material advantages from either employer or worker 
(LLO, 1992a: 145)." 

However, to encourage a higher level of ratification, Convention No. 96 did depart from 

the substance of the Convention No. 34 in several areas. Most centrally, it offered 

ratifjing States two options for elirninating common abuses among fee-charging 

employrnent agencies: progressive abolition or regulation (ILO, 1992, 1997a: 52)3 Part 

II of the Convention set out a framework for abolition that remained virtually unchanged 

from Convention No. 34, with the exception of eliminating the three-year time table for 

achieving prohibition and reversing the pnor restriction on opening new private 

employment agencies (LO, 1 992a: 420). Quite distinctly, Part III of the Convention 

outlined a fi-amework for regulation. It assumed that both public and private employrnent 

agencies could contnbute to the smooth-functioning of the labour market, although 

private employment agencies should do so only under strict limitations (ILO, 1994a: 8). 

The regdatory framework that it set out for fee-charging employrnent agencies included 
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provisions mandating yearly licensing, supervision, fixed-fee scales and special niles for 

recruitment and placement. 

Si veden 's Rcquest fur Clarification 

Since it offered Mernber States a fair degree of flexibility, Convention No. 96 

(Revised) removed many of the technical obstacles to ratification posed by Convention 

No. 34. As a result, the Ievel of ratification of Convention No. 96 (Revised) far exceeded 

that of its predecessor and just under half of the Member States ratimng this convention 

opted to abide by Part III of the instr~ment.'~ However, by the time it came into full force 

in 1950, the labour market was in transition. New types of pnvate employment agencies 

were entering the labour market. Emerging in the 1950s, temporary help agencies 

represented the Iargest category of new private employment agencies. As demonstrated in 

Section II, rather than acting purely as labour market intermediaries involved in 

recniitment and placement, these new agencies also functioned as the forma1 employers of 

temporary help workers, assuming rnany employment-related opportunities; in their 

formative years, they operated primarily in North Amenca and Europe, and their activities 

raised an array of regdatory issues and concerns among several of the parties to the post- 

war entente. 

Due to the growing international prominence of ternporary help agencies in the 

early 1960s, Sweden requested clarification fiom the Director General of the IL0 as to 

whether "ambulatory typing agencies", whose activities conformed with those of 

temporary help agencies placing clencal workers in the North American contextYx were 
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covered under Convention No. 96 (Revised) (ILO, 1966: 391). Under Swedish labour 

law of the day, these agencies were perceived to be involved in the "hinng out of labour"; 

their main purpose was to nrpply labozrr and, in practice, they only employed the largely 

women temporary help workers so long as they were assigned to an outside party @O, 

1966: 396). Consequently, Sweden expected that they would be excluded fiom coverage 

since they did not engage in permanent placement. However, the Director General found 

that ambulatory typing agencies did indeed fa11 within the scope of Convention No. 96 

(Revised) in making a mling on Sweden's request for clarification. Refemng to the 

definition of fee-charging employment agencies set out in Convention No. 96 (Revised), 

the Director General indicated that it included "indirect employment operations" camed 

out for profit and he stressed that the instrument intended to cover "the variety in forms 

and methods of placing for profit" (ILO, 1966: 394). He also classified thern as 

intermediaries, a factor that was to shape national and international debates and 

discussions for decades. However, the Director General still indicated that exclusions 

could be made for these categones of private employment agencies under the terms of the 

prevailing instrument. For example, he suggested that part-time and casual clencal 

workers might not be best recruited and placed in employment by public employment 

services for the following reason: 

Although public seMces do to a certain extent cater both for vacancies of this 
kind and for persons seeking employment of this kind, it is possible that the 
arrangements do not adequately meet the needs of the persons concemed and that 
the public seMces might hesitate to undertake additional work - testing, taking 
up references, assuming responsibility for handling questions of remuneration, 



taxation, social security, employment permits for foreign applicants -- which may 
make pnvate employment agencies more attractive to both the ernpIoyers and the 
applicants for employment (ILO, 1966: 3 95-3 96). 

In making these remarks, the Director General openly recognized the wide-range of new 

activities, extending beyond recruitment and placement, that private employrnent agencies 

were involved in and increasingly the very group of workers that they placed, including the 

many women workers perceived to be dependent upon a male wage. His remarks also 

provided some leverage for temporary help agencies, which were already often 

successfully claiming that t heir recruitment, testing, matching and placement procedures 

distinguished them from the pnvate employment industry at the national level." Thus, 

despite the substance of his legal pronouncement, the Director General offered ratiQing 

States both an option and a viable justification for excluding temporary help agencies from 

coverage under the terms of the instrument. 

Still, several Member States expressed concern over the Director Generai's 

characterization of ambulatory typing agencies as "intermedianes" in the ensuing years, 

disregarding his cmcial qualifier that temporary help agencies could be excluded from 

coverage from Convention No. 96 (Revised) (ILO, 1994b: 1,8). Some renounced 

Convention No. 96 (Revised) on these grounds. Others ignored the Director General's 

interpretation altogether, placing temporary help agencies outside the scope of national 

regdations directed at private employment agencies due to the type of workers that they 

targeted and pressing employer demand. Still others took direction from Sweden's request 

for clarification. By the late 1960s, the legitimacy of Convention No. 96 came under 
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attack by both national governments desiring clarity, employers' groups demanding 

exclusions for temporary help agencies and workers' groups demanding a new 

international labour standard explicitly designed to cover temporary help agencies (ILO, 

1994). The conflicting demands of these three core sets of actors in the ILO's 

organizational structure produced a decades long stalemate on the issue of regulating 

private employment agencies at the supra-national level. The demands also led Member 

States to adopt three divergent approaches to regulating temporary help agencies in 

particular and the TER more generally. 

Appruuches to Reguldng Tentpormy Help Agencies 

In the context of developrnents at the supra-national level, the three distinct 

approaches to regulating temporary help agencies that emerged in the late 1960s and early 

1970s were prohibition, regulation and non-regulation. In both Europe and North 

America, a given country's approach to regulating temporary help agencies in the post-war 

period usually reflected the type of stand it had originally taken in 1933, when the IL0 

first introduced a convention prohibiting fee-charging employrnent agencies. 

Based on the pnnciples contained in Convention No. 34, one cornmon approach to 

regulation dominant in the early pan of the post-war era was prohibition. A significant 

group of Member countnes prohibited temporary help agencies for a lengthy penod in the 

pst-war era. Measures designed to achieve complete prohibition endured longest in Italy, 

Spain and Hellas; in al1 three cases, the reasons behind adopting this approach reflected the 

need to control the labour supply in labour markets with a history of high unemployrnent 
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and a record of significant abuses on the part of labour market intermediaries (Koniaris, 

1993; Treu, 1993; Rodriguez-Sanudo, 1993). Still, over the decades in question, many 

ternporary help agencies penetrated each of these national labour markets due largely to 

the lack of enforcement mechanisms in existing legislation. While measures designed to 

achieve prohibition remained on the books in ail three countnes for decades, legisiators 

began to ignore them in practice by the late 1970s, allowing temporary help agencies a 

considerable degree of autonomy in local labour markets (Treu, 1993 : 202; Rodriguez- 

Sanudo, 1993: 258). 

In the later part of the post-war pe~od,  a nurnber of European countnes that were 

unsuccessfùl at enforcing either Convention No. 34 or Convention No. 96 (Part II) or 

chose to endorse Convention No. 96 (Part III) opted to regulate the activities of 

temporary help agencies. For example, as early as the late 1960s, France showed initial 

signs of lifting its decades-long ban on these labour market actors and began to create a 

hmework for the regulation temporary help agencies and the TER more broadly as a 

means of confronting the spread of non-standard forrns of employment (Veldkamp and 

Raesten, 1973: 126; Rojot, 1993). At this juncture, the French government faced a 

dilemma: it felt obliged to regulate the TER, yet it did not want to undermine the primacy 

of the SER in principle or in practice. Consequently, its initial regulatory interventions 

reflected two goals aimed at limiting abuses on the part of the temporary help agencies 

and their customers. First, they aimed to restrict the substitution of contracts of fixed- 

term and temporary help work for permanent jobs. Second, they aimed to provide 
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guarantees to temporary help workers that preserved some protections associated with the 

SER (France, 1 WZ).'' Given these goals, more than any other country in Europe, France 

adopted a coherent strategy of 'regulating precariousness' that had its earliest ongins in 

the early 1970s but, as will be discussed in Chapter Six, reached its height in the late 

1980s. It was the first IL0 Member State to institute a mode1 of regulation that went 

beyond regulating the recruitment and placement activities of temporary help agencies as 

private employment agencies and that began to regulate the TER itself. 

While its approach to regulation differed sharply fiom France, Germany also opted 

to regulate the temporary help worker's conditions of employment after the ILO's 

important pronouncement in 1966. In the German context, where the government actively 

committed itself to the SER and its comprehensive package of protections in the post-war 

period, the State took a unique approach to regulating what it labeled "employee-leasing 

firms" and protecting temporary help workers. Aithough its approach Ied to outcomes 

similar to the French case, Germany came to govern the TER by a »zormzl unlimited 

contractual relationship between the temporary help agency and the temporary help 

worker (Weiss and Schmidt, 1993: 1 14). Originating in the 1970s, German legislation 

characterized the employee-leasing finn (Le., temporary help agency) as the emp,oyer of 

record and the temporary help worker was to receive benefits customa-ily associated with 

the SER (Weiss and Schmidt, 1993 : 129). Thus, temporary help work was considered 

temporary only insofar as workers were only permitted to work for a limited duration on 

the customer's site. In legal terms, the employment relationship between the agency and 
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the worker was defrned as long-lasting. Hence, beginning in the later part of the post-war 

period, the German government allowed businesses to "borrow" workers from employee- 

leasing fims as long as these workers retained their entitlements to as minimal a set of 

protections as workers who were engaged in the SER. In this respect, the social priorities 

of France and Germany were sirnilar but these countries used different means to regulate 

temporary help agencies and the TER more broadly, As we shall see in Chapter Six, the 

French model became a template for the European Community during the late 1980s and 

early 1990s since it accomrnodated the decline of the SER. Correspondingly, the German 

model fell apart precisely because it rested on the stability of the SER as a normative 

entity . 

In stark contrast to the Continental European approach to regulation, many 

countries, such as the United States, Canada, Denmark, Ireland and Great Britain, took a 

more lenient approach to monitoring the activities of temporary help agencies in the post- 

war era (Gonos, 1994; Hepple, 1993: 452; Jacobsen, 1993: 77). Some, such as Canada, 

the United States and Great Britain, replated their activities in accordance with 

legislation pertaining to private employrnent agencies. However, in sharp contrast to 

many of their European counterparts, who shifked their effons away from regulating 

temporary help agencies as labour market entities towards regulating the TER in the post- 

war period, countries opting for non-regdation failed to establish by definition any fim 

regdatory parameters surrounding the TER. Canada is a case in point since it chose only 

to regulate private employrnent agencies as labour market entities. 
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In the Canadian context, temporary help agencies were normally regulated under 

provincially-based employment agency acts from the mid- 1930s onwards? No pro-active 

legislation goveming the TER itself emerged at either the federal or the provincial level 

during the post-war era." Provincial employrnent agency acts, many of which had their 

ongins in the pre-war period, generally required temporary help agencies to obtain iicenses 

and keep detailed records. The majonty also prohibited direct fees to workers or 

established fixed fee-scales by classifjang them as private employment agencies gamering 

indirect fees from the client firm (see for example: R.S.A-, 1942, 1948; R.S.B.C., 19 19; 

R.S.M., 1950; R.S.O., 1950). Some even granted the appropriate authonties the power to 

prohibit specific types of pnvate employment agencies, thereby extending provincial 

measures first set out in the late 1920s (R.S.Q, 1941; R.S.0, 1950). For example, the 

Emplovment Aeencv Act (1950) of Ontario continued to give the Lieutenant Governor in 

Council the authonty to prohibit specific types of private employment agencies and/or 

individual pnvate employment agencies of undesirable character until 1960, although this 

measure was never invoked in either the pre- or post-war period. Still, beginning in the 

post-war penod and continuing over the course of the decades-long stalemate at the ILO, 

temporary help agencies gained de fncto employer status in most provincial jurisdictions, 

even in Quebec, which crafied the most ngid provincially-based regulatory regime 

pertaining to pnvate employrnent agencies in post-war Canada? Simultaneously, the THI 

gained considerable legitimacy in the Canadian labour market by offerhg to provide both a 

"crucial extra service for its business clients" (Le., taking the role of the legd 'employer') 
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and "employment opportunities" to a relatively narrow group of workers excluded from 

the SER (Gonos, 1994: 241). 

Ironically, mirronng the practices of countries opting for more active forms of 

regulation in the post-war period, Canada did not codify the employer status of the 

temporary help agency into law. In this respect, Canada's passive approach to regulating 

temporary help agencies differed sharply from its American counterpart where numerous 

branches of the TH1 actively engaged in legal battles for employer status from its inception 

until the mid-1980s, battles that only intensified after the ILO's pronouncement in 1966 

(Gonos, 1995). S till, like their he r i can  counterparts, Canadian provinces were relatively 

silent on the issue of regulating temporary help agencies throughout the post-war era. 

Most provinces accepted temporary help agencies' claims to employer status in practice 

(since they did not undermine the SER), thereby preserving their mediating role in the 

labour market. However, they were reluctant to grant thern unconditional legitimacy as 

employers, perhaps partly due to the configuration of events at the international level. In 

the meantirne, the TH1 continued to carve out a space for itself in the Canadian labour 

market, rnaintaining its focus on borh a narrow pool of workers and well-defined client 

base. Still, its changing role would concem Canadian policy-makers as well as policy- 

makers in countries opting for prohibition and regulation, for decades to corne. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has traced the emergence of the Canadian THI, detailing its dramatic 

rise in the clerical sector and the complex set of national and supra-national developments 
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that contnbuted to its early success. It began with the argument that the THI played a 

pivotai mediating role in the post-war era and therefore contributed to upholding the 

entente between capital and organized labour (mediated by the State) from the late 1940s 

until the early 1970s. It then demonstrated how the TH1 contributed to negotiating the 

tension between sustaining the SER as a nom and preserving dualism in the labour 

market, by catering to individuals and firms requiring temporaiy clerical assistance as its 

primary customers, targeting white middle-class mamed women as its chief workers and 

claiming employer status. The chapter developed this argument by charting the nature of 

women's participation in the Canadian labour market at the inception of the THI, the 

strategy adopted by early temporary help agencies and the changing shape of national and 

supra-national repulatory regimes goveming private employment agencies in the post-war 

era. 

The chapter commenced by examining the mixture of forces and variables that 

created a highly gendered and racialized space in the Canadian labour market within which 

the THI arose. By focusing on the shape of wornen's labour force participation from the 

early 1930s to the late 1960s, it demonstrated just how crucial the policies and practices 

that curtailed married women's employment were to the formation of the Canadian THI. 

Evidence suggests that these measures created a captive pool of potential workers for the 

THI to draw on. Still, policies beyond explicit mamage bars, which facilitated labour 

market segmentation based on race, ethnicity and immigration status as well as gender, 

also contributed to positioning white middle-class rnarried women as an ideal work force 
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for the THI. As the SER gained ascendancy, immigration policies relegated a substantial 

number of immigrant women to specific occupations such as domestic service, where, for 

exarnple, minimum wage legislation did not apply. In sharp contrast, more covert 

discriminatory policies persisting after World War II forced white middle-class married 

women to confom with the ideology of domesticity, peforming "normal" wifely duties 

and relying primarily on a male breadwinner to reproduce themselves and their families. 

In the post-war period, measures limiting mamed women's entitlements to social 

insurance and rnamage bars in various fields of employment had the effect of curtailing 

their labour market participation to the extent that temporary help work was among their 

few viable employment options. Correspondingly, immigration policies that led the 

govemmem to recniit specific groups of women into occupations that were undesirable to 

Canadian-bom women, particularly Iive-in domestic work, also set rigid boundaries 

around their labour market participation (see for example: Arat-Koc 1997; Calliste, 1993; 

Daenzer, 1997; Iacovetta, 1986, 1992; Silvera, 1983). Excluded from the SER, both 

groups of women lacked several crucial politico-legal freedoms associated with the 

dominant conception of fkee wage labour evolving in the post-war era (Miles, 1987: 32). 

Neither group was able to circulate fieely on the labour market and enter vocations of 

their own choosing. The relative force of the ideology of domesticity only aggravated 

persisting tensions. It heightened racialized gender divisions of labour in the waged 

sphere, trapping many immigrant wornen wage-eamers in a few narrow segments of the 

labour market, and it fueled attacks o n  rnanied women waçe-earners' "right to work". Of 
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critical importance to the foregoing argument, it also contributed to generating a highly 

gendered and racialized space in the labour market, which the Canadian T M  fùrther 

shaped to its advantage. 

Upon its inception, the THI constructed largely white middle-class married women 

as "ideal" temporary help workers. From the vantage point of the THI, this narrow group 

of wornen represented a suitable pool of workers due to their assumed dependence upon 

male breadwinners, a presurnption fostered by the ideology of domesticity, and their 

supposedly "natural" role in social reproduction. This strategy exposes the necessary and 

integral relationship between unfree unwaged domestic labour and relatively unfiee waged 

labour that scholars preoccupied with elaborating the Marxian unfredfree labour 

distinction routinely overlook. The TH1 then transformed the idealized image of the 

temporary help worker into a genuine reality by adeptly building on pre-existing racialized 

gender divisions in the Canadian labour market, divisions that, as works by Miles (1987), 

Satzewich (1991) and those who apply their theones (see for example: Arat-Koc, 1997; 

Bakan and Stasiulus, 1997; Stasiulus, 1997) suggest, emerged from the complex history of 

unfiee waged labour in Canada. By distancing itself from the early pnvate employment 

agency industry and targeting a group of workers that lacked a range of benefits 

associated with the SER and were barred from certain fields ofemployment (Le., white 

middle-class married women), the T'HI avoided challenges akin to those directed at private 

employment agents in the pre-World War II era. This complex strategy allowed temporary 
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help agencies, like their earliest precursors, to capitalize on the legal disentitlements of 

married women and to avoid the £ÙII costs of reproducing these workers. 

As described in Section H, the early Canadian TH1 used the temporary help 

formula, a coherent strategy that complemented pre-existing exclusionary policies and the 

highly racialized ideology of domesticity, to solidiq its client base and capture its ideal 

work force. In the early 1950s, temporary help agencies, such as Of"£ice Overload, seized 

on the labour shortage in the clerical sector by catering to individuals and firms in need of 

clerical assistance (Hutton, 1957; Keith, 1960). Simultaneously, they offered flexible 

work arrangements to a well-defined group of married women who, although they were 

excluded from the SER still needed part-time and temporary ernployment to sustain 

themselves and their families (Sangster, 1995; S trong-Boag, 1994; Katz, 195 1; 

Macpherson, 1945). Both these facets of the temporary help formula enabled the 

Canadian THI to bolster its legitirnacy and, even more important, to introduce the TER as 

a viable alternative for attaining a means of subsistence for certain marginalized segments 

of the working population. Indeed, the TER surfaced as a de facto triangular employrnent 

relationship at the inception of the Canadian TH. In the post-war era, temporary help 

workers were normally assigned to several work-sites off the employer's premises, rarely 

party to indeterminate employment contracts and they could be dismissed with Iimited 

notice (Cordova, 1986: 641). Although the core features of the TER violated al1 of the 

central tenets of the SER, it gained conditio~lol legitimacy alongside the THI due largely 

to the characteristics of the typical temporary help worker and the emergence of a more 
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reputable type of private employment agency, that is, the 'classic' temporary help agency. 

Given that the Tl3 narrowly targeted white middle-class rnarried women as its chief 

workers and simuItaneousIy distanced itseif from the private employment agency industry 

by claiming legd employer status, the TER did not pose an irnmediate threat to the SER, 

nor to any of the parties central to the post-war entente. Although temporary help 

agencies began to treat workers as their primary "commodities" in this penod, the central 

actors that granted the TH1 legitimacy at the national and the international IeveI 

overlooked this crucial development. 

In the Canadian context, the TH1 became a success very shortly after its birth. 

However, as Section III illustrated, the role of the temporary help agency did not go 

unquestioned in the supra-national regulatory arena in the post-war era. The configuration 

of developments that occurred at the both national and the international levels did indeed 

open up a space for the THI. Still, for a lengthy penod, prominent members of the 

international community viewed the T H  as an outgrowth of the pnvate employment 

agency industry and carefully scrutinized its activities. Even though international labour 

conventions governing private employment agencies pre-dated the emergence of the 

"classic" temporary help agency, and, thus, did not cover these labour market entities 

definitively, the IL0 still ruled that temporary help agencies fell under the scope of 

Convention No. 96 in 1966 (ILO, 1966). This controversial ruling spurred some Mernber 

States to prohibit temporary help agencies and thus syrnbolically preserve the maxim 

"labour is not commodity", others to develop measures to monitor and regulate them and, 
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still others, to renounce Convention No. 96 and cal1 for the repeal of such supra-national 

measures. In the interim, the Canadian THI gradually earned a special status that set it 

apart from the early private employment agency industry thereby relieving it of focused 

State scrutiny. Combined with the cleverly-crafted temporary help formula, this special 

status, which allowed temporary help agencies to virtually escape regulation at the 

provincial level in Canada, only strengthened the THI's mediating role in the post-war era. 

As Chapter Four shows, the THI used its special status to broker a range of 

competing interests from the 1970s onwards and to launch a new industry strategy that 

invoIved providing "employment and staEng services". However, with the gradua1 

breakdown of the SER, the temporary help formula also began to contnbute to 

undermining the social and economic bases of labour market regulation that rose to 

dominance in the post-war era. Chapters Five and Six examine the implications of these 

developments for temporary help workers and the profound challenges that the emergence 

of the TEK as a highiy feminized employment nom, poses to the prevailing regdatory 

regime. 
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'As established in Chapter One, this norm is best epitomized by the SER. 

'Since Chapter One describes the shape of the S E S  this section does not re-trace its 
history and ongins. Nor does it re-introduce the central tenets upon which it is based. It 
is nevertheless useful to recall that the hallmark of the SER is security and it was generally 
iirnited to (white) male breadwimers in core sectors of the economy in the post-war 
period (see for example: Aglietta, 1979; Harvey, 1989; Jessop, 1990; Muckenberger, 
1989; Porter, 1996; Rogers and Rogers, 1989; Schellenberg and Clark, 1996). 

%otably, when a significant number Canadian-boni women retumed bnefly to domestic 
work during the Great Depression, most only accepted positions as live-out domestics, 
undeniably the most desirable type of domestic work. Thus, their presence in this 
occupation made life even more dificult for immigrant women frorn Central and Eastern 
Europe, who endured the harshest working conditions (which were normally associated 
with live-in domestic work) due to the prevailing racialized gender division of labour 
(Barber, 1991: 19). 

'This section limits itself to describing in detail the mamage bars irnposed on women by 
the federal and provincial govemment fiom the Great Depression until the mid-1960s 
since State policies and practices played a particularly pivotal role in constructing women 
as secondary breadwinnen and "temporary workers" in this period. Still, it is crucial to 
point out at the outset that various branches of organized labour supported discriminatory 
policies that were consistent with "securing a male breadwinner norm" alongside 
employers and the State in the post-World War II period despite women's important roles 
in labour rnilitancy (Finkel, 1 995; Guard, 1995). 

As Alvin Finkel(1995) demonstrates, organized labour's support for the male 
breadwinner nom in the 1940s was intricately tied to the evolution of what Andy Andras 
and Eugene Forsey characterized as the 'sheltered proletanat' that grew out of the post- 
war compromise (Le., the sizable group of primarily white male workers employed in large 
firms and benefiting from the collective bargaining rights prescnbed under PC 1003). 
Indeed, organized labour made considerable gains in this era since blue-collar workers 
eamed the right to, "lay claim to a respectability that had previously only been associated 
with skilled craftworkers" (Guard, 1995: 20). However, the gains made by organized 
labour in the post-war era led many of its more radical segments to abandon a wider 
political platform that involved seeking social justice for al1 working people and wealth 
redistribution among vanous segments of the working-class as well as wornen and men. 
More specifically, they led groups like the Canadian Congress of Labour (CCL), who had 
called for matemity benefits and day nurseries for working mothers during the war, to 
abandon such issues in exchange for the patriarchal notion of the "family wage" and the 
Trade and Labour Congress (TLC), which was always quite conservative when it came to 



women's issues, to remain divided over the issue of whether married women should be 
eligible for UI. As Finice1 (1995: 62) notes: 

In large part union positions on these issues reflected a conservative, patnarchai 
vision of the social order: male breadwimers, defended by trade unions and state 
planning, were supposed to bring home sufficient wages to care for the needs of 
their families, in which wives restricted their labour to the domestic sphere and 
received no pay. 

After WorId War II, organized labour also demonstrated its ambivalence about married 
women's participation in the labour market through other more covert means. For 
example, a number of the contracts negotiated afler the war, such as those negotiated by 
the United Auto Workers, supported employers' mamage bars and included provisions 
that denied senionty nghts to women workers (Sugiman, 1994: 47-58). Even when 
women overcame legislative bamers and thus participated alongside men in blue and white 
collar work, joined unions and engaged in strike action, unions ofien invoked notions of 
"feMnine fiagility," highlighting wornen's supposedly reluctant labour militancy, as a 
strategic means of gaining support. Refemng to the United Garment Workers Union and 
the Montreal Boot and Shoe Union, Julie Guard (1995: 133) aptly Rotes: 

These unions, in short, deployed the dominant constructions feminine respectability 
in defense of women who might well be regarded by their contemporaries as 
having transgressed social boundaries. Identibng striking workers as decent 
women, unions demanded they be accorded the respecthl treatment appropriate to 
their sex. Although they walked the picket line, unions argued, these women had 
not relinquished their feminine delicacy or fragility and were still entitled to be 
treated as ladies.. . As respectable unionists, women and men stood shoulder to 
shoulder on the picking lines, but their feet were planted firmly on gendered 
ground. 

Thus, vanous branches of the organized labour rnovement were complicit in State policies 
and practices designed to curtail mamed women's participation in the labour market after 
the war (see for example: Finkel, 1995; Forrest, 1995; Sugiman, 1994). But, what is 
equally notable is that many segments of the union movernent that rejected discriminatory 
State policies and practices in principle and, hence, supported wornen's labour force 
participation as well as their participation in unions were still ambivalent about women's 
role in militant forms of labour activism (see for example: Guard, 1995). Although this 
chapter does not delve deeply into how unions responded to the marriage bars and other 
barriers to women's labour force participation in post-World War II Canada, the success 
of the State policies to be descnbed in this section, as well as the discnminatory practices 
of temporary help agencies and their customers to be descnbed in Secticn II should be 
understood in this light. 

'Margaret Benston (1969) was the first English Canadian scholar to examine how Marx's 
conception of the reserve army could be used to explain women's labour force 



participation. However, afler Benston's early intervention, Patncia Connelly applied this 
concept more fùlly in the Canadian context in her book Last Hired. First Fired (1978). 
Since then, a host of others scholars have cntically engaged with this concept in probing 
labour market trends in different historicai periods and patterns of women's and men's 
participation in various types of work (for a careful synthesis of these debates see: 
Armstrong and Armstrong, 1990). 

Marx originally differentiated between three types of labour reserves: the floating 
reserve of workers who were displaced from employrnent through the introduction of 
technology a d o r  the reorganization of production, the latent reserve of workers who 
either work in "threatened areas" like agriculture and have "not previously been employed 
in the labour force but can become available in the future" and, finally, the stagnant 
reserve of precariously or intermittently employed workers (Armstrong and Armstrong, 
1990: 82). Comelly initially argued that women represent an ccinstitutionally inactive 
reserve army of labour" because with the evotution of capitalisrn they were re!egated to 
the pnvate sphere and, therefore, defined out of the labour market. But, what is even 
more relevant to the discussion in this chapter, she also demonstrated that women 
represent a cheap source of labour for capital because the value of their labour power is 
"not determined by the means necessary for the maintenance and reproduction of their 
labour power" (Connelly 1978 as cited in Armstrong and Armstrong, 1990: 32). Her 
argument, therefore, has considerable salience in explaining the notion of the "family 
wage" and its popularity amongst State oficials, ernployers and male unionists alike. As 
Armstrong and Armstrong (1990) assert, it also helps explain why women's wages are 
lower than men's more generally (Le., because men are presumed to have a family to 
support and women, in sharp contrast, are presumed to either be secondary breadwinners 
or devoid of dependents). 

For researchers applying the reserve army of labour concept in the late 1970s and 
early l98Os, World Wars 1 and II offered the best evidence of how women could be 
brought into the labour market when capital required their participation and displaced, 
either fiom the labour market entirely or shified to the status of precarious workers, at the 
whim of employers. More recently, building on Comelly's (1978) insights and 
contemporary critiques of early feminist applications of the reserve army of labour 
hypothesis thesis, Armstrong and Armstrong (1990: 86-87) have argued that, as part-time 
workers women constitute a flexible pool of labour (Le., a floating reserve), although they 
"'do not simply respond capital's demand for labour" but "make choices and develop 
strategies that manipulate the part-time work that is available in order to juggle their two 
kinds of work." Within this new literature, there is also a growing movement to show how 
differences between women, based largely on age, race, class and immigration status, 
affect the shape of the labour reserve; this is an extremely important development since the 
foremost criticism of this body of socialist feminist theory is that it fails to address 
differences nniong women. 



Rather than cntically engaging with ferninist literature on the reserve army of 
labour exclusively, this study builds on the insights of third generation segmented labour 
markets theonsts that consider the dimension of social reproduction (but still recognizes 
the importance of Comelly's early application of M m ' s  reserve army of labour concept) 
because this body of literature offers a broader set of tools in probing the shape of the TH1 
and the composition of its work force historically (Chapter One). By taking this approach, 
1 follow Armstrong and Armstrong (1990) in believing that M m ' s  concept of the reserve 
army still has validity and utility but, like the Armstrongs, 1 am aware of its limits as well 
as the rnerits and shortcoming of the early ferninist literature applying it. 

A case study of the history and evolution of the E R ,  panicularly its post-World 
War 11 manifestation, reinforces an important early insight of socialist feminist theonsts: 
that women are particularly vulnerable to rnarginalization in the labour market because of 
their historical and biological role in social reproduction. However, it also reveals that 
there is no necessary relationship between women and the reserve army in any of its 
vanants. Instead, what Marx characterized as the labour reserve (in al1 its forms) may be 
composed of a wide-range of disadvantage workers, including immigrants, women and 
other workers such as those perceived to have access to alternative forms of subsistence 
besides the wage. 

'In many instances, however, economic necessity was the ovemding reason that middle- 
aged women, particularly mamed women, engaged in employment dunng Wodd War II. 
Refemng to the efforts of the National Selection Service, Phillips and Phillips (1993: 29) 
assert: 

The NSS's appeal to women's patnotism was hardly necessary after a decade of 
depression. A survey of women over thirty-five who were working (the least 
likely group to be in the labour force) found that only 9 per cent were working out 
of patriotism. The majorïty, 60 per cent, gave money as their reason. 

Studies by Joan Sangster (1995) and Veronica Strong-Boag (l994), which examine 
women's continued attachment to the labour force after the war, provide fûrther evidence 
of the overwhelming economic necessity underpinning their wage work. 

'As Jane Ursel(1992: 198) notes, this last measure represented a "compromise between 
capital and labour in its most naked fom -- subsidizing a wage system designed to ignore 
reproductive costs, only to perpetuate it." In an era when wornen's &Il-time, full-year 
employment was unwelcomed by the state, the farnily allowance was a "very small wage 
for housework" which aimed to make women "more contented citizens" (Armstrong and 
Armstrong, 1989: 69). 

%r example, programme planners had tried, but failed, to obtain coverage for domestic 
workers under protective labour legislation and social insurance programs. But, as Ruth 
Pierson (1977: 96) indicates, this failure signaled, once again, the govemment's 



unwillingness to give the "occupation [of domestic work] the legal protection and benefits 
which might have raised its status and made it capable of providing a decent livelihood." 
Consequently, Canadian-bom women continued to reject domestic work as a viable 
occupation in the long-run. 

Slnder the Regulation 5A of P.C. 5090, married women laid off because of pregnancy 
were disqualified from UI for a penod of two years after birth. As Porter (1993: 129) 
aptly notes: "it seems that pregnancy was still considered a voluntary state, and that 
women who chose to enter that condition were not d e s e ~ n g  of an independent source of 
incorne security." 

'9 am gratehl to Ann Porter for calling my attention to Office Overload's submission. 

"As evidenced by its remarks to the Commission of Inquiry into UT, Ofice Overload was 
already in the position of protecting its temtory of the labour market by 196 1. At this 
point, the Canadian THI had survived the period when it was most under threat through a 
carefblly crafted strategy that shaIl be described in Section II. 

12Upon its inception, Office Overload supplied the following set of office workers: 
stenographers, typists, file clerks, dictaphone operators, switchboard operators, 
receptionists, book-keepers and cornptometer operators. 

l 3  Several contemporary American scholars have argued that the temporary help formula 
contnbuted to the restructuring of the New Deal mode1 of industnal relations in the 1980s 
(Cobble, 1993; Gonos, 1995; Harrison and Bluestone, 1987). Although there is a dearth 
of scholarship probing this issue in the Canadian context, a similar, but perhaps more 
nuanced, argument may apply to the Canadian case. Chapter Six and the Postscript 
address this hypothesis in greater depth. 

"As Moore (1 965) fürther notes, some of these early covenants provided for a penalty in 
the f o m  of kpidated damages. 

"For example, in the Canadian context, Ofice Overload made the wage scales that it used 
public. In 1957, workers in Toronto eamed the highest wages, which ranged from a 
$1 -00fper hour for junior clerks to a $1.40/per hour for more expenenced stenographers 
and book-keepers. At this point, Office Overload claimed that its rates were higher than 
average and it indicated that it "billed [clients] about twenty-five percent more to cover 
the overhead profit" (Hutton, 1957: 88). 



16For example, the Office Employees International Union passed a resolution at its annual 
convention in 1965 urging locals to negotiate clauses bnnging temporary help workers 
under the provisions of the coIlective bargaining agreement Woore, 1965). 

"Indeed, in the United States, the industry engaged in a long and protracted struggle to 
secure employer status, one that continues to date (Gonos, 1994). To attain legitimacy the 
TH1 attempted to avoid being designated as a pnvate employment agency, to be fiee from 
state regulation under legislation penaining to private ernployment agencies and to be 
declared the employer of ternporary help workers to satis@ the customer's desire to avoid 
employment-related responsibilities Wcca, 1982). 

'Tor a discussion of this decision, see Gonos, 1995: 1 1 - 12. 

''These three points are derived from my comparative survey of national law and practices 
governing the TER to be presented in Chapter Six and several articles detailing the history 
of the legal status of the temporary employment agency in a range of national contexts 
(Gonos, 1995; Moore, 1965, 1975; Valticos, 1973). 

%egulations of this sort were even common in Canada, the United States, the United 
Kingdorn and other countnes that failed to rati@ the original "Convention Concerning 
Fee-Charging Ernployrnent Agencies" (No. 34). 

"At the very end of the period under study, the Cansdian THI shifted its emphasis to 
selling "staffing services". This represents the third stage of evolution in its history and it 
shall be described in Chapter Four (Gannon, 1978; Fric, 1973). 

"In retrospect, this definition appeared to cover the activities of temporary help agencies, 
although no Member State raised the issue of coverage when Convention No. 34 was in 
füll force. 

3Upon the adoption of Convention No. 96, some countnes interpreted it to include 
temporary help agencies and/or ambulatory typewriting agencies and others did not, 
creating a notable split between Member States which reached its height in 1966. 

'4The level of ratification of Convention No. 96 reached i ts peak at 44 in 1972 (ILO, 1996: 
126-127). 

"These agencies also bore a miking resemblance to early private employment agencies 
operated by typewriter companies in Ontario in the 1910s. 



'% addition, the Director General's remarks opened up the possibility for the re- 
emergence of private employment agencies as legitimate labour market entities, signaling 
perhaps the earliest shift within the IL0 €rom a policy aimed at the gradua1 prohibition of 
al1 private employment agencies to a policy endorsing the non-cornpetitive coexistence of 
pnvate employrnent agencies and public employment services. 

"For a more in-depth discussion and analysis of the French case, see: Carré (1994). 

aThe provinces began to completely take over the regdation of private employrnent 
agencies with the introduction of the Emplo-ment Onlces Co-ordination Act (1935), 
which established a national public employment service to be coordinated by the federal 
government but jointly-administered by both the federal govemment and the provinces. 

T h e  same is true in the United States where temporary help agencies were regulated 
through employment agency acts at the State level for a lengthy period afier World War 
II. However, unlike in the Canadian context, by the late 1950s and early 1960s, the TH[ 
had already won the legal battle for formal employer status in several Amencan States 
including New York (1958) and California (1961) (Gonos, 1995: 15,23). Hence, they 
became subject to the same legal treatment as other employers so long as there were no 
direct fees charged to the employee. 

%s mentioned in Chapter Two, An Act Respectine Workmen's Employnent Bureaus 
(1925) gave the Quebec Lieutenant Govemor in Council the power to close down all 
private employment agencies (R. S .Q., 1925: C. 189, S -7). However, in 194 1, the province 
invoked even more drastic changes in An Act Respectine Emplo~ment Bureaus. This Act 
revoked al1 pre-existing regulations pertaining to pnvate employment agencies and the 
government began to formally prohibit private employrnent agencies, although eventually 
exceptions were granted for charitable organizations, workers' councils and other 
philanthropie pnvate ernployment agencies (R.S.Q., 1941, C. 161 : S. 8). It also ensured 
that al1 "employees" (Le., any person working under contract of lease and hire of work or 
of apprenticeship) could register with employment bureaus for fiee (R. S.Q., 194 1, C. 16 1 : 
S. 2). These measures were even retained throughout the 1960s with the introduction of 
the Erndovment Bureaus Act (1964)- StilI, there is no evidence that the Quebec 
government ever applied them to temporary help agencies. 



Chapter Four 

From Stop-Gap Workers to StaîTing Services: 
The Expansion of the Temporary Help Industry 

"Staffing" is a broader [term] than "temporary". Kt seems to capture al1 the 
types of work arrangements and services that  we are  providing. In the 
public's mind, temping seems to have a slightly negative connotation. .. The 
image that  cornes to mind is still one of the "Kelly Girl". It's not too 
glamorous. It's not a great way to work But, there is a way to counteract 
that. By using "employment" and "staffing", we want to communicate to 
the public that the  industry has changed. It's no longer necessarily just 
providing tempsper se. It's doing so rnany other things (Il). 

Just as the THI played an important mediating role in the post-WorId War II era, 

balancing the concems of capital, organized labour and the State and upholding the SER 

as the nom by targeting a narrow group of workers and a well-defined set of customers, it 

brokered a sornewhat different range of interests in the period spanning from the early 

1970s to the Iate 1990s. By the 1970s, the THI had gained sufficient legitimacy in Canada 

and other nations pursuing a strategy of non-regdation that it no longer needed to rely on 

the SER as a counter-weight to preserve its place in the labour market. As a result, it 

gradually abandoned its prior mediating role and began to situate the TER as an 

alternative to the SER, building on dramatic changes in the labour market, the 

exceptionally stable regulatory regime surrounding private agencies as a whole, the 

removal of marriage bars and the dirninishing force of the ideology of dornesticity. 

In the post-1970 penod, the THI tumed its attention to growth and expansion, 

targeting new customers, shifting its marketing strategy from supplying "stop-gap" 

workers to providing "staffing services" and appealing to a larger cross-section of 
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workers. To capture a wider-range of customers, temporary help agencies fosused on 

broadening the occupational spread in the industry by expanding into new sectors, 

especially in high-technology fields. They also tapped into the growing desire arnongst 

ernployers for so-called "labour flexibility" by extending their services beyond supplying 

temporary help workers to assuming responsibilities related to hiring, disrnissal, health and 

safety and the provision of benefits. Simultaneously, temporary help agencies ernployed a 

range of new tactics to appeai to workers. Using the decline of the SER to their 

advantage, they cast temporary help work as a suitable option not only for women with 

family responsibilities but for people with a diverse range of skills and occupational 

backgrounds. Still, the legacy of the "Kelly Girl" -- the gendered imagery that the T H  

first used to carve out a space in the labour market - and the fact that the THI initially 

distanced itself from the private employrnent agency industry, by staking its reputation on 

providing temporary help, had lasting effects on the shape of the TER as well as on the 

regulatory regime that surrounded it. 

This chapter traces the rapid expansion of the Canadian TH1 f?om the rnid-1970s 

to the eariy 1990s, focusing on the shape of the industry strategy that it crafted to adapt to 

changes in the labour market in this period and the new relationship that it cultivated 

between temporary help agencies and their customers. Tt is divided into four sections. 

Section I describes a range of international and national developrnents that contributed to 

undermining the SER in the 1970s and 1980s. It illustrates that the Canadian State's 

movement away from full-employrnent objectives towards embracing an anti-inflation 
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program began to de-stabilize the SER in the early 1970s, stimulating nsing labour force 

participation rates among women as well as the growth of non-standard foms of 

employrnent and, most cmcially, opening up a new space for the TH1 in the labour market. 

Section II provides a statistical o v e ~ e w  of the contemporary Canadian THI. It reveals 

that temporaxy help agencies now sel1 their services to a more diverse set of customers 

and, hence, rely on a broader and deeper pool of workers, than they did in the post-war 

era. Using data from the branch observation and open-ended i n t e ~ e w s  with agency 

managers, custorners and temporary help workers themselves, Section III descnbes the 

new strategy of selling "staffing s e ~ c e s "  that theeTHI adopted in the Iate 1980s in the 

face of an exceptionally stable regdatory environment. It demonstrates that the THI 

packaged its services in a highly effective new way in this period; temporary help agencies 

took on a host of ernployrnent-related responsibilities formerly resting with the customer 

while still retaining a narrow enough niche in the labour market such that their activities 

were not perceived to de@ the sentiments behind the maxim "labour is not commodity". 

Section IV concludes the chapter by addressing the implications of the Tm's most recent 

strategy. It illustrates that, in moving away from supplying "stop-gap" workers towards 

providing "staffing services," the THI began to situate the TER as an alternative to the 

SER. 

This chapter develops one of the central arguments advanced in this study. By 

tracing the changing strategy of the THI from the end of the post-World War II era to the 

late 1990s, it establishes the TER as one of several emerging alternoiives to the SER. 



229 

However, the chapter lays the foundation for developing another core claim of this study 

as well, one that Chapter Five addresses in greater detail: the argument that it is both 

possible and necessary to extend the concept of feminization beyond the biologically-based 

category of sex to explore the gendered character of prevailing employment trends in 

contemporary Canada. It begins to advance this claim by revealing that the T H  took heed 

of women's mass entry into the labour force in transforming itself from a female- 

dominated industry, one that situated the TER as a supplement t o  the SER to cater to a 

specific regulatory environment and a particular set of employment noms, to an industry 

where sex-parity is emerging, one that is now positioning the TER as one among several 

alternatives to the SER! 

1, Destabilizing the SER 

The THI fiIIed a cnicial niche in the Canadian labour market in the post-World 

War II era. As illustrated in Chapter Three, it upheld the SER as a n o m  by catering to 

businesses requinng temporary clerical assistance and targeting white middle-class mamed 

women as its chief workers. However, from the early 1970s to the mid-1990s, the terrain 

shifted: barriers that formerly constrained the role of temporary help agencies in the labour 

market disintegrated, allowing and perhaps even inspiring the TIXI to recreate itself Since 

the shifiing terrain had a dramatic impact on the strategy that the THI adopted in the post- 

1970 penod, it is worth examining at some length the range of developments that 

precipitated change. 
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In the Canadian context, the SER reached its peak as a r~ormniive mode1 of 

employment in the mid- 1960s, a period when white middle-class mamed women 

constituted the THI's primary pool of workers. At this juncture, the stability of the SER 

depended upon a tight constellation of forces; it relied on the ideology of domesticity and 

the corresponding notion of a "family wage", whereby the wage secured by a male 

breadwinner was enough to satisfy the needs of a "man" and his family, and a system of 

fiee collective bargaining. Significant cracks first began to appear in the SER in the early 

1970s, corresponding with a host of international and national developments, such as the 

end of the gold standard and the oil shocks and unprecedented new policy measures, such 

as wage and pnce controls and UI refoms (Campbell, 1991; Gill and Law, 1988: 171- 

174; Gill, 1993: 99; Maslove and Swirnmer, 1980; Panitch and Swartz, 1988; Spero, 

1990: 45-47). StiII, even though the State began to chip away at its foundations over a 

decade earlier, the SER only became visibly unstable in the 1980s when Canadians began 

to expenence the feminization of the labour force and to confront the rise and spread of 

non-standard forms of employment. 

Intem atiun al DeveIopmen ts 

At an international level, the late 1960s and the early 1970s represented a penod of 

tremendous political and economic turrnoil. The most profound changes in the 

international system began to occur around the mid-1960s when the United States was no 

longer the dominant economic power that it had been for almost two decades. By 1970, 

several Western European countnes and Japan were narrowing the gap between 
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themselves and the United States; there was increasing dissatisfaction with the American 

dominance of the international monetary system and, in particular, the privileged role of 

the American dollar as the international currency (Gill and Law, 1988; Spero, 1990). 

August 1 5, 197 1 marked an important breaking point. On this occasion, Amencan 

President Richard Nixon announced a new economic policy: the h e r i c a n  dollar would 

no longer be convertible into gold, denoting the end of the Bretton Woods system. In 

response to Nixon's announcement, other national leaders attempted to repair the system 

of international monetary management. Through what was know as the Smithsonian 

Agreement, they negotiated with the United States to provide a ten percent devaluation of 

the dollar in relation to gold, realign other exchange rates and allow for greater flexibility 

in exchange rates. However, their efforts were made in vain. Less than two years after 

this agreement was reached, fixed exchange rates were replaced by floating rates, inflation 

erupted globally and there were worldwide commodity shortages (Spero, 1990: 45; Gill 

and Law, 1988: 173-74; Gilpin, 1987: 140-14 1). To aggravate tensions fùrther, at the 

same time as international leaders were attempting to stabilize the rnonetary system, there 

was a dramatic nse in the pnce of petroleum, creating a host of new problems including a 

recession and accelerating inflation.' 

In this context, the major monetary powers, known as the Group of Seven (G-7), 

met in France to craft a new monetary regime in November 1975. This meeting, which 

was the first of what would become annual summits of the seven major industnal powers, 

formally established system of flcating exchange rates and thereby symbolized the return 
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of the multi-lateral management of the monetary system (Gill, 1993: 99). It was also 

extremely significant because it prompted leading countries to cal1 for greater surveillance 

of the exchange rate system and closer management of national economic policies by the 

International M o n e t q  Fund (IMF); one outcome of the meeting was the implementation 

of IMF-driven austenty measures in many countries. Related to its new cornmitment to 

the tighter management of national economic policy by the M F ,  the G-7 endoned a 

platform to fight inflation that mandated the following set of measures at its two 

successive annual meetings: the coordination of national economic policies, expansion 

among countries with balance of payments surpluses, and the imposition of anti- 

inflationary programs in countries with balance of payrnents deficits (Gill and Law, 1990; 

Spero, 1990). Although this platform failed almost immediately, prornpting accelerating 

infiation in Germany and other countries with balance of payrnents surpluses, Canada 

continued to follow the wisdom of the MF and the World Bank and attempted to curb 

inflation. 

The shift fiom the so-called old world order to a new world order surely played an 

important role in prompting Canada to prioritize anti-inflation over its full-employment 

objective in the 1970s. However, it is crucial to emphasize that Canada led the cal1 for a 

coordinated international strategy targeting inflation at both the G-7 summit in Puerto 

Rico (1977) and in Bonn (1978) (Gill, 1993: 99). Indeed, Canada's central role in both 

surnmits may be explained by the fact that the federal Liberal government was already 

beginning to embrace an anti-inflation program before 197 1, and therefore abandon the 
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post-war full-employment objective tliat brought the SER to dominance, when the most 

profound shifts began to occur at the internationa1 level. 

National Dcvelopnren ts 

In the national context, inflation became a central policy issue for the federal 

govement  in 1968 when it fint confronted stagnation -- stagnant growth and rising 

inflation. At this juncture, the govemment posed its new goals of reducing inflation and 

curbing unemployment as creating a dilemma at the policy level, implying that Canada's 

post-war full-employment objective (and the social policy prograrn that it generated) had 

contributed to rising inflation and therefore must be modified. In his study of the full- 

employrnent objective in Canada, Robert Campbell (1991: 10) characterizes the tenor of 

the federal govemrnent's gradlial adoption of anti-inflation measures as follows: "Fiscal 

and monetary policy in the late 1960s was directed to easing idationary pressures. mile  

there was no yomai' aba?zdmrnerzt of ~ h e  frtll employrnent goal, it was clear thut the 

latter had tu be 'sacrrftced' or traded-offfor the goal of price s~abili~y"(my em phasis). 

The rising level of 'natural' unemployment in this period further substantiate Campbell's 

claims. 

For a shon period in the early 1970s, the Liberal govemment was reluctant to 

initiate controls on inflation since it was acutely aware of the political consequences of 

nsing unemployment. Thus, in its budget of this penod, it targeted unemployment, aiming 

to decrease it modestly, and attempted to reduce inflation through indirect measures. 

However, after the resignation of Liberal Finance Minister John Turner, who resisted the 



234 

introduction of wage and pnce controls, and with the supply shocks of the early 1970s, 

the govemment began to reduce public spending and explicitly target inflation. For 

example, the 1976 Budget made significant changes to UI, which included raising the 

number of weeks that workers had to work to qualiQ for UI by 50 per cent and tying 

benefits more closely to the number of weeks worked, and it also initiated a standstill on 

govemrnent spending until the early 1980s.' Curbing inflation became the central policy 

objective of the federal govemment and the full-employrnent objective, key to establishing 

the SER as a nom at a policy level, quickly faded away. 

Thus, the mid-1970s brought significant changes at the level of public policy in 

Canada that contributed to shifting employrnent noms. In this period, the federal 

government placed greater emphasis on inflation control than on full-employment, 

situating it as its new policy objective. But, in making this choice, not only did it fail to 

curb rising unemployment, it initiated assaults on workers' wages, collective bargaining 

nghts and their access to social programs such as UI. While the govemment enacted these 

and other measures in the narne of curbing inflation, these measures collectively 

undermineci the stability of the SER. Equally important, they reflected the govemment's 

growing acceptance of non-standard foms of employrnent, devoid of rnany of the benefits 

and entitlements associated with the SER. 

The federal govemment initiated the first sustained attack on inflation in the Anti- 

Inflation Program (AXP) of September 1975.4 This program introduced wage restraints in 

a range of settings in attempt to, in the words of one advocate, "facilitate an orderly 
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winding down of inflation" without inducing unernployment (WeiIer, 1980 as cited by 

Panitch and Swartz, 1988: 254). M e r  its inception, idation declined quite sharply but 

unemployment climbed to a new peak of 8.4 per cent in 1980. As a result, it looked as if 

the govemment might lessen its attack on inflation for a brief penod in the late 1970s, as it 

removed the measures initiated under the A P  (Maslove and Swimmer, 1980: 32-39). 

However, instead of abandoning anti-inflation measures, it merely shifted gears by 

introducing the Public Sector Compensation Restraint Act (Bill C-124). Also known as 

the "6 and 5" program, this legislation enacted similar (but even harsher) measures to the 

AIP aimed at restraining public sector wages and prices in most provinces (Canada, 1985: 

308-309). As Leo Panitch and Donald Swartz (1988: 35) note: "The Public Sector 

Compensation Restraint Act (Bill C-1241, introduced in June 1982, was not as 

comprehensive as the Anti-Inflation Act of 1975-78 which covered both public and private 

sector workers. However, what il Iacked bz compreherzsive>zess, it made zrp in the severity 

of the treametzt of workers" (rny emphasis). "6 and 5" did more than roll back the wages 

of public sector workers in signed agreements with increases above 6 and 5 percent, it 

ternporanly removed their nght to strike and bargain collectively by arbitrarily extending 

existing collective agreements for two years. Although most of its measures were phased 

out by 1985, "6 and 5" symbolized a growing willingness on the part of the federal 

govemment to limit the hard-won free collective bargaining rights of public sector 

workers. It also corresponded with the increasing resort to ad-hoc back-to-work 
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legisiation on the parts of federal and provincial governments such that there were forty- 

three cases between 1980-1987 (Panitch and Swartz, 1988: 30). 

If the AIP and "6 and 5" did not underrnine the foundations of the SER 

sufficiently, by issuing wage restraints and infinging on the right to free collective 

bargaining in Canada, then proposals for reform contained in the Royal Commission on 

the Economic Union and Development prospects for Canada (1985) certainly made it 

ciear that the State no longer viewed the SER as the nom by the 1980s. A template for 

future policy development in a wide range of areas, the Macdonald Commission, which 

applauded the Canadian govemment for its anti-inflation programs of the seventies, 

recommended a wide-range of UI reforms. Chief among these reforms were its proposals 

to reduce UI benefits to 50 per cent of a worker's previous eamings, raise entrance 

requirements, tighten the link between maximum benefits and the minimum employment 

period and elirninate regional differentiation in the program (Canada, 1985: 61 1). The 

much publicized rationale for these recornmendations was that UI shouId not be treated as 

a means to "deliver redistributive goals" but a pure social insurance program funded 

exclusively by workers and employers (Canada, 1985: 602). However, the subtext of the 

Commission's rationale was not only that national unemployment rates of over 8 per cent 

were acceptable but that the nature of employment was changing such that fewer workers 

could expect to engage in SERS and therefore receive full UI coverage. In light of these 

developments, the recommendations of the Macdonald Commission was to maintain UI as 
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a program that delivered the most comprehensive benefits to standard workers and only 

offer limited benefits to the increasing number of workers falling outside this mold. 

Many of the recommendations outlined in the Macdonald Commission were 

formally integrated in the proposals of the Commission of Inauiry on Unemployment 

Insurance (1986) chaired by Claude Forget. Set in place to restructure UI, the Forget 

Commission made a range of recommendations for policy change. Three are particularly 

notable for our purposes. First, it recommended that self-employed fisherrnen's [sic] 

eligibility for UI be phased-out over a five year period; in making this recommendation, 

the Commission was effectively attempting to reduce the number of workers covered by 

the package of benefits and entitlements that came to be associated with the SER in the 

post-war period (Canada, 1986: 72). Second, reminiscent of the Economic Council of 

Canada's study People and Jobs (1976), it recommended that the UI Act better recognize 

and interpret the concepts of so-called "voluntary" and "involuntary" unemployment and 

strengthen entitlements for the involuntarily unemployed (Canada, 1986: 75). Third, it 

proposed that the financing of the UT system be based solely on premiums from employers 

and workers (Canada, 1986: 77). Not only did this last proposal follow directly from the 

Macdonald Commission, it built upon pre-existing federal govemment initiatives such as 

the AIP and "6 and 5" since it signaled the State's complete repudiation of the post-war 

niII-employment objective and its related commit ment to devising a comprehensive 

framework of social protections for Canadian workers. 



23 8 

Collectively, the shifi towards an international order characterized by a multi- 

lateral system of rnonetary management and the adoption of national policy measures 

aimed at reducing inflation demonstrate that the Iate 1960s and early 1970s represented a 

turbulent period. At the international level, developments suggest that the post-war 

compromise began to fdl apart in this era, as evidenced by declining American hegemony, 

commodity shortages and rising inflation. Similady, at the national level, the federal 

governmentfs new emphasis on implementing anti-inflation policies and programs, and its 

subsequent abandonment of the full-employrnent objective illustrate that the SER was 

highly unstable as a nom in this era. However, in the Canadian context, we see more 

evidence of the erosion of the SER by exarnining the gendered employrnent trends and the 

nse of non-standard forms of employment that accompanied these developrnents. 

Labour Mirrket Trend5 

Coinciding with developments at the national and international level that 

contributed to de-stabilizing the SER as a normative modei of employment, dramatic shifts 

also began to take place on the Canadian labour market in the mid- to late-1970s. These 

changes involved an unprecedented rise in women's labour force participation rates, as 

forma1 marriage bars to paid employment were lified and the ideology of domesticity 

declined in force, and profound shifts in the shape of men's labour force participation such 

that men's participation rates dropped from 78.4 percent in 1975 to 73.3 percent in 1993 

(Lindsay, 1995: 10). Equally significant, they amounted to a shifi in the nature of 

employment which scholan and analysts generally characterize as a movement away fiom 
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the SER towards non-standard forms of employment (Human Resources and 

Development Canada, 1994; ILO, 1997b; Lipsett and Reesor, 1997; Muckenberger, 1989; 

OECD, 1994). 

The Fenzinizarion of fie Labour Force 

Nurnerous scholars isolate the ferninization of the labour force, and the roots of the 

feminization of employment, to the late 1970s and early 1980s in both Canada and abroad, 

associating this phenomenon with the rise of a supply-side politico-economic agenda 

(Armstrong, 1996; Bakker, 1989; Cohen, 1994; Rubery, 1994; Standing, 1989). To recall 

from Chapter One, the feminization of ernployment generally entails four related features. 

The most uncontested facet of the feminization of employment is wornen's mass entry into 

the forma1 labour force; this dimension of feminization is often characterized as a "third 

shift" to denote that women's rising labour force participation rates often reflect a 

movement from the informal economy to the formal economy rather than a shift from 

econornic inactivity to econornic activity (Tiano, 1994). A second common dimension is 

persisting (and possibly even intensified) sex segregation in the labour market. The 

casualization of employment, which is linked to the increasingly "ferninized" character of a 

range ofjob-types, represents a third feature. Finally, a fourth common aspect is increased 

income and occupational polarkation both between women and men and among women 

themselves fiequently attributable to vanables pertaining to age, immigration status and 

race. 
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There is clearly a relationship between the feminization of employment as a whole 

and the extraordinary growth and expansion of the THI, particularly its shift f?om a highly 

female-dominated industry to one where sex-parity is emerging. More specifically, there is 

a definitive relationship between the growing casualization of employment in Canada, or 

the "gendering ofjobs", and the precariousness nature of the TER; indeed, Chapter Five 

addresses these relationships in considerable detail. However, more than any other facet 

of the feminization of employment, the feminization of the labour force -- arguably the 

most uncontested facet of the expanded definition of the feminization of employrnent 

advanced in Chapter One -- was pivotai in allowing the THI to adopt a new strategy in 

this period. 

Between the early 1970s and the early 1990s, wornen's labour force participation 

rates rose dramatically such that they cornprised 45.2 per cent of labour force participants 

in Canada by 1993. In contrast, men's labour force participation rates stagnated between 

1975 and 198 1 at which point they began to decline at an accelerated rate, a development 

that lefi more women without male economic support. Consequently, even though labour 

force participation rates declined for both women and men between 1990 and 1993, 

women's share of the labour force still increased in these years. Moreover, even though 

the unemployment rate rose significantly for both sexes between 1990 and 1993, with men 

between the ages of 15-24 experiencing the largest increase,' nsing female unemployment 

rates had little impact on wornen's growing share of the labour force. However, they may 

have contributed to the rather unchanged lems and conditions of women's employment. 

Despite nsing participation rates among women and declining participation rates among 
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men in the 1970s and 1980s, the feminization of the labour force generally meant "more of 

the same" for Canadian wornen from the mid-1970s to the earIy 1990s - that is, relegation 

to the bottom tiers of the labour force, segregation in specific job categories, relatively 

low rates of unionization (especially outside the public sector) and confinement to srnaIl 

firms (Armstrong and Armstrong, 1994). 

Year 

1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 
1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 
1993 

Table 9 
Labour Force Participation Rates by Sex, 1975-1993 

Women Men Women as % total 
labour force 

44.4 78.4 3 6.9 
45.2 77.6 37.6 
46.0 77.7 38.1 
47.9 78.1 38.9 
49.0 78.5 39.4 
50.4 78 -4 40.1 
5 1.7 78.4 40.8 
5 1.7 77.0 41.2 
52.6 76.7 41.8 
53 -6 76.6 42.4 
54.6 76.6 42.8 
55.3 76.6 43.2 
56.4 76.6 43.6 
57.4 76.6 44.1 
57.9 76.7 44.3 
5 8 -4 75.9 44.7 
58.2 74.8 45.0 
57.6 73 -8 45.0 
57.5 73 -3 45.2 

Source: Statistics Canada. (1994) Cat. 75-507E as citai in Lindsay (1995). 

The Rise and Sprenrl of Non-Standard Fornzs of Employment 

The only other trend of a similar magnitude to the feminization of the labour force 

in this period was the proliferation of non-standard îoms of employment. Frorn the mid- 

1970s to the early 1990s, there was a considerable rise of non-standard forms of 
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employment, including part-time work, contract work, temporary work, home-based 

work, self-employrnent and on-cal1 work, in both Canada and abroad (see for example: 

Alqeampong, 1997; Krahn, 1995; Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development, 1993; Lipsett and Reesor, 1997; US. Department of Labor, 1995). 

At the international level, this phenornenon affected every country belonging to the 

OECD, most of whom experienced substantial increases in at least one form of non- 

standard employment from the mid- 1970s to the early 1990s. For example, in sorne 

countries, including the United Kingdom, Portugal, New Zealand, Canada and Australia, 

self-employment grew considerabIy between 1973 and 1993. In others, such as France, 

the Netherlands and Spain, temporary employrnent expanded extremely rapidly between 

1983 and 1993. Notably, part-time employment grew sharply throughout OECD 

countries in this penod (ILO, 1997; OECD, 1995). 

In the Canadian context, the Economic Council of Canada first addressed the rapid 

growth of non-standard forms of employment in detail in its widely-cited study Good 

Jobs. Bad Jobs (1990) defining them as "those which differ from the traditional mode1 of a 

full-time, full-year job" (Economic Council of Canada, 1990: 12). After this study was 

released, the federal govemment also began to produce numerous repons acknowledging 

their unprecedented growth (Advisory Group on Working Time and the Distribution of 

Work, 1994: 27; Human Resources and Development Canada, 1994: 49). For example, in 

1996, Human Resources and Development Canada reported that the growth of non- 

standard forms of ernployrnent was so extensive in the early 1990s that only 33 percent of 
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Canadian workers were said to hold so-called "normal" jobs -- that is, full-time full-year 

jobs with benetits -- in 1995 (Lipsett and Reesor, 1997). Still, from the rnid-1970s to the 

late-1990s, Canadians witnessed particularly rapid growth in some forms of non-standard 

ernployment, such as temporary help work and self-employment, and more steady growth 

in others, such as part-time employment. From 1976 to 1994, the proportion of workers 

employed part-time climbed from 11 percent to 17 percent, with 15-24 year olds 

expenencing the bmnt of this trend (Krahn, 1995: 35-36). Corresponding with the growth 

in part-time work, multiple job-holding also increased in Canada over the same period. 

Between 1989 and 1 994, increases were particularly sharp for women aged 1 5-24, 

suggesting that the disproportionate number of young peopIe engaged in part-time work 

would prefer full-time work or at least more hours. Self-employment also grew quite 

rapidly in Canada beginning in the 1970s, although it continued to be  the preserve of older 

workers in the early 1990s (Crampton, 1993; Krahn, 1995). In contrast, temporary 

employment, which grew in the later part of this penod (i.e., 9 percent of workers 

identified thernselves as temporary in 1994 versus 8 percent in 1989), was especially 

cornmon among young people who represented 32 percent of al1 temporary workers in 

1995 (Krahn, 1995: 38; Survey of Work Arrangements, 1995: Cat. 71M001GPE). 

Obviously, non-standard forms of work are by no means mutually-exclusive; for 

example, ternporary workers often work part-time as do many of the self-employed. Nor 

are they necessarily synonymous with precanous employment (Polivka and Nardone, 

1989; Rogers and Rogers, 1989). If the penod from the rnid-1970s to the late 1990s is 



244 

any indication, however, there seems to be a relationship between growing precariousness 

in the Canadian Iabour market, a core facet of the ferninization of employment to be 

addressed in Chapter Five, and the spread of non-standard forms of employrnent, 

particularly those that are characterized by divided ernployment relationships such as 

temporary help work. 

SJzifting Enzploynient Trends and the Reconfiguratbn of the TH1 

Given the profound changes in the Canadian labour market from the mid-1970s to 

the early 1990s, the TH1 altered its marketing strategy in a rather turbulent period. It 

crafted a new image for itself in the context of rising female labour force participation 

rates, which contrasted sharply with the conditions in the post-war era where the ideology 

of domesticity prevailed as did rnamage bars and other formal bamers to women's full 

participation in the labour market. It also shifted its marketing strategy in the face of the 

proliferation of non-standard foms of employment in the national labour market and 

against a backdrop of international developments that led the federal govemment to 

abandon its post-war full-employment objective in favour of anti-inflation initiatives. 

Under the new strategy that it adopted in the 1980s, the TKI no longer targeted a 

narrow group of women workers (Le., white rniddle-class housewives) or a well-defined 

set of customers. Instead, its strategy built upon one of the most central aspects of the 

feminization of employment; namely, the feminization of the labour force. In this period, 

rising fema!e labour force participation rates and the unprecedented decline in male 

participation rates allowed the TH1 to expand and deepen its pool of workers and, for the 
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first time since its inception, to target male workers previously in SERS. These trends 

enabled it to retain its niche in the clerical sector since, for the most part, the feminization 

of the labour force meant "more of the same for women," while simultaneously enticing a 

wider diversity of workers. Still, the T'HI recast its image with an acute awareness of the 

rise of non-standard forms of employment and the growing desire among companies for 

"labour flexibility". From the perspective of temporary heip agencies, the decline of the 

SER meant that companies had more employrnent options. Consequently, it opened up a 

space for the TH1 to shifi its strategy from casting the TER as a sipp~eme?d to the SER to 

prornoting it as an alternative. 

II. Industry Profile: More than Simply Supplements 

The tenor of the THl's response to restructurïng in the Canadian labour market 

becomes apparent through an examination of both its shifiing contours and the new 

marketing strategy that it adopted in the mid-1980s. To dernonstrate that the shape of the 

contemporary temporary help agencies is substantialfy different than its immediate 

precursor, this section provides a snapshot of the THI in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

It illustrates that temporary help agencies now cater to a much more diverse set of 

custorners, and, thus, rely on a broader pool of workers than they did at the inception of 

the THI. Consequently, not only has temporary help work become more widespread in 

recent years given the proliferation of non-standard foms of employment, there is also 

growing pluralism within the TER itself as lawyers, construction workers and health care- 

givers along with clencal and industrial workers work through the THI. 



2-16 

Before profiling the conternporary Canadian THI, a few prelirninary remarks 

regarding the rapid phase of growth that it began to experience in the 1980s are in order. 

Statistics Canada first began collecting statistics on the TH1 in 1984 and it has only 

recently begun to publish this data due to imperfections in the survey instruments first 

used to collect data in the rnid-1980s.~ As a resolt, while there is considerable evidence 

suggesting that the growth of the Canadian TH1 accelerated in the 1980s, and peaked in 

1989 alongside its Amencan counterpart, it is impossible to chart its performance 

statistically before the early 1990s. However, it is instructive to descnbe the growth of 

the Amencan THI fiom the rnid-1970s to the late 1980s since, as many studies show, the 

Canadian TH1 has followed a similar trajectory to its Amencan counterparts since its 

inception (Akyeampong, 1 989; Abraham, 1990; Carré, 1994; Golden and Applebaum, 

1992; Hamdani, 1996; Mangum, Maya11 and Nelson, 1985; OECD, 1993). 

In the Amencan context, personnel supply s e ~ c e s ~  grew at an annual average of 

11.5 percent between 1972 and 1986 and the TH1 grew almost 20 percent per year 

between 1982 and 1986 (Abraham, 1990: 87). While the THI employed approximately 

20,000 workers at its inception in the mid-1950s, by the mid-1980s estimates of the size of 

the Arnerican industry ranged from one million to two to three million (Abraham, 1990: 

87; Gannon, 1984: 26). But, beyond the unprecedented growth of employrnent in the 

Amencan THI in this period, what is more stnking is that non-clencal temporary help 

work grew much more rapidly than office temporary help work in the late 1970s and early 

1980s. According to Katherine Abraham (1990: 87): "Agencies specializing in non-office 
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temporaries accounted for only a third of total ternporary-help service employment in 

1972 but for more than 45 percent of the total by 1982". As Abraham (1990: 90) funher 

observes, this shifi in the composition of the TH1 is consistent with the considerable 

"anecdotai evidence that businesses broadened the scope of their reliance on temporary 

workers," in the 1980s. it also supports the hypothesis that, with the nse of non-standard 

forms of empIoyment and the ferniniration of the labour furce, the American THI shifted 

away from catenng primarily to customers in the clerical sector to targeting a more 

diverse set of customers beginning in the 1970s. 

What is more important, for Our purposes, is that the pattern of growth in the 

Ameriran THI mirrored what Statistics Canada officiais began to report in the late 1980s. 

For example, a study entitled "The Changing Face of Temporary Help" released in 1989 

reported: 

According to industry sources, the focus in those days [Le. the 1950~1 was the 
supply of clerical secretanal and manual labour to fil1 in for permanent employees 
who were sick, on matemity leave or on vacation. Most of the jobs were of shon 
duration. However, over the years, the industry has evolved to meet the diversified 
and changing needs of Canadian business. Toda): matv wm-kers coritracted out 
have specialized professional a»d tech~iicd skills. A F ~  these persons are ofien 
hired as srpplementury labozrr rafher thmi as temporary replacements for 
permanent sfaffabsen1j7-om work (Akyeampong, 1989: 43, my emp hasis). 

Aithough analysts only recently began to acknowledge the magnitude of change in the 

Canadian THI, where it exists, data on the size and shape of the THI and the 

demographics of its work farce in the late 1980s suggests that the TH1 began to shift 

course in this decade. 
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Building on key changes in the Canadian labour market, particularly the 

accelerated growth of non-standard foms of employrnent and the feminization of the 

labour force, the Canadian THI began to restructure radically in the late 1980s and early 

1990s, targeting customers in new sectors and a wider diversity of workers. M e r  peaking 

in the late 1980s, the size of the THI (as well as its revenues) remained relatively constant 

(Table 10a). However, data on the shape of the THI illustrate that temporary help 

agencies were highly successful both at expanding into new markets, such as the health- 

care sector and the public sector as a whole, and broadening and deepening their pool of 

workers in the early 1990s. Indeed, in the Canadian context, the THI1s strategic move 

towards providing "staffing services" translated into unprecedented diversification. 

Site 

Relative to its Amencan counterpart, the Canadian THI has always been quite 

small, as have its profits. However, by Canadian standards, revenues in this industry were 

quite high in the early 1990s and its size remained relatively constant. As Table 10a 

indicates, revenues hovered between $1 -3 and $1.5 billion between 1990 and 1993 and 

there were approximately 1,300 temporary help agencies operating in Canada in this 

penod. The majority of temporary help agencies operated out of Ontario, Quebec and 

Alberta (Tables 1 Ob-d). 



Table 10a 
Number of Firms and Revenue (000s) in SIC 7712 

(Personnel Suppliers), Canada, 1990-1993* 

1990 199 1 1992 1993 
Number of Firms 1,359 1,328 1,225 1,277 
To ta1 Revenue(0ûOs) 1,595,502 1,416,446 1,33c,375 1,406,538 
Sou rce: S tatistics Canada- Survey of Employnrent Agencies and Personnel Suppliers, 1993 (unpubiished 
data) (Cat. 63-232). (*The above data is calcdated at a branch level rather than at a head office Ievel.) 

Table lob  
Alberta 

1990 199 1 1992 1993 
Number of Firms 129 12 1 116 128 
Total Revenue (000s) 164,335 145,992 135,110 158,813 
Source: Statistics Canada. Survey ofEnlploynrent Agencies and Personnel Suppliers, 1993 (unpublished 
data) (Cat. 63-232). 

Table 10c 
Quebec 

1990 199 1 1992 1993 
Number of Firms 464 409 360 305 
Total Revenue (000s) 400,082 353 ,O2 1 327,025 330,842 
Source: Statistics Canada. Survey ofEnrplo_vnrent Agencies and PersonneI Suppliers, 1993 (unpublis hed 
data) (Cat. 63-232). 

Table 10d 
Ontario 

1990 199 1 1992 1993 
Numkr of Firms 53 8 56 1 5 13 598 
Total Revenue (000s) 874,968 762,680 707,63 1 746,68 1 
Source: Statistics Canada. Sunrey of Employment Agencies and Personnel SuppIiers, 1993 (unpublished 
data) (Cat. 63-232). 

Regarding revenue by size group, temporary help agencies with revenues below %2 

million dominated the THI on a national basis in the early 1990s and the majority of 

agencies had revenues of less that $250,000 (Table 11). On a provincial basis, Ontario 

had the largest percentage of temporary help agencies with revenues over $5 million, 

followed by Quebec and Aibena in this period (Statistics Canada, 1993: Cat. 63-232).' 



Table 11 
Revenue by Size Group (SIC 7712), 1990-1993 

Canada 
1990 199 1 1992 1993 

Number of Finns with Revenue 1,126 1,126 1,022 1,072 
beIow $2 mil1 
Total Revenue (000s) 5 15,652 500,218 450,874 416,250 
Nurnber of Firms with 116 9 1 92 90 
Revenue of  $245 mil1 
TotaI Revenue (000s) 346,723 274,593 273,723 276,022 
Number of  Finns with Revenue of  54 50 45 49 
$5 mil1 + 
Total Revenue (000s) 708,720 6 15,345 576,445 690,958 
Total Number of  Firms 1,296 1,267 1,159 1,211 
Totsll Revenue (000s) 1,57 1,095 1,390,156 1,301,042 1,383,230 
Source: Statistics Canada. Survey of Employrnerzr Agerxies ard Personnel Suppliers, 1993 (unpublished 
data) (Cat. 63-232). 

The above data is calculatd only at the head office level. This explains why the number of firms and 
total revenue differ siightly from Table 4a. 

What is especially notable about revenues in the THI is the proportion of revenues 

denved from placing workers. Between 1991 and 1993, for ternporary help agencies with 

revenues above $250,000, this figure remained constant at approximately 98.5 percent 

(Table 1Za). That is, vinually al1 of the expenses incurred by the THI in this period came 

from paying wages, salaries and basic benefits (Table 12b). Since the payment of wages 

represented over 80 percent of the THI's source of expenses in the early 1990s, it is quite 

easy for firms to establish new branches. Overhead costs are low because temporary help 

workers are dispatched to different work sites. Moreover, even though a number of large 

transnational temporary help agencies operate in Canada, small agencies maintain a 

sizeable niche in the labour market.g As well, since temporary help agencies normally do 

not require a Iicense to operate, start up costs are maidy isolated to capital for rent, 

paying office staff, computer equipment and a limited advertising budget. 



Total Service Revenue 
Other 
Commissions 
Training/ Ellucation 
Other Operat ing 
Revenue 
Total Operaling 
Revenue 
Non Operat ing 
Revenue 
Total Revenue 

Table 12a* 
Revenue Soiirces for Personnel Suppliers (SIC 7712), Canada, 1993 

1991 Total ($) % of 1992 96 of 1993 
Total Total ($) Total Total ($) 

1,260,516,399 98.67 1,187,864,421 98.91 1,267,335,480 
1,753,567 O. 14 1,392,78 1 O. 12 4,599,596 

12,706 0.00 13,745 0.00 3,325,289 
6,278,322 0.49 4,502,O 17 0,37 5,133,920 

1,268,56 1,004 99.30 1,193,772,964 99.40 3,280,394,285 

8,97 1,793 0.70 7,184,974 0.60 6,151,361 

1,277,532,797 100.0 1,200,957,938 100.0 1,286,545,646 

46 of Total 

98.5 1 
0.36 

0.26 
0.40 

99.52 

0.48 

100,0 

Source: Survcy of Eiiiployiiicnt Agcncics and Personricl Siipplicrs, 1993 (unpiiblislicd data) (Cal. 63-232). 
*Revenue Sourccs arc no( iinpuicd for firiiis witli rcvcniics bclow 250,000, This csplaiiis tlic discrcpaiicy bciwccn Tablc 5a and Tablc la ,  
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While the overall size of the Canadian TH, as weIl as its revenues, rernained 

constant in the early 1990s, what is most striking about the current period is the growing 

diversification in the industry highlighted, in particular, by the proportion of temporary 

help agencies that now place professional workerstO Although the Canadian THI 

continues to concentrate on placing workers in clencal and administrative work, general 

labour and construction work, the number of agencies specializing in placing 

professionals, particularly in the health care sector and in management, grew in the early 

1990s (Hamdani, 1996). Together, professional workers and health care-givers accounted 

for the third largest source of revenue for the THI in 1993 (Table 11). 

Table 13 
Temporary Help Service Industry, Revenue by Product (Type of Labour), 1993 

Number of firms Revenue Revenue 
($ millions) (%) 

Administrative and 179 3 82.8 37.9 
Clerical 
General Labour 119 187.4 18.6 
Dnvers and Equipment 67 136.1 13.5 
Operators 
Profissionals 67 108.6 10.8 
(excl. health) 

HeaIth-care givers 27 55.8 5.5 
Constmction 47 47.1 4.7 
Informatics and EDP 50 33.1 3.3 
Other 90 58.9 5.8 
(incl. Exwutives) 
To ta1 1,0009.8 100.00 
Source: Statistics Canada, Cat. No. 63-0 16-XPB 
Notes: 
1. This table is based on data from a panel of 283 sunrey finns. 
2. Only service revenue is included here. 
3. The number of fims cannot be added because of multiple responses. 
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The growth of temporary placements in the health-related professions and other 

highly-skilled fields corresponded with the high degree of specialization in the 

contemporary TH (Table 14). Specialization is particularly comrnon for agencies placing 

professional workeo. However, currently temporary help agencies still find workers 

willing to engage in general labour easiest to attract and, consequently, a large proportion 

of agencies still place general labourers. Agencies concentrating on placing unslülled 

workers also tend to have higher volumes of business than those specializing in placing 

professionals since the degree of profit per worker is lower (Hamdani, 1996)." 

Table 14 
Specialization and Diversification in the Temporary Help Service Industry 

(Firms deriving 50% or more of their revenue from their main activity), 1993* 

Service 

Admin/ 
Clcricai 
General 
Labour 
Constniciion 
ùifonnaiics 
And EDP 
Heath-carr 
Givers 
Profs. (cxct.) 
huillh 
Drivers and 
Equip. 
Operat0~0 
Chher (incl. 
Execuiivcs) 

Total 
Revenue 
( S W  

412, 766 

168,395 

32,530 
28.584 

34,195 

108,045 

I35.500 

42,565 

Gcncrai 
Labour 
('RD) 

8 -54 

7252 

1.17 
2.43 

0.00 

0.67 

5 -07 

2.69 

Constr. 
(%) 

1.28 

1 -4.1 

95.38 
0.00 

0.00 

0.00 

0.28 

0.06 

informa tics 
and EDP 
( 5%)  

2.42 

1 -33 

0.16 
78.51 

0.00 

0.47 

0.00 

0.02 

Prof. 

0.57 

0.53 

0 .OO 
0.12 

0.00 

91 .f2 

0 .O0 

0.00 

Driven and 
Equip. 
Operators 
( 5 6 )  
0.43 

0.43 

0.00 
0 -00 

0 -00 

0.00 

90.2 1 

3.19 

Source: Statistics Canada. Cat No. 63-0 16-SPB 
1. This table is bascd on &ta from a panel of 283 s u n q  f m .  
2. Non-opeating revenue is rxcIuded. 

As will be show below, both the growing diversification in the THI as a whoie 

and the increasing specialization among individual temporary help agencies reflect and 

reinforce the THI's new strategy of providing "staffing services". Growing diversification 
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makes the THI's services more accessible to businesses in sectors of the economy that the 

THI has not tr~ditionally targeted. As well, increasing specialization amongst agencies 

boosts the image of the TH1 such that customers are more confident about the calibre of 

temporary help workers, a development that underpins the growing legitimacy of the llII. 

Worker Dernograp h ics 

Alongside broader occupational diversity in the TM, both the charactenstics of its 

work force and the shape of the TER seem to have shifted quite dramatically in the early 

1990s. While the TH1 remained highly female-dominated throughout the l98Os, its sex- 

composition began to change in the 1990s. In 1990, women constituted 79.6 per cent of 

those employed by personnel suppliers and employment agencies. However, with the 

expansion of the TH1 into new markets, the sex-composition of the industry changed such 

that women merely represented 6 1.5 percent'' of those ernployed by personnel suppliers 

and employment agencies in 1995." Moreover, if employment trends in the United States 

are any indication of the direction of change, women's concentration in the TH1 will likely 

continue to fa11 in the ensuing decade (Table 15). 

Table 15 
Percentage of Women Ernployed in Personnel Supplien and Ernployment Agencies 

(SIC 771), Canada vs. Personnel Suppliers, United States 
(SIC 7363), 1985-1995 

1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 
Canada 72.7 76.2 73.6 73.4 70.4 79.6 77.7 67.9 60.9 64.2 61.5 
U.S.A. 60.8 60.8 59.5 59.6 59.4 59.1 57.5 57.9 57.1 55-5 54.2 

Sources: United States Department of Labor, Bureau of Statistics, LABSTAT Series Report, Series 
EEU80736302; Canadian Labour Force Sunpey, 1396. 
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Despite the prevalent assumption that temporary help workers are employed for 

short penods of time, data fiom the Survev of Work Arrangements (1995) also indicates 

that a high proportion of temporary help workers now report having job tenures of more 

than a year. As Table 15 illustrates, in 1995, approximately 18.4 per cent of al1 temporary 

help workers reported that they had worked for an agency for between one and five years 

and, even more striking, 12.4 per cent reported that they had worked for an agency for 

over six years.14 These are interesting figures for an industry built on supplying tempormy 

workers and they too reflect the recent move towards providing "stafing services" in the 

THI where the duration of the assignment is less crucial to the customer than the nature of 

its relationship with the worker. These figures also correspond with the rising number of 

average weekly hours worked by non-supervisory workers in the THI fiom the rnid-1980s 

to the mid-1990s. 

TabIe 16 
Job Tenure by A11 Ternporary Workers, Agency Temporaries and Other 

Temporaries, 1995 
Tenure Agency 

Temporaries 
1-6 Months 61.7 
7-12 hlonths 7.6 
1-5 Year~ 18.4 
6 Years + 12.4 

Source: Statistics Canada.(1996). Survey of Work Arrangements, 1995. Cat. 71M001GPE. 

In 1985, non-supervisory workers engaged by personnel suppliers and employrnent 

agencies worked an average of 20.8 hours per week. By 1995, their average weekly hours 

reached 28.3 (Statistics Canada, 1995; cat. 72-002).15 Still, even with the consistent nse 
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in weekly hours worked, average wages for temporary help workers decfined between 

199 1 and 1994 (S tatistics Canada, 1995; cat. 72-002). I6 

Custonzers 

In conjunction with the growing occupational spread amongst temporary help 

workers, the TH1 is diversieng its customer base. With cutbacks to the public sector and 

restruchiring in the health care system, it now caters to a farger proportion of health 

institutions, federal, provincial and local governments and other publicly-funded services, 

such as public utitities and public transportation (Krahn, 1995: 39). One manager noted 

accordingiy: "In Ottawa, they lost 45,000 [public sector] jobs last year. That's 45,000 jobs 

for our industry" (M5). Despite the THTs growing recognition of the potential for 

increasing its presence in the public sector, the private sector, dominated by 

manufacturing, transportation and construction, remained the THI's largest class of 

customer in the early 1990s, comprising 76 percent of the customer base in 1993 (Table 

17). Some industry analysts argue that businesses, particularly the manufacturing sector, 

tend to use temporary help workers to create a 'Tust-in-time workforce" to accommodate 

the move towards just-in-time production (Carré, 1992; Hamdani, 1996). 



199 1 
Individurils 3 
Business: 
Retail T d e  16 
Travel and Accommodation 1 
Wholesale Trade 3 
Agriculture 3 
Manu fachiring 12 
Construction 8 
Transportation 16 
Communications and Utili ties 2 
Financial and Real Estate 4 
O ther Business 16 
To ta1 Business 8 1 
Institutions: 
Education 1 
Health 3 
Other Institutions 1 
Total Institutions 5 
Governments 10 
Foreign Customers O 
Source: Survey ofEmplo_vmenr Agencies and Pers onn 
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Table 17 
Chss of Customen as Percentage of Industry, SIC 7712, Canada*, 1991-1993 

1992 1993 

el Suppliers, 1993 (unpublished data) (Cat. 63-232). 
Because of the nature of the formula use4 the available data does not add up to esactly 100 percent. 

Quite distinctly, others suggest that, from the perspective of the customer, the central 

advantages of using temporary help workers are not solely related to their need for a "just- 

in-time work force". Rather, pointing to the appeal of "staffing services," they argue that 

the draw of the contemporary THI relates to employers' growing desire to shift their 

employment-related responsibilities, such as recruitment, hiring, dismissal, payroll, benefits 

and even training, to the temporary help agency and their increasing willingness to use 

non-standard forms of employrnent to capitalize on "labour flexibility" to lower costs 

(Abraham, 1990: 97). The ensuing section probes this debate firther. By describing the 

new strategy that the Canadian TH1 adopted in the early 1980s and the array of forces that 

precipitated its change in course, it finds that both sets of daims have credence. Indeed, 
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customers' desires for just-in-time workers and the appeal of staffing services represent 

two sides of the same coin; they both reflect ernployers' desire to minirnize their 

involvement in the "management of labour" and capitalize on the growth of non-standard 

forrns of employment. Still, since there is a dearth of scholarly analysis probing the shape 

and content of s t f ing  services, the later claim deserves greater scrutiny. 

III. The Emergence of "Strffing Services": Towards A New Industry Strategy 

Corresponding with dramatic shifis in the labour market, the Canadian TH1 began 

to adopt a new strategy in the late 1980s and early 1990s. It promoted itself as providing 

"employment and staffing services" rather than simply supplying "stop-gap workers" to 

take advantage of the so-called changing nature of employment. Although it continued to 

adhere to several central tenets of its post-World War II strategy and follow many of the 

practices that initially eamed it legitimacy, to preserve its niche in the labour market the 

TH1 expanded its scope and packaged its services in a different way. In so doing, it began 

to establish the TER as a genuine alternative to the SER rather than simply a supplement. 

Drawing on data obtained from a branch observation and open-ended i n t e ~ e w s  with 

temporary help agency managers, customers and workers, this section examines how the 

THI re-invented itself in this penod. It devotes particular attention to examining the 

industry's new strategy of providing "staffing services", the chief means by which it 

augmented its legitirnacy in this penod. 
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Tert iporary Help 

As Chapter Three illustrated, the THI first emerged as a formal entity in the 

Canadian labour market in the post-war period. To distinguish itself from the private 

employment agency industry, it crafted the "ternporary help formula", an arrangement that 

allowed the customers of the temporary help agency to use its workers without taking on 

the social, legal and contractual obligations associated with the SER. In practice, this 

formula led to the evolution of a triangular employment relationship where the agency 

acted as the legal employer and the customer was said to be engaged in a commercial 

contract for services with the agency. Even more important, it allowed industry leaders to 

argue that the temporary help agency is not a labour market intermediary in the true sense 

of the term but, instead, an employer just like any other (Fromstein, 1978). Thus, it is 

possible to trace the roots of the current industry strategy to the post-war period when the 

THI first established a process of recruitment, selection and placement. 

Still, while current conventions in the T H  are remarkably similar to its past 

practices, there are important differences in the role that the THI played in the Canadian 

labour market in the post-war era and the one that it assumes at present. From the early 

1950s until the mid-1970s, businesses tended to use the services of temporary help 

agencies in a rather limited way. They called on the TH1 in urgent situations, usually when 

they needed temporary clencal assistance, and occasionally used temporary help workers 

for maternity leaves, sick leaves or pre-plamed vacations (Akyearnpong, 1989; Carré, 

1994; Gannon, 1978; Mangum, Maya11 and Nelson, 1985). Even by the late-1960s, when 
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the THI began to deliver the message that ternporary help workers could serve as buffers 

in the case of fluctuations in demand, companies were quite reluctant to incorporate 

temporary help workers as a regular part of their work forces; indeed, this practice only 

became prevalent in the late 1980s coinciding with what Carré (1994: 49) labels large- 

scale structural changes in the employment practices of fims that use temporary help 

workers. 

From the early 1950s to the mid-1970s, the Tm played a highly constrained role in 

the labour market. It took on a mediating role and staked its image on providing 

temporary help workers in order to establish temporary help agencies as legitimate 

business entities. In this period, while it was limited to a narrow niche in the labour 

market, the TH1 clearly owed much of its success to the wide-range of policies, practices 

and social noms restricting married women's participation in the labour market and, quite 

ironically, to the hegemony of the SER. Its success also rested on regdatory 

developments at both the national and the international level. To recall, at the 

international level, the adoption of IL0 Convention No. 96 opened up considerable space 

for pnvate employment agencies on the labour market by offering countries a choice 

between gradua1 prohibition and regdation and expanding the possibilities for exempting 

special categones of private employment agencies from coverage. Although the Director 

General of the IL0 confirmed that temporary heip agencies or, more specifically, 

ambulatory typewriting agencies, fell under the scope of Convention No. 96 in 1966, even 

the text of his niling indicated clearly that they had a special role to play in the labour 
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market. Developments at the national level were even more central to the THI's ability to 

carve out a niche in the Canadian labour market; while provincial governments did not go 

as far as many Amencan States and formally grant temporary help agencies employer 

status, they still earned de facto employer status in most provinces. 

Despite the fact that it attained a considerable degree of prominence in the post- 

war era, the THI began to lose its early basis for legitimacy in the 1970s as the SER began 

to show signs of decay and married women attained the right to hl1 participation in the 

Canadian labour market. Ironically, from a regulatory standpoint, the "special status" of 

temporary help agencies had stabilized, a notable change from the early post-World War II 

penod, but the regulatory environment was highly unstable. However, the THI needed to 

renew itself in order to affirrn its legitimacy and expand its base of customers without 

upsetting the delicate balance that had been reached at the regulatory Ievel as a 

consequence of the stalemate ar the IL0 and the inertia at the national level. This 

combination of forces led the Canadian THI, following its American counterpart, to alter 

its practices, keeping the form and function of temporary help agencies in sync with the 

existing regulatory regime while advancing itself to a new stage of legitimacy in the labour 

market. 

Enzploynr ent and Stn ffing Services 

The new strategy first adopted by the Canadian THI in the late 1970s and early 

1980s updates many features of the old. The THI still relies upon the temporary help 

formula and the tnangular employment relationship that it generates. The shape of the 
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TER has not changed substantively since the post-war era. It still involves at least three 

parties and the division of responsibility in the employment relationship, although it is now 

defined more ngidly, is relatively consistent with old patterns. 

Much of the stability in the TER is related to the THI's success at retaining its 

"special status" in the national context, as a distant relative of the private employment 

agency industry that supplies temporary help workers without charging a fee to the 

worker, and the absence of new regdatory initiatives at the supra-national level until the 

late 1990s. At the national level, although most provinces revised, and some even 

repealed, their employment agency acts in the 1970s and 1 9 8 0 ~ , ' ~  temporary help agencies 

still enjoyed de facto employer status in Canada in this penod. Indeed, they were exempt 

fiom many provincial regulations pertaining to pnvate employment agencies; for example, 

in Ontario, temporary help agencies still only required a license if they engaged in 

permanent placement for a fee. Simultaneously, at the supra-national level, the ILO's 

1966 niling led to a stalemate on the issue of pnvate employment agencies that lasted over 

three decades. In this period, a number of IL0 Member States and workers' organizations 

lobbied for the creation of an international labour convention dealing exclusively with 

ternporary help agencies but they were unsuccessfbl (ILO, 1994a: 8)- StiI1, the 

International Labour Office continued to follow trends in the private employment agency 

industry. For example, it conducted a large cross-national study between 1988 and 1990 

that charted the changing shape of the private employrnent agency industry. This study 

found eighteen different vaneties of private employment agencies operating in the 
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international labour market and discovered that the question that Sweden had initially 

posed regarding the scope of Convention No. 96 (Revised), with specific reference to 

ambulatory typewriting agencies engaging primarily women, was now relevant to a range 

of new kinds of pnvate employment agencies @O, 1994). Still, IL0 Member States, 

employers, and workers were reticent even to discuss the issue of pnvate employrnent 

agencies at a supra-national forum until the early 1990s. 

Just as a precarious regulatory environment prompted the Canadian THI to came 

out a niche for itself in the post-World War II labour market, the stable regulatory regime 

surrounding temporary help agencies from the late-1 960s to the early 1990s enabled it to 

adopt a bold new strategy to widen and deepen its place in the labour market. In 

cultivating a new strategy in the 1980s, the TH1 modified the legal apparatus surrounding 

the TEK updated its recmitrnent and selection processes and it also began to perforrn a 

range of new functions. In this period, it began to market itself to customers as providing 

"employment and stafing services," effectively distancing itself from the mediating role 

that it piayed in the post-war era, to take up a new space in the labour market. 

The THI's concept of "employrnent and staffing services" refers to its entire 

package of seMces (both new and old) from recmitrnent to dismissal. For the average 

temporary help agency, one that places workers in a mixture of settings and sectors, five 

sets of services comprise the package that the contemporary THI labels "stafling 

 service^"'^ and these services are y aranteed through a service contract between the 

agency and the customer. Since the service contract govems the provision o f  staffing 
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services, it is instructive to describe the shape of this legal agreement, which challenges 

legai noms in an attempt to extend the bounds of the THI's legitimacy, before outlining 

each set of staffing seMces in detail. 

The Service Contraci 

In sharp contrast to the post-war era, where the legal apparatus surrounding the 

TER was quite Iimited, the THI operates within a more complex legal framework in the 

Iate 1990s. The service contract, which aims to assuage customers' anxieties about the 

absence of legal certainty surrounding the TER and provide them with an array of 

guarantees where staffing services are concemed, lies at the centre of this apparatus. 

Since it governs the procurement of workers, this contract is somewhat atypical where 

service contracts are concemed. Its role is to set out the employment-related 

responsibilities that the agency shall assume as welI as those that remain with the 

customer. To this end, service contracts alwajs indicate that the hourly rates charged to 

the customer include allowances for the provision of mandatory benefits, vacation pay, 

workers' compensation, severance pay (if applicable) and statutory holiday pay. In retum 

for the administrative seMces of the agency, service contracts normally require customers 

to sign time cards confirming the number of hours that the temporary help worker worked 

dunng a given pay period. Many also contain clauses that require customers to give the 

agency suficient notice prior to termination, particularly in cases where severance pay 

provisions apply. Additionally, they tend to include a clause that requires a customer to 

pay a standard permanent placement fee should they decide to hire a temporary help 
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worker on a permanent basis within the first six months of the assignment.Ig Under al1 

service contracts, the customer is required to provide work-site specific health and safety 

training, altnough the agency comrnits itself to contributing to Workers' Compensation; 

this attests to the fact that the agency and the customer share liability where health and 

safety are concerned. Finally, seMce contracts usually contain a general clause aRming 

that temporary help workers are "under the care and supervision of the customer" when 

they are on assignment. This last clause reveals an important tension in the relationship 

between the agency and the customer. It indicates that, although the agency is assuming a 

range of employment-related responsibilities, given the prevailing legal conte-, it can only 

go so far in acting as the employer, thereby revealing the central paradox of the triangular 

employrnent relationship. 

Despite its notable limitations from the perspective of the customer, the service 

contract between the agency and the customer has attained sufficient legitimacy such that 

customers are willing to accept the potential risks associated with using temporary help 

workers, such as liabilities pertaining to health and safety and secondary responsibility in 

instances where the agency fails to pay wages andor contnbute to mandatory social 

security schemes or workers compensation, in exchange for the host of services that the 

agency provides. Indeed, the growing legitimacy o f  the THI seerns to ovemde the fact 

that the triangular employrnent relationship still rests on shaky legal ground. But, beyond 

the growth of temporary help work, the decline of the SER and the diminishing force of 

the ideology of domesticity, what accounts for the increasing appeal of the THI? Through 
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what means is the THI maintaining its legitimacy? The THI's move towards providing 

st&ng services lies at the core of its appeal. Ranging from advenising and recruitrnent to 

payrolling, this package of services represents the chief means by which the TH1 is 

expanding its role in the Canadian labour market. 

Adveriising and Recruittnent 

The first set of staffing services that temporary help agencies provide cover 

advertising and recruitment. Falling outside the advertising that agencies do on a regular 

basis to maintain a consistent supply of workers, which routinely involves advertising in 

the newspaper, on radio and on local television as well as small-scale recruitment 

campaigns at post-secondary institutions, agencies normally offer specialized advertising 

and recruitment to the customer. In advertising on behalf of a customer, they usually 

place ads in the Classified Section of newspapers including a briefjob description, the 

number of workers required, the rate of pay, the hours of work and the location of the job. 

Since they rarely mention the issue of duration, these advertisements resemble typical 

help-wanted ads with one notable exception: they name the temporary help agency as the 

employer. 

Advertisernents placed by agencies often create conFusion amongst job seekers. 

For example, when one worker, engaged in administrative work for a large transportation 

Company, first saw an ad for her job, it referred to the company requiring assistance but 

listed the temporary help agency as the employer. This woman applied for the job on the 

basis of the company involved. It was only upon arriva1 at the i n t e ~ e w  that she realized 
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that she might actually be working for a temporary help agency. M e r  being interviewed 

twice and offered the job, she was eventually told that the agency would be her legal 

employer. Thus, it would take care of her pay checks, benefits and evaluation and the 

duration of the job was indefinite (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). 

Even though it oflen generates confusion amongst job-seekers, most customers 

find the set of advertising services offered by the temporary help agencies invaluable since 

they allow them to reduce their human resource management costs and shifi the burden of 

employment to the agency at the outset. When asked about the large investment that 

temporary help agencies now put into specialized advertising, one manager spoke of the 

THI's future role in this way: "Eventually, we're just going to become one extension of 

one's human resource department and, then, were going to have one person working in 

there and then [we'll do] their whole hiring for them" (M3). By offering a wide variety of 

recruitment and advertisins services, the TH1 sets its larger, long term objectives into 

motion early in its relationship with the customer. 

I n  tenhving, Scrcening and Testing 

Interviewing, testing and screening are another set of stafing services camed out 

by the temporary help agency. These procedures certainly build upon the processes set in 

place by the TH1 in the post-war period. However, to promote further its expertise in the 

human resource management business and distance itself from the disreputable actors in 

the private employment agency business, the TH1 expanded its screening and testing 

procedures quite significantly in the 1980s. In the post-war period, temporary help 



269 

agencies normally administered on-the-spot typing tests and many reputable firms also 

conducted interviews with job-seekers to find a suitable match between the customer's 

cnteria and the workers available but few conducted i n t e ~ e w s  with light industria1 

workers (see for example: Gannon, 1978; Hutton, 1957; Moore, 1965). However, since 

the 1980s, it has ~ e c o m e  a common practice in the T H  to book i n t e ~ e w s  with workers 

in advance at which point a11 applicants are asked to bring a resume and two letters of 

reference and they are informed that the interviewing and testing will take two to three 

hours (Fieldnotes, December 2, 1996). This practice not only augments the Tm's status, 

it also highlights the more reputable agencies, which works to the customer's advantage. 

A manager, who had worked in the TH1 since its inception, ernphasized the advantages of 

a ngorous screening and interview process by recounting the following anecdote: 

I've seen so many people that have been put to work with no kind of application 
process, no initiation process, no background checks. I know of a custorner of 
mine, this is going back a few years now, that was actually closed down by the 
R.C.M.P. one day [because he used a disreputable agency]. He used seventy or 
eighty temporaries a day and 70% of them were illegal immigrants. Somebody put 
a word out to the R.C.M.P. and the R.C.M.P. went and closed them down for a 
day while they checked everybody in the parking lot. Can you imagine what kind 
of ramifications that had for that customer? We're talking about a large 
manufactunng Company at that tirne. There are siil1 agencies like that around, 
unfortunately -- and 1 Say unfortunately because it is unfortunate -- that deal with 
transient type of workers. They're on the road at 6:00 in the moming and at 6:05 
they'll be 40 people in the room waiting to go to work. Their dispatcher will get a 
phone cal1 fiorn A.B.C. Company, saying, 1 need ten people doing the tmcks. 
There's no selection process. There's no i n t e ~ e w  process. There's no nothing. 
pointing his finger] It's you, you, you, you and you. That's the end of that and off 
you go. 1 like setting this exarnple up for companies that use those types of a 
agencies because it becomes a very easy sel1 as to why we do a better job (M2). 
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After making these remarks, this manager descnbed the detailed screening and interview 

process that his agency followed. He then indicated that it is unfortunate when reputabie 

agencies and agencies operating on the margins of legality are treated as equivalents. 

Despite the shifting demographic profile of the THI, most ternporary help agencies 

still tend to have two streams of interviewing, one for industria1 work and another for 

clerical work. Aithough inteMews with appIicants seeking industrial work tend to be 

shorter than those with appticants seeking derical work, they share a comrnon fiamework 

involving an oral interview, the screening of a video about temporary help work, skills- 

testing and psychological testing. 

A typical clerical interview begins with a typing test which measures accuracy and 

speed and is followed by standardized computer tests designed to measure the applicants 

proficiency in a range of computer programs including Windows, Word, Word-Perfect, 

Exel and Lotus. Many temporary help workers find this process, which lasts 

approximately two hours, quite onerous and stressfil. One commented: 

It's kind of tense. It felt kind of like a little laboratory. You are put into a little 
booth and there's a little clock there, or a little timer, and a bing goes off and you 
are supposed to stop typing .... You just feel under pressure doing the tests. 1 
know they're looking for accuracy and speed, and that sort of thing, but still (Tl). 

After the skills testing is complete, the applicant is directed to a video room and shown an 

orientation video which lasts approximateiy ten minutes and explains what temporary help 

work is al1 about. This is the only time that the nature of TER is described to the applicant 

in any detail. Applicants are told that the agency is their legal employer and they are 

instructed to report any problems, which may relate to health and safety, illness or 
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supervisory issues, directly to the agency (Fieldnotes, December 3, 1996). The video also 

explains the purpose of the time cards and describes how ternporary help workers should 

fil1 them in when they are on assignrnent. The same orientation video is shown to 

applicants for clencal and industrial work. 

The orientation video is normally followed by a video on health and safety. 

However, the content of the health and safety video difEers for clerical and industrial 

workers. In the case of clerical workers, the video describes hazardous office materials, 

appropriate office attire and it instructs workers to avoid heavy lifting and to use proper 

equipment (i-e., step stools rather than chairs) for accessing high shelves. In accordance 

with provincial standards, the health and safety video shown to a11 applicants for industnal 

work descnbes a range of hazardous industrial materials and the labeling associated with 

these matenals. Immediately after applicants view this video, they are required to take a 

test that asks them to identify hazardous materials. If they do not pass the test, they are 

ineligible to proceed (Fieldnotes, December 5, 1996). 

Once both the skills-testing and informational component of the interview are 

complete, applicants are asked to complete a computerized application form with their 

name, address, social insurance number and other relevant persona1 details. On this form, 

applicants are also asked whether they have ever worked through a temporary help 

agency; if they have, they are asked to name the agencies. Agencies use this question in 

determinhg whether a temporary help worker is really available for work as well as for 

gauging the degree of cornpetition they are up against (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). At 
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this stage of the interview, if the agency personnel deem the applicant to be a suitable 

candidate for temporary help work, then s/he is asked to take what amounts to a cornputer 

administered psychoIogicaI test. 

Developed in the mid-1980s, psychological tests are now commonly administered 

to applicants seeking clencal work amongst the more reputable agencies in the THI. They 

are generally administered at the end of the interviewing and testing process and are 

designed to determine whether a given applicant has the "right personality" to do 

temporary help work. One branch manager descnbed the role of the psychological test as 

follows: 

The purpose of the [psychological] evaluation is to give me an understanding as to 
how they really think, what their personality is al1 about. The questions that it 
asks are stnctly for the temporary worker. The evaluation does not work if they 
are a permanent worker. [For example,] it asks, 'if you are out on an assignrnent 
and another service calls and tells you that they can get you a dollar more an hour 
working for a another Company, do you think that it is okay to go? Do you think it 
is not okay not to go?' (Ml). 

In making this assertion, this manager is acknowledging that the role of the psychological 

test is to provide insight into whether the applicant is honest, tmstworthy and, most of all, 

to determine the level of his or her commitment to temporary help work in general and the 

agency in particular. However, given the types of questions normally asked on these tests, 

the psychological test plays a disciplining role as well -- that is, it prepares the applicant 

for the often under-remunerated nature of temporary help work. For example, one 

question in a psychological test that 1 took was: "If you knew that someone else doing the 

same job as you was making more money, how Iikely would it be to affect how hard you 
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work?" (Fieldnotes, December 6, 1996). This type of questioning is not only constructed 

to establish what motivates the temporary help worker, as the manager rightly pointed out, 

it is also crafted to measure the degree to which the temporary help worker is willing to 

accept the low status, low pay and insecunty associated with many foms of temporary 

help work. It is designed to help provide the customer with workers that are cornpliant 

and obedient. 

While applicants are never told how they perform on the psychological tests, 

even though agency personnel openly inform them of their scores in the skills-testing 

component of the screening process, their test scores are used to determine honesty, 

faimess, and, most centrally, whether they will accept a position at the bottom of the 

labour market.*' In some instances, an applicant's performance on a psychological test is 

aiso used in assessing whether they could tolerate a potentially poisonous working 

environment. In one case that 1 observed, office staff examined the outcornes of the 

psychological testing scores to find a suitable replacement for an executive secretary in a 

work environment known to be very hostile to women. In attempting to fil1 the request 

for this position, the conversation between two staff people went as follows: 

Staff Person 1 : What "type" are you looking for? 
Staffperson 2: The person has to work for a VP who screams a lot and is very 

demanding. Ninety per cent of the workload is for the guy -- the 
VP. The pay is $32-34,000 but the job's worth $36-38,000 and 
they're totally inflexible. 

Staff Person 1 : Anything else? 
Staffperson 2: This is an HR assignrnent that we're taking over. I've spoken to 

the payroll lady in charge. She is petnfied of everyone there but 
She is very effective. They need a stable woman who is 
cornfortable being subservient. This is old school. 
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Staffperson 1:Do they have to make coffee? 
StafFPerson 2: It's a very old school environment and the job is advertised as nine 

to five but it's really nine to six-thirty. They have to be cornfortable 
working in an al1 male environment (Fieldnotes, December 5, 
1996). 

In attempt to make light of the situation and acknowledge the disturbing character of the 

customer's demand, d e r  this exchange took place, one of the staff people tumed to me 

and asked: "Do you know anyone who likes to be yelled at?" (Fieldnotes, December 5, 

Training 

Services related to training comprise a separate set of staffing services provided by 

the contemporary TH. However, while a k w  large temporary help agencies pnde 

thernselves on training, most agencies provide a rather limited set of training options. 

Many firms oEer their regular temporary help workers computer tirne to improve their 

skills and some offer specialized courses to workers at cost. One long-time temporary 

help worker, who had been with the same fim for over two years, noted quite positively: 

They have in-house training. They have a room set aside with about thirty 
terminals and you can do your own tutorial with the computer or you can attend 
seminars in-class. 1 think you pay $5.00 or something. You can get twenty or 
thirty people together to leam Excel in a day (Tl). 

In contrast, other temporary help workers expressed considerable cynicism about the 

training provided by temporary help agencies. One stated: 

With temp work, you kind of train yourself as you go. It's true that a lot of temps 
use the tutonal programs and stuff. But, [temps] basically trained themselves. I 
was fortunate to have a sister, who's an Ontario Business College teacher so 1 got 
help that way. 1 don't think that 1 was trained (T3). 
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Another temporary, who was a science teacher by profession but had no job prospects, 

made reference to the training required for her light industrial job as follows: "1 dont even 

need language. When I Iearned this work, my eyes Ieamed it" (T2). Thus, although 

managers promote worker-centred training, workers give it mixed reviews. 

In contrast, rnany customers comrnend the conternporary THI for its new 

investment in training. The prirnary source of their praise is the customer-centred training 

provided by temporary help agencies, which is much more highly devetoped than the 

general programs offered to workers. This type of training involves site- or customer- 

specific training. 1 came across two examples of client-centered training, one that catered 

to a client in sales and another in industrial work. In the first case, the agency and the 

customer had an agreement that the agency would train the temporary help workers for 

direct sales in a department store. It hosted sessions about the product for sale and 

trained workers on how to conduct themselves as sales representatives for a specific 

product, in this case long distance telephone services (Fieldnotes, December 5, 1996). In 

the second case, the agency was bidding for a multi-million dollar contract with a waste 

management Company and one of the services that it was proposing to provide involved 

training workers to sort recycling matenals. Here, the agency proposed to do seminars for 

temporary help workers to orient them with the different types of recyclable products and 

then to provide on-site training (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). In both cases, the 

customers were quite happy with the arrangement, especially in the case of the sales 

training which required the agency to host weekly sessions for new workers because there 
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was a high rate of turnover amongst workers. From the perspective of this customer, the 

agency assumed al1 of its s t f ing  responsibilities so that it could pnontize product 

development over managing workers (C2). 

Selecrion and FolIonu-up 

As well as inte~ewing, testing and screening workers, temporary help agencies 

are also closely involved in the selection of workers. In some cases, the agency cames out 

selection entirely. For example, agencies often make quick judgrnent calls in the case of 

industrial workers, particularly if the customer requires a temporary help worker 

immediately. Sometimes the agency even transports the worker to the work-site to "fil! an 

order" (Fieldnotes, December 5, 1996). In many of these cases, custorners simply require 

what are known as "warm bodies" in industry parlance (Gonos, 1994; Henson, 1993; 

Rogers, 1995; Parker, 1994). This minimal requirement rnakes the selection process 

extremely straight-forward. As one manager noted: 

Some positions require somebody who's just happy to do the same thing over and 
over and over again. So you don? want to place somebody who's really ambitious, 
really high energy. You want a steady worker. For example, picture a 
manufactunng environment where they do the same thing al1 day long, they're 
putting cassette cases together. Al1 day long, thatts a11 they do. S even-and-a-half 
hour or eight hour shifi and al1 they do is take two pieces of a cassette case or a 
CD case and assemble it together (M3). 

Conversely, when the skills and the personality of the temporary help worker are 

important, the agency and the customer tend to work together. Usually the agency sends 

the resumes of the top three applicants to the customer and then the customer chooses the 

best candidate, knowing that dhe still has options if the first choice applicant does not 
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work out. 1 observed one selection process where the agency worked consistently for 

three days trying to find the best long-term part-time receptionist for a local doctor who 

had used the agency in the past; in these interviews, applicants were told that the nght 

person could "hold on to this assignment in the long te- possibly even for years if they 

played their cards nght" Qieldnotes, Decernber 4, 1996). 

Once the workers are placed by the agency, the agency still provides some central 

services. Managers tend to highlight the role of the agency after placement to distance the 

THI fiom the pnvate employment agency industry more broadly and promote the concept 

of "staffing services" (Fieldnotes, December 3, 1996). On the first day of a placement, the 

agency telephones the customer twice unless they are asked not to call: once, at the 

beginning of the day, to ensure that the worker has amved on time and, a second time, at 

the end of the day to inquire into the worker's performance (Fieldnotes, December 2-5, 

1996). If the length of the placement is indefinite, the staff of temporary help agencies 

make spot visits. If more than one worker is on-site, as is quite comrnon with industrial 

work, then agencies usually arrange a routine visit with the customer. Agency personnel 

often distribute paychecks at these visits. 

M e r  a set penod of time passes, usually sixty to ninety days, some customers 

request what is known as a "buy-out", an arrangement where the customer takes on the 

temporary help worker pennanently for a one-time fee. If the agency has a good 

relationship with the customer or if the worker's wage is relatively low, the agency may 

waive the fee normally charged for a buy-out. However, if the worker is highly skilled 
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a d o r  if sihe has only been on assignment for a shon period, the agency and the customer 

often negotiate a fee for the buy-out. Custorners report a range of expenences with the 

buy-out process: 

Your terms are in the contract .A hired one engineer through the agency and, if we 
maintain hirn through them for the required number of weeks, then we won? have 
to pay an agency fee to put hirn on full-time ... The difference would be working a 
person for sixteen weeks. The agency was giving me a deal on him. They were 
making $6.00 an hour on him versus paying out between fifieen or twenty 
thousand [up front] (C 1). 

Another customer indicated that, in her experience, there is an industry standard that "af'ter 

twelve weeks, the person is yours. You can take them on your payroll without penalties" 

(C4). Other customers rejected the notion of a buy-out. Instead, they characterized the 

advantage of working through a temporary help agency as a means of extending the 

typical probationary penod indefinitely, to test a potential employee out. Expressing this 

sentiment in reference to what are known as "temp to pem" assignments, one client 

noted: "Most agencies, usually have a ninety day replacement guarantee. It's a ranty, but 

some will even go as far as six months. If you're not happy with that person's 

performance, they'll start the search over again" (C4). 

AJthough these customers each had different expenences of the buy-out process, 

the type of selection and follow-up services and the provision for buy-outs provided by the 

agency normally relate to two variables: the level of the mark-up that the agency is 

charging on the worker and the degree of customer loyalty. Customers reported paying 

between a fifleen and thirty-five percent surcharge on top of the temporary help workers' 

wages to cover the cost of benefits and pay for the administrative seMces of the agency 



279 

(C4; CI). Thus, for higher skilled workers, it is usually in the interest of the agency to 

avoid an early buy-out. On the other hand, if the agency is dealing with a long-term, high 

volume customer and the mark-up on the workers is rather minimal, they often waive the 

buy-out fee altogether (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). 

The fifth set of staffing services are the payroll and administrative tasks performed 

by the agency. These services include paying the worker, the provision of mandatory 

benefits, keeping track of hours, contributing to workers' compensation and a host of 

other employment-related services. 

For many customers, payroll seMces are the most important seMce that the THI 

provides. On the one hand, they reduce the paper work for the human resource manager 

(C3). On the other hand, they eliminate a host of employrnent-related responsibilities. 

Customers are very clear about the role of the agency. They frequently report: "They hire 

the people. It's much easier for us to keep an arms-length relationship with the 

representatives [temporary help workers] that way" (C2). Some customers use temporary 

help agencies solely because they take care of the payroll. One manager described his 

relationship with a particular company as follows: 

We have a company, a very large client, who uses a number of temporaries 
because they have a fiozen head count. They're not allowed to hire any more 
permanent people and that's directed fiom their head office in Europe. But, they 
call us and tell us who's starting. 'We have somebody starting on Monday and can 
you fax me over an application so he can fil1 it out so you can put him on your 
payroll for us?' They dictate his work, they give him his job description, they tell 
me how much to pay him. They find him .... They call me and Say, "He's going to 
be finishing next Friday." They call me and Say, "He's taken a week off' (M3). 



The fact that temporary help agencies assume al1 the responsibilities related to 

social insurance and health and safety, from severance pay to workers compensation, is 

also a key source of their appeal to many customers. In rnany cases, the fact that agencies 

cover Workers' Compensation is the chief attraction. As one customer noted: 

They [the agencies] pay if there's an injury.. .. In this industry, we have a lot of 
pinch points. You know, we get a lot of repetitive strain or clothing caught and 
stuK It's nice to know that if that happens, its on their WCB workers' 
Compensation Board Insurance], not ours. We don? take a loss. Our premiums 
don't go up and Our stats look better too (C4). 

In other cases, the primary attraction of using a temporary help agency is that they are 

responsible for finng the worker, as well as the range of costs that dismissal generates. 

One customer put it simply: "If somebody needs to be released, then 1 just call [the 

agency] and Say, 'we dont need this person any longer"' (C2) .  Another stated: "In the 

back of your mind, it's nice to know that if it doesn't work out, its easy to let them go. It's 

easy to phone the agency and Say: Bill isn't working out. Thank you very much but 1 

don't want him back tomorrow"' (C4). Managers are well-aware of how much customers 

appreciate their services related to dismissal. One affirmed: "When it cornes to them 

having to lay people off, they have al1 of that paper work to deal with and the govemment 

enurneration and so on and so fonh. It's much easier for them to pick up the phone and 

call up a temporary seMce" (M2). In return for these services, there is an expectation that 

the customer will inform the agency if it sees an assignment ending, especially if the 

thirteen-week mark is approaching when severance pay begins to apply (Fieldnotes, 

December 5, 1996). Indeed, this type of clause is written into many service contracts 
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(M3). Many agencies make it part of their routine to cail the customer at the beginning of 

the thirteenth week to ensure that the customer intends to keep the worker in the long 

t e m  (Fieldnotes, December 3, 1996). 

Finally, in praising payrolling, some customers even emphasize that using 

ternporary help workers is not only cost-effective in the long-run, due to lower Workers' 

Compensation prerniums and UI claims, but also in the short-run because pay rates are so 

low, especially for light industrial and clencal workers." As one customer noted: 

"Sometimes it's cheaper to go through an agency. Not al1 the time. For example, for us to 

get a packaging operator is $2.00 Iess an hour than bnnging them on Our payroll. It 

doesn't ofien happen, but sometimes there are those considerations as well" (C4). These 

remarks are consistent with the relatively low average hourly wages of temporary help 

workers in contrast to other permanent workers and temporary workers hired directly by 

firms in the manufactunng, seMce and clerical sectors to be descnbed in Chapter Five. 

Despite the numerous benefits of payrolling services, From the perspective of the 

customer, there are also some disadvantages to this set of services. Although potential 

disadvantages include a lack consistency in a given workforce, problems associated with 

protecting trade secrets and the costs associated with training and re-training workers, 

customers and workers consistently report that loyalty is the most significant trade-off for 

the customer. One worker expressed this sentiment quite bluntly: 

1 think that there are instances where companies will discover, even if they're 
conternplating it, that itts [using temporary help workers] simply not strategic 
because one of the things that you give away when you give away permanent staff 
is anything that even approximates loyalty. For a permanent employer, if I'm in 
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the middle of something and the clock strikes five and it's fifieen minutes more to 
finish it, 1 will finish it. In temp-land, the dock strikes five, I've got my coat on and 
I'm out the door, forget it. 1 think that employers will discover that your 
employees treat you the way you treat thern (T7). 

Still, while some customers acknowledge the importance of worker loyalty, most claim 

that the benefits of the payrolling seMces offered by the T H  far outweigh the 

disadvantages, particularly if they only retain a limited number of full-time permanent 

workers and primarily rely on contract, temporary and on-cal1 workers, an increasingly 

comrnon practice given the rise of non-standard forms of employment (CS). 

Nav Services 

Beyond the typical set of staffing seMces that the THI provides, some temporary 

help agencies provide several other specialized services to their clients that are aimed at 

securing the agency's role as the employer of record. Chief among these seMces is the 

provision of on-site managers. On-site managers are hired, usually on contract, by the 

temporary help agency to s u p e ~ s e  temporary help workers at the customer's work site. 

They are quite common in high volume industnal work sites as well as in sales and 

services." For example, in the proposal for the waste management Company described 

above, the agency oRered to provide an on-site manager to supervise the workers. 

Regarding direct sales, it is also common for agencies to hire a supervisor that coaches 

workers and monitors their performances; this s u p e ~ s o r  usually works just as closely 

with the customer as s/he does with the agency (Fieidnotes, December 5-6, 1996). One 

customer in the s e ~ c e  sector described the role of an on-site manager as follows: 

He's the motivational guy. He's a great salesmen, so he looks after the on-the- 



floor training. 1 do the training session in the classroom setting. He does the floor. 
He coaches thern. If they're having a problem, he goes in and shows them how to 
do it. He'll go in if somebody's having a bad day. He'lI try and pump them up (C2). 

From the perspective of the customer, however, the advantages of having an on-site 

manager go well beyond the direct supervision that s h e  provides. They reinforce the 

ams-length relationship between the worker and the customer, a service that is 

particularly important in cases where workers are on assignrnent with the customer 

indefinitely as is increasingly common in cal1 centres, mailrooms and direct sales. As one 

manager noted: 

With some Iarger companies, it becomes a big issue when a temporary is there on a 
long-term assignment as to who was liable for that individual's nghts. We're the 
employer of record. We're responsible for any disciplinary action that has to take 
place. Everything is done through the agency, which allows them [the customer] 
to keep an arms-Iength relationship with that person. What has happened in the 
past is that individuals who have been on a long-term temporary assignrnent, and 
have been let go, haven't gone after the temporary agency for wrongfûl dismissal. 
They've gone after the corporation that they've been placed in. So they've 
developed this thing called an arms-length relationship [Le., between the worker 
and the customer] (M2). 

This manager went on to assert that having someone on-site distances the customer 

considerably from employment-related responsibilities and other Iiabilities. Other 

managers supported this view (M3). 

Another "new" service provided by the TH1 is the provision of transportation to 

the work site.' With the growing volume of business, particularly in manufactunng, 

agencies are routinely confronted with requests from customers for the provision of 

transportation. Even the most reputable agencies, that were reluctant to provide 

transportation to workers in the 1950s and 1960s due to their desire to maintain a healthy 
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distance from unsavoury actors in the private employment agency business and to 

minimize the liabilities involved, are beginning to provide drivers as well as on-site 

managers. For example, one manager descnbed the pros and cons of having a driver as 

follows: 

We are considering renting a van [and hiring a dnver] because we're Iooking at 
taking on a ciient where we're going to have to accornrnodate our people getting 
to work on time. We will only be able to guarantee that by driving them there. 
That is something that this service doesn't normaily offer, but there are other 
services out there that do. The disadvantage is the day the van breaks down. You 
have several people that are stranded and, not only does one person not get to 
work, but everybody that's sitting in that van doesn't get there either. Of course, 
there are other safety liabilities as well ... So there's pro's and con's to it (Ml). 

This particularly manager felt pressure to keep up with the trends in the TH1 to remain 

competitive. 

While the preceding agency was considenng hiring a worker with the explicit 

purpose of transporting workers to and from work, occasionally the on-site manager also 

serves as the dnver. In one instance that 1 observed, the on-site manager's responsibilities 

included transporting workers to and from the work site, supervision at the work site, 

disciplinary actions, dismissal and, above all, ensuring that the agency maintained the 

volume of workers requested by the customer on a daily basis. In this case, the on-site 

manager was in constant contact with the office by cellular phone, arranging to dispatch 

workers to the work-site on an as needed basis (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). 

Twenty-four hour stafing represents an additional service that agencies increasing 

provide. A number of managers reported that they were moving towards operating 

twenty-four hours a day to ensure that they could seMce their customers needs on 



285 

demand. When asked about growing trends in the industry, several managers named 

twenty-four hour stafing as the way of the future. One reflected: 

We pay somebody to be on cal1 until rnidnight every night for Our clients who 
forget to place orders, who have problems, who have no shows. We cal1 them on 
the weekends. Clients have some of our home phone numbers and we're al1 on 
ce11 phones so that we can be reached whenever because clients operate seven 
days a week, three shifts. They operate al1 the time and it's great if they have a 
problem at 8 a m .  on their Monday shiR but what if they have a problem at 10 
p.m. on their Fnday night shi fi.... They need to be able to reach the agencies (M3). 

An additional service, known as "temp to p e r m  is also becoming quite prevaIent 

in the THI. "Temp to perm" involves providing a worker to the customer with a clear 

understanding at the outset that the customer may opt to hire them directly after an 

extended penod, normally three to six rnonths. Notably, "temp to perm" also reflects a 

renewed affiliation between the T H  and the pnvate employment agency industry since it 

is prompting agencies to use permanent specialists on site. Still, although "temp to pem" 

involves certain obvious costs and risks (i-e., agencies must obtain a license), industry 

officiais argue that building this service is a long-term investment since it appeafs to 

customers who rarely use the seMces of the TH: indeed, "temp to pem" is a crucial 

means to showcase the THI's services to customers who require professionals, such as 

engineers, lawyers, teachers and nurses. Predictably, "temp to pem" is most cornmon at 

the high-end of THI, where customers generally report using the T M  as a means to try- 

out a potential new employee and avoid the penalties associated with hiring and dismissal 

(C2, CS). Still, white the THI markets "temp to perm" as an innovative service, branch 
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managers have mixed feelings about promoting this service. Accordingly, one manager 

remarked: 

1 like to see it really low [ternp to perm]. Obviously, when they go perm it's great 
for the client and our associate [Le., the temporary help worker] -- that's what we 
like to see for them - but it's lost revenue for us. On the business management 
side of it, I'd like to see it at a very minimum. On the other side of the coin, I'd like 
to see it a lot more because it tells us one thing, that we're finding the nght people 
for the job ... l'd Say that our "temp to perm" is maybe twenty percent (M2). 

Another indicated: 

We lose a lot of our really good people to permanent positions ... If the agency is 
doing their job right, it should be common because you get a lot of orders where 
there are open positions. If you really understand the clients requirements, 
and the environment -- you've been out there and you've seen it and you know 
who tits- then you should be able to actually place somebody who they would 
consider on a permanent basis. When that happens, we have mixed emotions 
(W. 

Managers view "temp to pem" as crucial to the expansion of the contemporary TH. 

However, they are reticent to market this service too aggressively since it has the potentiai 

to deplete their supply of high calibre workers in the short-run and since they clearly have 

an interest in presewing the role of the agency as the longstanding employer of record. 

Ranging from advertising and recmitment to payrolling, the seMces described 

above constitute what the contemporary Canadian THI now calls "employrnent and 

statfing s e ~ c e s " .  By packaging its pre-existing seivices in a different way, developing 

new services and crafiing a unique type of contract between the customer and the agency 

(one that pushes the boundaries of legality), the THI changed course in the 1980s. It 

effectively began to market the ability of temporary help agencies to act as employers 

andor a managers of labour, paying significantly less attention to the issue of duration and 
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more attention to the division of responsibility between the agency and the customer, 

while still upholding their well-established image as suppliers of temporary help. The THI 

was keenly aware of the uncharacteristically stable regulatory regime surrounding the TER 

in this period and thus carefùl not to upset it. In fact, its cognizance of the delicate 

balance that temporary help agencies had reached at the regulatory level led the TH1 to 

introduce the concept of " s t f ing  services" gradually, retaining practices that initially 

earned it credibility while establishing new practices to extend the bounds of its post-war 

legitimacy. The result is that the contemporary Canadian TH1 still bases its new strategy 

on the pre-existing regulatory regime; it continues to retain and cal1 attention to its 

"speciai status" based on its reputation of supplying short-terni temporary help workers. 

However, at the sarne time, the logic of the THI's marketing strategy is changing aIongside 

the decline of the SER as a nom. The concluding section examines the significance of the 

THI's shift towards providing stfing services in Iight of shifting employment noms. 

IV. Establishing the TER as an Alternative to  the SER 

Açainst the backdrop of profound changes in the labour market €rom the early 

1970s to the mid-1990s, the THI's new strategy of providing employment and staffhg 

services clearly contributed to its expansion and diversification in Canada in this period. 

Even more important, the shapc of the Canadian THI changed drarnatically with the 

adoption of this new strategy. Its client-base expanded to include more public sector 

institutions and a wider group of clients corn the business sector. Simultaneously, 

coinciding with the proliferation of non-standard forms of work and rising labour force 
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participation rates amongst women, the occupational spread in the industry broadened 

such that more professional workers, health care-givers and construction workers joined 

the rads  of temporary help workers. Revenues dso rose sharply in the TH1 reaching over 

$1.5 billion in 1990. As the THIts profile grew, so did its legitimacy; consequently, f?om 

the mid- 1960s to the mid- 1 99Os, temporas, help agencies enjoyed a relatively stable 

regdatory environment at both the national and the international level. In this way, the 

THI's new emphasis on providing staffing senices has helped it advance the spread of 

temporary help work into new areas. But, most centrôlly, the new strategy has 

contributed to shifiing the "burden" of employment off the customer and on to the agency: 

in prornoting itseIf as providing ernployment and staffing services, the contemporary 

Canadian TH1 is selling far more than the sewices of temporary help workers, it is selling 

a new type of employmt  relatioilship to its customers, one that allows both the agency 

and the customer to adopt a range of distancing strategies. In so doing, it is also 

advancing the TER as a genuine altenialive to the SER. 

As Chapter Three illustrated, the existence of a TER is not "new" to this penod. 

Rather, it emerged out of the temporary help formula used by the THI in the 1950s and 

gradually evolved in ensuing decades. In the post-war period, the THI positioned the 

TER as a mpplernent to the SER; thus, it reinforced and worked within, rather than 

undermined, this normative mode1 of employment. The SER provided its basis of 

possibility as well as set its limits. What is unique about the present penod is that the THI 

is effectively revealing the TER as a triangular employment relationship where, unlike the 
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SER employment-related responsibilities rest with more than one entity; from a legal 

vantage point, the service contract makes this possible but, at the micro-level, shifting 

intra- and inter-firm relations are also key. Through the service contract and the set of 

staffing services that the THI is promoting, temporary help agencies are assuming many 

responsibilities normally accorded to the employer in a bilateral employment relationship. 

These responsibilities not only include recmitment, advertising, hiring and training (i-e., 

seMces that temporary help agencies provided since the inception of the TKI), they also 

encompass services related to the payment of wages, mandatory benefits and workers' 

compensation and occasionally even the direct supervision of workers at the work site. 

Predictably, the list of responsibilities now assumed by the customer, who would clearly 

be the employer were a bilateral employment relationship to exist, is normally quite sparse: 

the seMce contract dictates that the customer is still ultimately responsible for both 

supervision and health and safety at the work site, although the agency pays workers' 

compensation premiums. To shift the onus of employmeot towards the agency, the 

customer pays a considerable administrative fee (a surcharge, known as the mark-up, that 

normally ranges from 15 to 35 per cent of a given worker's wages depending upon the 

Company and the skills of the worker). In exchange, the customer not only achieves 

greater "labour flexibility" or a "just-in-time" work force, it also acquires an ams-length 

relationship with the temporary help worker. 

Given the new division of responsibility between the customer and the agency, and 

the arms-length relationship that the THI is cultivating between the customer and the 



290 

worker, the emerging TER contravenes the SER in almost al1 of its central aspects. It is 

characterized by a tnangular employment retationship that may or may not be full-time, 

where the worker may be assiçned to several work sites off the employer's premises, and 

where employment related responsibilities are shared between two or more parties. 

Moreover, it involves a commercial contract for services between a temporary help agency 

and a customer and an "ernployment agreement"" between the agency and the worker. 

Thus, it violates al1 three core features of the SER: the worker establishes occupational 

connections with several ernployers rather than one, is not party to an indeteminate 

contract of employment and may be dismissed with little notice from the agency and no 

notice from the customer (Cordova, 1986). 

The very fact that the shape of the TER differs sharply from the SER is not new 

either. What is new is the means by which the TH1 is attaining legitimacy for the TER in 

contradistinction to the SER. At its inception, the THI crafled the TER to minimize 

relations between customer and worker and this continues to be the case. However, in the 

post-World War II era, the fact that agencies provided a rather narrow group of 

temporary help workers, chiefly white middle-class mamed women, to a rather narrow set 

of customers, primarily firms requiring temporary clencal assistance, was the means by 

which the THI cast it as a legitirnate supplement to the SER. At present, the provision of 

"employment and staffing s e ~ c e s "  is the primary means by which the TH1 is currently 

securing legitirnacy in the labour market. Although the shape of the contemporary TER 
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still resembles its post-war precursor, the TH1 increasingly presents the TER as a genuine 

alternative to the SER. 

Clearly, shifiing employment noms have contnbuted to the recent change in 

course on the part of the THI. By adopting a new strategy in the late 1980s and early 

1990s, the TKI began to position the TER as an alternative to the SER dunng a time of 

profound employment change. At this juncture, the SER was cleariy unstable as a 

normative mode! of employrnent and, more concretely, women's labour force participation 

rates were rising and non-standard forms of ernployrnent were proliferating. Since then, 

although their participation rates stagnated in the early 1990s, women's share of the labour 

force remains relatively constant and non-standard foms of employrnent have continued 

to spread (Krahn, 1995; Lipsett and Reesor, 1997; Lindsay, 1995). 

Combined with our understanding of the rationale behind the Tm's new emphasis 

on stafing services, these employment trends highlight several important insights. Indeed, 

they suggest that neither the feminine face of the TH1 nor its role of supplementing the 

SER are fixed. Even though the THI first staked its place in the labour market based on 

image of the "Kelly Girl" and on supplying stop-gap workers, these variables are not 

crucial to its continued legitimacy in and of themselves. Rather, they were key pillars of 

its post-war strategy because of the dominance of the SER as a nom and the ideology of 

domesticity. However, although the variable of gender still rernains central to how the 

THI operates in the labour market and the provision of ~emporary help still represents a 

core semice provided by the THI, the terrain has shifted dramatically. With the decline of 
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the SER, there is a now a growing vacuum where a normative mode1 of employment is 

concerned. This gap is creating a space where employers are not only aware of "new" 

ernployment options, but are increasingly willing to accept the nsks involved in embracing 

a host of so-called distancing strategies, including engaging in triangular employment 

relationships (Abraham, 1990; Carré, 1994). From the perspective of the THI, the 

ovewhelming appeal of "ernployment and stafing services" (especially payrolling) and 

customers' genuine willingness to accept the service contract (despite the veil of legal 

uncertainty surrounding it) support the later observation. 

Conclusion 

Given the absence of a single alternative to the SER as a normative mode1 of 

employment and the highly stable regdatory environment, the Canadian THI is likely to 

continue along its present course. Thus, it is instructive to conclude this discussion of its 

strategy by speculating as to where the THI's future trajectory might take us. Aithough 

some are more tentative than others, customers, managers and industry officiais generally 

predict the Tm's  increased emphasis on servicing more and more facets of the 

employment relationship. One human resource manager employed by a large 

manufactunng firm suçgests that the TH1 has the potential to undermine the role of her 

entire department: 

There has been a trend in human resources. I don't know if it has matenalized. 1 
heard this a couple of years ago -- that they are out-sourcing human resources, 
and don't have [human resource] departments anymore and have people that corne 
in and do recmiting. 1 havent seen that trend happen yet. 1 dont know anybody 
who has worked for a Company and, al1 of a sudden, the [human resource] 
department has disappeared but it's possible (C3). 
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Not only do the remarks of this customer faIl in line with the industry's projections for the 

future, they also reflect the current direction of change in the THI. When asked tu discuss 

the future of the THI, one manager noted: "[wlhat I see happening in the future is 

agencies, such as ours, staffed 24 hours a day ... It's going to get to the point that 

eventually we're just going to becorne one extension of their human resource departments 

and maybe everl beyo~ld. .. (M2, my emphasis). According to another oficiaI, the most 

innovative segments of the contemporary THI, particularly in the United States and 

France, are already providing what is known as "facilities management" and the Canadian 

TH1 is following suit. This officia1 noted: 

The [customer], for example, they have a mailroom. Every Company has a 
mailroom. But the [customer]'~ business is retail of its merchandise. The 
[customer]'~ management really don? want to concem themselves with mnning 
the mail room because that's not their core business. So that part of their biisiness 
is out-sourced to a Company that is in the business of facilities management, that 
knows the kind of ski11 sets needed to run a mailroom ... It might be mailrooms. It 
might also bey let's think of another example, cal1 centres (11). 

These three sets of remarks suggest that, given the growing movernent towards 

contracting-out among large companies, the THI is likely to continue to situate the TER 

as an alt2r1mtive to the SER. Indeed, custorners and managers repeatedly acknowledge 

that, in crafting the TER as an alternative to the S E S  minirnizing the customers' 

ernployment-related responsibilities is the chief objective of the THI. When asked about 

the future, they take this notion even Nrther by suggesting that contracting-out the 

"management of labour" in its entirety is the way of the fùture. 
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Of course, the insights of customers and managers only take us so far in exposing 

the implications of the Tm's shift from sirnply supplying "stop-gap" workers to providing 

"staffing services" since the mid-1970s. They help reveal the dimensions of the THI's new 

strategy but leave many pressing questions unanswered. With respect to the current 

period, several sets of questions still require fiirther scrutiny: first, given the ferninization 

of the labour force and the rise of non-standard forrns of employment, to what extent does 

the TER amount to a precarious employment relationship? More specifically, does the 

shape of the contemporary TER (and its rise and spread) reveal the erosion of the SER as 

a gendered or, more accurately, feminized process? Chapter Five addresses these 

questions by putting temporary help workers' expenences at the centre of analysis and 

grafting them against the shape of the contemporary TER and the conditions of 

employment surrounding it. Second, given that the TER is spreading and given that the 

prevailing regulatory regime in Canada and other nations opting for non-regulation in the 

post-war penod still takes the SER as its central reference point, what are the prospects 

for regulating temporary help work at the national, international and supra-national levels? 

In examining the options for regulation, Chapter Six addresses this most pressing 

question. 



Notes 

1 In this and subsequent chapters, I use the term "feminization of the labour force" 
narrowly to refer to rising andfor consistently high rates of labour force participation 
arnong women. Thus, 1 do not use the "feminization of the labour force" and the 
"feminization of ernployment" synonymously, although 1 do suggest that the feminization 
of the labour force is a core facet of the feminization of employrnent. 

'As a result of the oil shocks, unprecedented sums of rnoney were transferred corn oil- 
consuming countries to oil-producing countries beginning in 1973. However, the transfer 
of resources to the oil-producing countries was too large for them to absorb; they could 
not take in enough imports to make up for the transfer of funds from oil-consuming 
countnes. Nor could most oil-consuming countries reduce their oil consumption 
sufficiently to eliminate their deficits or increase their exports sufficiently to cover the gap 
(Harvey, 1989: 142-143; Spero, 1990: 47). 

'In reforming UI and reducing public expenditures on social programs, the 1976 Budget 
took its wisdom from a study prepared by the Economic Council of Canada entitled 
People and Jobs (1 976) . This study introduced the notion of a "natural rate of 
unemployment" (NAiRU) -- an equilibrium rate of unemployment that could be 
maintained without creating infl ationary pressures -- and offered a "new" definition of 
unemployrnent that revived the concept of "voluntary" employment. "Voluntary" 
unemployrnent was seen to be a result of social programs like UI which made the pain of 
unemployment less onerous than in the past. It was believed to be more prevalent due to 
the shifting demographics of the work force which included nsing labour force 
participation rates among women (Campbell, 199 1 : 18- 19). 

'The AIP  was composed of 
- Fiscal and rnonetary policies aimed at restraining growth in total demand and 
production at a rate consistent with declining inflation; 
- Government expenditure policies intended to lirnit the rate of increase in public 
service employment and the growth of public expenditures to or below the trend 
in the growth of the GNP 
- Structural policies to deal with the special problems of energy, food and housing 
to improve labourhnanagement relations 
- A temporary pnces and incomes policy that established controls over pnces, 
wages and other incomes for larger firms, and over wages and some pnces in the 
govemment sector (Canada, 1985: 308). 

51n this period, rising male unemployment and falling male participation rates primarily 
reflect the decline of manufacturing rather than competition from women (for an 



instructive discussion of the relationship between increasing unemployment among men 
and type of feminization described by Standing (1989), see: Cohen (1 994)). 

6Data on the TH1 is collected through Statistics Canada's Annual Survev of Emplo-ment 
Aeencies and Personnel Suppliers. Although this survey has existed since the early 1980s, 
it only provided data at the three-digit SIC level (Le., for both employment agencies and 
personnel suppliers together) until 1984. As a consequence, disaggregated data (Le., at 
the four-digit level) on the size and shape of the TH1 has only recently become available. 

'Temporary help agencies constitute the largest component of  the personnel supply 
sewices classification in the United States. 

'Confidentiality guidelines pertaining to the release of data from Statistics Canada prohibit 
direct reference to data on other provinces. 

'The performance of small agencies between 1987 and 1993 is indicative of the potential 
for growth and diversification in the THI. Srnall fims eaming revenues between 
$250,000-$499,999 doubled their revenue over this six-year period while firms with 
revenues of $2 million grew only by 24% (Hamdani, 1996: 89). 

I0Agencies specializing in placing professional workers, such as nurses, computer 
technicians or engineers, usually prefcr to be called "employment services". However, 
Statistics Canada defines them as temporary help agencies since they operate along the 
same premises as the temporary help agency. 

"It is increasingly common for temporary help agencies placing general labourers to hire 
on-site managers, contract workers whose wages are paid by temporary help agencies, 
who work as supervisors on the premises of large customers. As will be discussed in 
Section III, managers of temporary agencies often perceive the existence of an on-site 
manager, which is usually described as an extra service for good customers, as reinforcing 
the arms-length legal relationship between the customer and the temporary help worker. 

"This figure is significantly higher than that derived fiom the Survev of Work 
Arrangements (1995), which found that women only represented 47.8 per cent of workers 
ernployed by temporary help agencies in 1995. 

13Sex-based data on personnel suppliers and employment agencies is only available at the 
three-digit Ievel in Canada's Labour Force Survey. Thus, since temporary help agencies 
only constitute approximately 80 per cent of al1 personnel suppliers (SIC 7712), it is 
conceivable that the percentage of women emp!cyed by personnel suppliers may be lower 
than the figure cited (Akyearnpong, 1989: 43). 



"The question on job tenure in the Survev of Work -4rraneements (1995) is outdated in 
that it uses the SER as its central reference point. At the outset of this survey, 
respondents are asked to identie a single employer. However, if the respondent names 
two employers, an agency and a customer, the interviewer is expected to name the 
temporary help agency as the employer to conform with the definition of employer in the 
survey (Personal Communication, Elizabeth Majweski, Statistics Canada, March 13, 
1998). Later in the survey, respondents are asked how long they have worked for their 
current employer. However, since temporary help workers ofien have difficulty 
identifying their employer, it is possible that survey results are a more accurate reflection 
of the average length of an assignment than of the length of a given worker's relationship 
with a temporary help agency. My qualitative data would support this hypothesis since 
many of the temporary help workers that 1 interviewed reported being on assignment for 
extended periods and, in such instances, had particular dificulty identifying their employer 
(Chapter Five). If this hypothesis is correct, than the data on job tenure may actually 
suggest that the duration of ternporary help assignments is also getting longer. 

%ill, as will be discussed in Chapter Five, an ovenvhelming majonty of temporary help 
workers reported that they would prefer more hours in 1995. 

I6In presenting average hourly wages in this industry, Statistics Canada reports mean 
wages. However, a more useful measure of the shape of hourly eamings in the THI might 
be the mode due to the increased occupational polarization in the industry. 

"For example, although Ontario revised its Em~lovment Aeency Act in 1970, 197 1 and 
1980, it only aItered procedures surrounding the revocations of licenses for permanent 
placement agencies (R.S.O., 1970, 197 1, 1980). Similarly, following developments in 
provinces decades earlier, Manitoba revised the Act Respectine Employnent Aeencies 
to prohibit fees in 1980 and it set new licensing regulations in 1987 (R.S.M, 1980, 1987). 
In both these provinces, temporary help agencies retained their de facto employer status 
even though there were slight changes to existing legislation. 

In this period, the most drarnatic developments that took place at the provincial 
level occurred in Alberta where the government formally repealed the Ernplovrnent 
Aeencies Act in 1988, thereby removing al1 pre-existing measures such as those limiting 
fees to workers and mandating yearly licensing (R.S.A., 1988). In the early 1990s, the 
THI actively lobbied the provincial government of Ontano to change its Employment 
Aeencies Act but, although it was successhl in obtaining a review of legislation which is 
still ongoing, the Act still remains in place (Association of Professional Placement 
Agencies and Employment and Stafing Association of Canada, 1996). Chapter Six 
addresses the substance of the TM'S challenge to prevailing regulations goveming private 
employment agencies. 



181t is crucial to emphasize that not al1 ternporary help agencies offer the same set of 
services. Nor do al1 temporary help workers have cornmon expenences with reczitrnent 
and testing. Even though the TH1 is attempting to standardize the seMces provided by 
temporary help agencies, standardization is far fiom complete at present. For this reason, 
the set of stafing services described below merely represents a sketch of the range of 
practices, policies and procedures that the TH1 calls "staffhg services". 

''If a customer enters into a contract with the agency with the goal of ultimately hiring 
someone permanently, she  also often signs a seMce contract for the recruitment of 
permanent staff. This agreement is a rnodified version of the service contract for the 
provision of temporary staff which normally includes what is know as the " 100 Day 
Guarantee". Shaped much like a product warranty, this customer satisfaction clause not 
only guarantees the continuous employrnent of the successful candidate for 100 days from 
the commencement of employment but also offers to replace the worker if the customer is 
not "fully satisfied" (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). 

'%en 1 took the psychological test, the branch manager allowed me to examine my own 
evaluation. 1 found that, although 1 scored in the ninety-sixth percentile, this was not 
necessanly a good sign. Rather, the print-out fiom the test stated: "This applicant likely 
overstated her positive quaiities" (Fieldnotes, December 5, 1996). 

"This rule only holds in non-unionized workplaces. In plants where their is a union, 
customers routinely reported paying union wages to temporaty help workers because 
contracting-out clauses in their collective agreements required equal remuneration for 
temporary and permanent workers. Consequently, customers tended to limit their use of 
temporary help workers to non-unionized segments of their work forces. One client noted 
accordingly: "Quite frankly, 1 don't use the temp industry at al1 for the factory because its a 
unionized environment. 1 only use it in the oflice [where there is no union]" (Cl). 

=According to one manager that 1 interviewed, the American TH1 leads the Canadian TH1 
in the proportion of on-site supervisors that it provides because the volume of business is 
higher: "We're behind the US. a couple of years [in the provision of on-site supervisors]. 
[In the United States,] larger clients are using more temporanes so therets more need [for 
on-site supervisors] than there used to be. It's nothing to find five hundred ternporaries on 
a site in the U.S .... They're a dime a dozen down there" (M3). 

=I place "newt' in quotations here because this seMce is reminiscent of the pre-World War 
I era when employment agents were involved in transporting workers to the work site. 

"Chapter Five describes this agreement in detail. 



Chnpter Five 

Promising "Flexibility" and Delivering Precariousness: 
The Shape of the Contemporary Temporary Employment Relationship 

We perform a function. We're not actually human beings. We're tools that 
perform functions. 1 think that many of us are tremendously under-utilized. God 
knows 1 am but 1 don't think that's unique to me as 1 talk to my colleagues rat the 
cal1 center]. We are all, in fact, capable of ail kinds of stuff. But, the system isn't 
designed to use that. The agency doesn't want it because [the customer] is given 
your name only so that you can pefiorm a particular task. They have no idea that 
you could do other things ... That's the nature of temping ... (T7). 

As demonstrated in Chapter Four, the Canadian TH1 gradually adopted a new 

marketing strategy from the early 1970s to the mid-1980s, one that complemented the 

decline of the SER and the ferninization of the labour force and took advantage of the 

"special status" that temporary help agencies first attained at the regulatory level in the 

post-war era. In offering to provide "staffing services", ternporary help agencies shifled 

their emphasis away h m  supplying ternporary help workers to assuming a wide-range of 

responsibilities typically accorded to the employer in a bilateral employment relationship. 

The THl's new strategy was highly attractive from the perspective of its customers since it 

gave them considerable "flexibility" by cultivating arrns-length relationships between 

clients and workers. 

From the vantage point of workers, however, the radical shift in the TM'S strategy 

only entrenched the shape of the TER. Consequently, as this chapter shall illustrate, 

temporary help work increasingly amounts to precanous employment. To capitalize on 

shifting employment noms and minimize uncertainty at the regulatory level, the TH1 
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becarne preoccupied with delineating the responsibilities of the customer and the agency in 

the 1980s and 1990s. However, the drive for greater clarity among temporary help 

agencies in their relationships with customers created few positive qualitative changes for 

workers. Rather, the legai apparatus that the TH1 crafied t o  surround the TER and the 

firm-based practices that it perpetuates increasingly curtail temporary help workers' ability 

to resist the substandard conditions of employment that they normally endure. 

Continuing a therne common to earlier penods, the success of the THI still rests on 

casting temporary help workers as commodities -- bought, sold and traded in the labour 

market. However, conditions in the contemporary Canadian labour market are different 

than those confronted by the earliest precursors to the contemporary ternporary help 

agency as well as by the 'classic' temporary help agency. Although it builds on 

developments in the early part of the twentieth century and in the post-World War II era, a 

new configuration of factors contributes to the tenuous nature of the TER. At the macro- 

level, there appears to be a growing relationship between the feminization of employment 

and the rise and spread of the TER; the repulatory stalemate at both the national and the 

international levels, which enables the Canadian TH1 to self-regulate through a complex 

legal apparatus, only reinforces this relationship. What is equally crucial to the persistently 

precanous nature of the TER, however, is the host of policies and practices operating at 

the micro-level designed not only to create an arms-length relationship between customers 

and workers but to minimize the employment-related responsibilities of the agency as well. 
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By examining both the conditions of ernptoyrnent to which temporary help workers 

are normally subject and the relationship between temporary help workers and their two 

"bosses" (Le., the agency and the customer), this chapter probes the impact of the 

contemporary TER on the worker. It is divided into four sections. Building on the 

discussion of shifting employrnent noms begun in Chapter Four, Section 1 briefly outlines 

severai ernployment trends that amount to the feminization of employment in Canada 

when viewed in combination with rising female labour force participation rates and the 

growth of non-standard forms of employment. It draws particular attention to persisting 

sex segregation and income and occupational polanzation and the casualization of 

employrnent so as to address how the nse and spread of the TER relates to larger 

employrnent trends. Returning to the case study of temporary help work, Section II 

examines the shape of the employment agreement between the temporary help worker and 

the agency as well as the resulting conditions of ernployment, such as wage levels, the 

provision of benefits and work arrangements attached to the contemporary TER. It 

reveals that the employment agreement not only upholds the arms-length relationship 

between the customer and the worker generated by the service contract but also the weak 

relationship between the agency and the temporary help worker; this agreement cultivates 

a casualized employrnent relationship by design since it minimizes the employment-related 

responsibilities of the agency as well as the customer and, thus, differs sharply fiom a 

standard employment contract. Section III examines a range of customs, policies and 

practices operating at the leve: of the firm that, when combined with the distancing 
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achieved through the legal arrangements surrounding the TER, heighten the precarious 

character of the TER and limit workers' capacity to resist the substandard conditions of 

ernployment normally attached to temporary help work. This micro-level analysis 

demonstrates that the qualitative dimensions of temporary help work are not only crucial 

to exposing the precarious character of the TER but the highly gendered and racialized 

stratification within the contemporary THI. Finally, Section IV evaluates the TER against 

several facets of the feminization of employrnent, probing how its spread relates to this 

phenomenon and examining what the growth of the THI tell us about the nature and 

potential consequences of the erosion of the SER more generally. 

This chapter makes three contributions that reflect the larger aims of this study. 

Most centrally, it suggests that, if the spread of temporary help work and the terms of 

employrnent surrounding the TER are indicative of the direction of chanse in the Canadian 

labour market, then the decline of the SER is amounting to qualitative changes in the 

conditions of employment endured by many workers. Taking the TER as a case in point, 

it also demonstrates that growing instability in the SER has getdered underpinnings. 

Prevailing employrnent trends are amounting to more than simply consistently high labour 

force participation rates among wornen and the spread of non-standard forms of 

employrnent, two pillars upon which the contemporary TH1 rests, they are arnounting to 

the ferninization of employment: indeed, they signal the extension of "new" femini=ed 

employment relationships in the labour market and the fernit~izafim of employment noms 

more broadly.' Finally, by examining micro-Ievel processes that heighten the precanous 
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character of temporary help work, the chapter highliçhts the weight of the regulatory 

challenges posed by the spread of the TER since it is at the level of intra- and inter-firm 

relations that temporary help workers expenence hyper-comrnodification and that the 

THI's ability to prevent large-scale worker resistance is most apparent. In so doing, it 

anticipates Chapter Six by beginning to highlight areas where firther regulation is needed 

and prepares the ground for a discussion of Woryirst in Chapter Seven by beginning to 

reveal why TER is so very attractive to certain segments of Canadian government as a 

mode1 in advancing workfiare-driven social policy. 

1. The Erosion of the SER: A Genderetl Process 

As Chapter Four demonstrated, the economic uncertainty characteristic of the 

period between the early 1970s and the mid-1990s generated dramatic changes in the 

labour market, shifis that contnbuted to destabilizïng the SER in both Canada and abroad. 

At the international level, growing instability in the SER coincided with significant changes 

in the structural and institutional arrangements dominant in the post-World War II period, 

as evidenced by the crurnbling international monetary regime and other commodity 

shortages. At the national level, these developments corresponded with the federal 

government's abandonment of its post-war full-employment objective in favour of anti- 

inflationary policies and programs which contributed to women's nsing labour force 

participation rates and the growth of non-standard forms of employment in Canada. Still, 

although Chapter Four focused attention on women's consistently high labour force 

participation rates since the 1970s, three other dimensions of the feminization of 
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employrnent also characterized this period: first, persisting sex segregation; second, 

intensified income and occupational polarization primarily shaped by variables pertaining 

to sex, immigration status, race and age; and third, the casualization of employment. 

While women's nsing labour force participation rates were most central to the Tm's new 

marketing strategy, persisting sex segregation, income and occupational polanzation and 

the casualization of employment contribute to the precarious character of the 

contemporary TER. 

To recall Our discussion in Chapter One, persisting sex segregation undermines the 

conventional global feminization of employment thesis advanced in the 1980s, as do other 

now widely-acknowledged dimensions of the feminization of employrnent such as 

increasing income and occupational polarization between men and women and even 

arnong women thernselves. According to Guy Standing (1989: 1077), feminization means 

that "women are being substituted for men and many forms of employment are being 

converted into the kinds ofjobs traditionally geared to women". Thus, one central tenet 

of the conventional thesis, which is virtually uncontested, is that women are entering the 

labour force in unprecedented numbers on a global scale. Another less innocuous tenet is 

that sex segregation will decline with women's mass entry into the labour market, the 

implication being that the feminization of employment is amounting to women taking 

men's jobs. Predictably, scholars have cnticized this latter dimension of the conventional 

thesis harshly as well as the sub-theses that it generates (Armstrong, 1996; Boyd et al, 

199 1; Catagay, 1994).~ Thus, since Standing published his work "Global Ferninization 
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Through Flexible Labour" (1989), some scholars have rejected the thesis outright and 

others have disproved core claims of the thesis in specific contexts (e.g., export- 

processing zones) and industries, while generally accepting its central tenets (Barron, 

1994; Tiano, 1994). Still, most have taken the conventional thesis as a point of departure 

in developing more nuanced theones, testing the thesis on local, regional, national or 

industry-specific bases and rnaking adjustments or critiques accordingly (see for example: 

Bakker, 1989, 1991; Boyd et al, 1991; Catagay, 1994; Cohen, 1994). 

As this study has argued, a survey of scholarship engaging with the core claims of 

Standing's thesis reveals that there are indeed many national, regional and local variations 

of the feminization of employrnent. Wornen's nsing andfor consistently high labour force 

participation rates is the common dimension, although many scholars demonstrate that it is 

impossible to isolate this global phenornenon to specific years or decades (Armstrong and 

Armstrong, 1994; Cohen, 1994). However, the dramatic nse of labour force participation 

rates among women is by no means the only, let alone the most central, facet of the 

ferninization of employment. Rather, understanding the gerxiered underpinnings of 

employment-change requires a much more nuanced approach. If feminization is to be 

usehl as a descriptive concept, applicable to a range of settiqgs cross-nationally, it must 

encompass trends such as persisting sex segregation, increased income and occupational 

polarization between men and women as well as among women and men based on 

variables pertaining to race, immigration status and age and the casualization of 

employment. Given that Chapter Four documented rising labour force participation 
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among women in Canada from the early 1970s to the early 1990s and explored its 

relationship to the THI's strategy of situating the TER as an alternative to the SER in the 

Iate 1980s, it is instructive to now examine the degree to which employment trends in 

Canada reflect other facets of feminization. 

The Canadinn Case 

Consistent with an expanded conception of the feminization of ernployment, sex 

segregation and income and occupational polarization persisted, and in some respects even 

intensified, in the Canadian labour market in the 1970s and 1980s. In this way, growing 

labour force participation rates have meant "more of the same" for women -- typically, 

relegation to the bottom tiers of the labour force, isolation to specific job categories, 

relatively Iow average hourly wages and consistently low rates of unionization (Armstrong 

and Armstrong, 1994). And, as numerous scholars have emphasized, feminization has 

aiso entailed downward harmonization in wages and conditions of employment for some 

men particularly in light of de-industrialization (Armstrong, 1996; Brodie, 1994; Cohen, 

1994). Contrary to the predictions of early proponents of the conventional thesis, such as 

Standing, who irnplied that it might entai1 the substitution of women for men, in men's 

jobs, sex segregation has persisted in the Canadian labour market from the 1970s to the 

present and, in some areas, men are tnking jobs traditionally held by women (Armstrong, 

1996; Gunderson, Muszynski and Keck, 1990: 77-78). In describing women's position in 

the labour market in the late-1980s and early 1990s, Pat Armstrong (1995: 396) argues 

that "[a]lthough the labour force participation of women has nsen dramatically and women 
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have made so me important gains, ntost mairz segregated in the lowest paid, least 

attractive and most precurioz~s fornrs of wo# (my emphasis). To this we should add the 

following qualifier that Armstrong (1997) and others make: even though inequalities 

between women remain smaller than those between men, immigrant women, women of 

colour and Abonginai women expenence the bmnt of sex-segregation and, therefore, 

income and occupational polarization by sex, making their average annual earnings 

disproportionately low and intensifying the effects of sex segregation (Boyd, 1997; 

Cameron, 1995: 193; Leach, 1993: 66; Ocran, 1997: 148, 152-3). 

Even with more men entenng female-dorninated sectors, such as the service sector, 

women's concentration in certain fields remained quite high into the 1990s: women's share 

of service sector jobs was 57.6 percent in 1971 and 52.0 per cent in 1991.' More 

important, in the 1970s and 1980s women, immigrants and people of colour were 

concentrated in traditional forrns of service work, which are normally labour-intensive, 

characterized by non-standard forrns of work, low wages and dorninated by srnaIl firrns 

(White, 1993: l66).' In contrast, men tended to dorninate in more dynamic services, such 

as in finance and transportation (Armstrong and Armstrong, 1994: 27). 

Indeed, the expansion of the tertiary sector, particularly from the early 1960s to 

the mid- 1 %Os, brought more women into the labour market and, therefore, contributed to 

the shifi in the TM'S strategy away from targeting a narrow group of white middle-class 

mamed women as its chief workers towards cultivating a more diverse work force. It also 

brought more so-called "women's work" (Le., jobs with low status, Iimited stability and 
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low pay) into the labour market (Armstrong, 1996: 30; Fudge, 199 1 ; MacDonald, 199 1; 

Phizlakea and Wolkowitz, 1995; Walby, 1989). However, it had a negligible effect on sex 

segregation in the labour market. The decline of public sector employment, where women 

made limited gains in the 1960s and 1970s despite initiatives such as "6 and 5" and the 

AIP, only reinforced such outcomes (Archibald, 1970; Gunderson, Muszynski and Keck, 

1990; Morgan, 1988). Moreover, massive job-losses in goods-producing sectors can 

hardly be said to have alleviated sex segregation significantly in the Canadian labour 

market from the mid-1980s to the early 1990s, although they led to declining male wages 

and participation rates and also contributed to intensified income and occupational 

polarization between men based on race, if the THI is a case in point. 

As Sections II and III illustrate, trends in the TH1 are consistent with the 

persistence of sex segregation and income and occupational polarization in the Canadian 

labour market in the period under study. While gender-panty is ernerging in the THI, the 

evidence suggests that the TH1 remained internally sex segregated in the mid-1990s, with 

women (especially immigrant women and people of colour) dominating in those job- 

categories at the bottom of the TH1 such as clerical work, nursing and related fields and 

service work, and with men dorninating in generai labour but also in high-technology, 

administrative and managerial job-categories. Ironically, the rise in mele employment in 

the THI seems to almost mirror growing occupational diversification in the industry, 

particularly its expansion into sectors related to science and technology and other 

professional fields. Given the outcomes of the Survey of Work Arrangements (1995), 
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which found that temporary help wokers engaged in managerial and administrative, 

medical and transponation and materials-handling occupations had the highest average 

hourly wages of ail ternporary help workers, and those that engaged in teaching and 

clencal occupations had the lowest, it is also reasonable to surrnise that income and 

occupational polanzation, largely based on variables related to sex, race, ethnicity and age, 

continues to charactenze the THI (Statistics Canada, 1996: Cat. 7 100 IMGPE). Thus, sex 

segregation and the related trend of income and occupational polanzation not only persist 

in the contemporary Canadian labour market, both these dimensions of the feminization of 

employment also rernain integral to the shape of the THI itself. 

Another central dimension of ferninization that this study has yet to examine in the 

Canadian context is the casualization of employment. To recall the discussion in Chapter 

One, the feminization of employment is not stnctly about women or, for that matter, about 

women taking men's jobs. Nor is it about sexper se. Instead, it is about a type of labour 

force restructunng that amounts to the "gendering of jobs", the creation of more "women's 

work" in the market or casualization more broadly (Armstrong, 1996; Bakker, 1991; 

Cohen, 1994; Jenson, 1996; Fudge, 1991; Rubery, 1994; Walby, 1989). 

Indeed, the casualization of employment represented a significant employment 

trend in Canada frorn the 1970s onwards, one that intensified in the late-1980s and the 

early 1990s. This dimension of feminization amounts to uncertainty in employment 

relationships so that a growing proportion of workers lack benefits commonly associated 

with the S E S  are forced to engage in fixed-duration contracts, short-term, intermittent or 
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non-permanent employment, face downward pressure on wages and may have more than 

one employer (or no employer at all). Casualization usually occurs alongside the growth 

of non-standard forms of work, although the NO trends are not necessarily intertwined. It 

is ofien accompanied by the growth of srnall fims and declining rates of unionization 

(Cameron, 1995; Fudge, 1991). Bluntly put, growing casualization means that more 

forms of employment resemble "women's work", not only the types of employrnent 

relationships that women are normally confined to andor the type of employment 

contracts to which they are ofien subject (Fudge, 1991; Jenson, 1996), but also the 

iderior conditions of employrnent that women fi-equently face related to both their 

presumed role in social reproduction and their assumed status as secondary breadwinners. 

In the Canadian context, four recent developments provide evidence of the 

casualization of employrnent. First, downward pressure on wages occurred dunng the 

1980s, so that men's average wages declined between 1980 and 1990 for the first time in 

seven decades (Rashid, 1993 : 18). This development Ied many single breadwinner families 

to rely on more than one breadwimer, not only forcing more Canadians into the labour 

force but into precarious forms of employment (Fudge, 1995). Second, Canadians 

experienced a growth of irregular work-schedules, including on-cal1 and shifk work, a 

development that indicates that employment relationships became more unreliable in this 

period (Survey of Work Arrangements, 1995: Catalogue 71001MGPE). Third, in the 

wake of the Macdonald Commission (1985) and the Royal Commission on UI (1986), as 

well as the federal government's more recent forays into social policy reform, unemployed 
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workers endured declining UI coveraçe rates and other cutbacks to occupationally-based 

social programs, even in the face of rising unemployment rates. For example, while 87 

percent of the unemployed were receiving UI in 1990, ody 58 percent were receiving it in 

1994 (Canadian Labour Congress, 1995: 2). Fourth, rates of unionization stagnated in 

Canada in this penod and the contraction of public sector employment promises to 

continue this trend since a majonty of unionized workers are concentrated in this sector 

(Akyeampong, 1997: 47; Galameau, 1996). 

Clearly, the preceding developments attest to  the erosion of the SER and its 

associated package of benefits and entitlements described in Chapter Four. However, the 

fact that growing casualization, intensified income and occupational polarization and 

persisting sex segregation accompanied tising labour force participation rates among 

women and the growth of non-standard forms of employment fi-om the mid-1970s to the 

early 1990s warrants special emphasis. The coincidence of these trends might seem to 

suggest, at least at first glance, that sex matters less in the contemporary Canadian labour 

market than it did in the post-World War II period when there were definitive male and 

fernale employment noms; the logic behind this type of interpretation is that the 

casualization of employment is making everybody (Le., al1 men and al1 women) worse off 

since it entails downward harmonization in the labour market. But, clearly the persistence 

of sex segregation and income and occupational polarization based on sex in the labour 

marketS and the fact that, when men vie for jobs traditionally held by women, they 

frequently compete for women's "good" jobs (Le., those "women's jobs" characterized by 
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decent wages and a considerable security) (Armstrong, 1996) belies this interpretation. A 

more accurate and nuanced way to interpret these trends is -f to suggest that sex matters 

less in shaping the conternporary labour market but that gender, as relational and 

ideological concept, warrants greater attention in labour market analysis. Indeed, the 

erosion of the SER is a gendered process. Sex and gerzder rernain crucial variables in 

shaping employrnent trends even with downward harmonization in the Canadian labour 

market as a whole. Women are not çimply entering the labour market in greater numbers 

on a global scale and, therefore, "taking men's jobs". Rather, feminized employment 

relationships and employment noms are becorning acceptable alternatives to the S E S  

possibly even templates for employment change. 

It may seem counter-intuitive to view the changes in the THI, which are leading 

more men to engage in temporary help work, as indicative of the feminization of 

employment. However, the TH1 affords us a rare entry point in probing the "gendering of 

jobs" precisely because sex-panty increasingly characterizes the industry but the shape of 

the TER remains vinually unchanged from the post-World War II penod when the THI 

cast it as a supplement to the SER. The ensuing discussion substantiates this clairn by 

revealing that the contemporary TER is still a highly precanous mode1 of employment, 

indicative of the casualization of employment or more accurately the "gendering of jobs", 

even despite the rising occupational diversity in the THI. 
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II. The Shape of the Conternpornry TER: The Terms of the Employment 
Agreement and Conditions of Employment 

A range of factors and indices operating at the meso- and micro-levels contribute 

to shaping the TER. However, the legai agreement, known as the "employment 

agreement", between the temporary help worker and the agency underpins the insecure 

character of temporary help work. This is particulady evident when its terms are 

exarnined against the conditions of employment normally associated with the TER. 

Together, both these dimensions of the TER illustrate that the TH1 is crafiing an 

employment relationship that not only differs from the SER in al1 its central aspects but, as 

an ideal-typical model, is considerably more precanous. 

Tlie Employ men t Agreement 

Cornplementing the service contract, which is quite atypical for a commercial 

contract since it governs the supply of workers, the employment agreement is the legal 

instrument through which agencies formally engage temporary help workers. Even 

though managers and industry officials argue that the agency is the genuine employer of 

temporary help workers, officials refuse ro charactenze the employment agreement as a 

contract of employment (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). While offxials justiQ their 

reticence on the basis of a range of factors, such as the intermittent nature of temporary 

help work, the fact that most temporary help workers register with more than one agency 

and the fact that customers are entitled to tenninate employment virtually at-will, the 

primasr rationale for characterizing the arrangement between the agency and the worker 

as an "agreement" rather than a "contract" is to limit the ernployment-related obligations 
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of the agency. The employment agreement is a distancing tool and, as such, it differs from 

a standard employment contract in many respects. 

Unlike a standard employment contract, the status of the employment agreement 

changes depending upon whether the worker is on assignment. While most agencies 

require workers to sign this agreement after completing mandatory testing and 

interviewing, the bulk of its provisions only take effect when the worker is placed with a 

customer. However, the shifiing status of the employment agreement is not the only way 

that the employment agreement differs from a standard employment contract. Contrary to 

standard employment contracts, which normally detail the rights and responsibilities of the 

worker and the employer, employment agreements require the worker to agree to a range 

of tems while minimizing the reciprocal cornmitments of the agency. In signing these 

agreements, temporary help workers effectively relinquish their rights to a number of 

standard labour protections accorded by provincial law, such as notice of termination, and 

agree to accept constraints on their mobility rights in the labour market. 

Employment agreements are normally rather shon, even in cornparison to the 

service contract, containing five to ten core clauses. Most begin with a clause that asserts 

that the temporary help worker is an employee of the agency and, therefore, the workerfs 

loyalties rest exclusively with the açency rather than the customer. Clauses of this nature 

typically require temporary help workers to promise not to invite or accept any offer of 

employment made by the customer without pnor consent of the agency and to 

acknowledge that they are aware that accepting an offer of employment may result in a 
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placement fee being charged to the customer. From the perspective of the agency, the 

central airn of the clause is to prolong the service contract thereby maintaining the 

temporary help worker on the payroll of the agency as long as possible (Ml, M2, M4). 

The corresponding effect for the worker, however, is that his or her freedorn of movement 

in the labour market is curtailed so long as she is on assignment through the agency. 

Combined with a paraIIel clause in the service contract, which dictates that customers rnay 

be charged a placement fee if they hire the worker directly, this clause creates a 

disincentive for hiring the worker on a permanent basis and, therefore, underscores the 

instability inherent in the TER. 

Another standard clause in employment agreements requires the worker to 

acknowledge that slhe understands that the agency will not provide notice of termination 

(or payment in lieu of notice) as required by law because of both the temporary nature of 

the employrnent and the fact that s h e  may accept or reject assignrnents without penalty! 

This is a very important clause whose airn is to obtain the temporary help worker's consent 

to opt-out of standard labour protections; the desired effect is to make temporary help 

work a legitimate form of employment at-will and heighten the precanous nature of the 

TER. However, this clause has vinually no legal force since, as employers, agencies are 

obligated to pay severance and/or give adequate notice of termination. Paradoxically, the 

parallel clause in the senice contract also requires customers to inform the agency 

sufficiently in advance of when an assignment is ending, in the event that the agency is 

required to cover severance pay and/or provide suficient notice of termination. Thus, the 
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coexistence of these two clauses gives the agency considerable flexibility: the clause 

contained in the service contract mandates that the customer assume some responsibifity 

for providing adequate notice in the event that severance pay is required and the clause 

contained in the employment contract may be interpreted to mean that the worker has 

yielded his or her nght to notice of termination. 

Finally, as a rnatter of course, employment agreements contain a clause stating that 

the worker understands that the agency provides no guarantees regarding the duration of 

their employment relationship with the agency or the length of any given assignment. This 

type of clause highlights the lack of permanency in the TEK although it in no way 

suggests that assignments with the agency are of short duration. There is no parallel 

clause in the service contract. 

Both the structure of the employment agreement and its substantive provisions 

require workers to relinquish a number of nghts and protections commonly accorded to 

standard workers in exchange for the possibility of obtaining temporary help work. 

However, the absence of certain provisions in generîc employment agreements is equally 

crucial to establishing the TER as a precarious mode1 of employrnent. Although service 

contracts routinely dictate that the agency's administrative fee covers statutory charges, 

such as mandatory pension and U1 benefits, most employment agreements lack clauses 

denoting that the agency shall make contributions to these schemes even though agencies 

m u t  pay into them. The attempt here is to reinforce the one-way nature of the 

employrnent agreement. Similarly, except in the case of specialized employment 



3 17 

agreements, such as those that either involve a fornial so-called CO-empioyrnent 

relationship or those where the agency is placing a highly-skilled temporary help worker in 

what promises to be a long term assignrnent, few employment agreements provide 

workers with extended benefits nomally accorded to workers engaged in SERS -- benefits 

such as extended health coverage, dental coverage, matemity benefits and paid sick leave. 

With respect to extended benefits, the most that these generic agreements offer to workers 

is the opportunity to join group benefit plans if they fulfill certain eligibility requirements. 

Where such opportunities exist, however, eligibility requirements are often onerous and 

the cost of purchasing extended benefits is prohibitive; managers report that few 

temporary help workers make use of the extended benefit plans offered by some agencies 

for these reasons (Fieldnotes, December 3, 1996; M2). The most generous group benefit 

plan surveyed required temporary help workers to work one-hundred hours with a single 

agency over a one month period in order to become eligible to purchase group-based 

benefits and to work seventy-five hours per rnonth to retain eligibility; since temporary 

help workers tend to work through more than one agency, even these minimal eligibility 

requirernents place extended benefits out of their reach (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996; 

Tg). Given the absence of such ernployment-related benefits, it is not surprising that few 

temporary help workers report having extended benefits. 

In sum, the employment agreement is effectively a one-way agreement between the 

temporary help worker and the agency, where the worker agrees to accept a minimal level 

of social protections and waives cenain fundamental rights accorded by Canadian law in 
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exchange for the prospect of obtaining temporary help work. Still, the employee's very 

existence preserves the agency's central role in the TER. On a practical level, the form of 

the employment-agreement, along with the seMce contract, allows the agency to retain its 

status as an employment agent or intermediary in the true sense of the term even though it 

poses as the employer to its customers. To recall, it is only in the seMce contract that the 

agency agrees to administer statutory benefits to the temporary help worker. "Administer" 

is the key word here since neither the employment agreement nor the service contract 

clearIy defines who is the employer of record. 

Through the combination of the employment agreement and the service contract, 

the agency attempts to negotiate a delicate balance: it requires unqualified loyalty from 

temporary help workers, to ensure that they view the agency as their principal employer, 

and it takes on sufficient employrnent-related responsibilities such that customers' are 

relieved of responsibilities related to hinng, dismissal and other administrative tasks but it 

still afirms that the customer is responsible for the control and supervision of temporary 

help workers while they are on assignment. This apparatus that surrounds the TER is 

open to several legal interpretations ranging from the view that agency and customer are 

CO-employers, an increasingl y common legal rendering, to the interpretation that the 

agency is the employer of record, to the finding that the customer is the employer 

(Axelrod, 1987; ILO, 1994). From the perspective of the worker, the impact of this 

apparatus is clear: since the employrnent agreement is considerably weaker than a standard 

employment contract and since the service contract and the employment agreement 
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minimize the employrnent-related responsibilities of both the customer and the agency, the 

legd apparatus surrounding the TER cultivates a casualized employment relationship by 

design. As such, it has the effect of establishing the TER as a rnuch more precarious 

mode1 of employrnent than the SER and clearly prefigures the poor conditions of 

employrnent and levels of benefits that temporary help workers face verses other workers 

engaged in SERS. 

Conditions of En~ploynzent 

While both the employrnent agreement and the service contract are relatively 

recent innovations in the TH, managers, customers and industry oficials contend that 

these "new" agreements simply represent the industry's attempt to standardize its age-old 

practices and secure its place in the labour market. However, the conditions of 

employment associated with the contemporary TEK which are formalized by the 

cumbersome legal apparatus that surrounds it, conform with many pre-existing conditions 

in the TH. As Chapter Four demonstrated, women still predorninate in the THI, 

particularly in the field of clencal work, but the gender composition of the industry's work 

force is changing, the industry's customer base is much more diverse and the average 

length ofjob tenure is getting longer. Thus, one might expect that the conditions of 

employment sumounding the TER to have changed to accommodate shifting employment 

noms and to entice more high-skilled workers. One might also anticipate the TH1 to be 

adopting a new rationale for the persistently precarious nature of the TER that accounts 

for the greater diversity in the industry since the TKi capitalized on womenls presumed 
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role in social reproduction in justifying the infenor conditions of employment associated 

with the TER in the post-World War II period. However, even though the industiy's 

practices are now subject to greater scmtiny than in the post-war era, and even though 

industry leaders are actively seeking legitimacy for its practices at the national and supra- 

national level without altering them significantly, this type of rationale is surprisingly 

absent. In the Canadian context, increased legitimacy for the THI is by no means 

arnounting to greater legd certainty, secunty or higher levels of social protection for 

temporary help workers. 

To recall, the conventional package of benefits associated with the SER normally 

includes maternity and parental leave, UI coverage, pension coverase, extended benefits 

ranging h m  sick pay to dental plans and a wage sufficient to suppon "a man and his 

family". Many standard workers are also unionized or, at a minimum, have the option of 

joining and/or forming unions under the prevailing regime of collective bargainhg in 

Canada. In contrast, the range of entitlements and the package of benefits nomally 

surrounding the TER are very limited. Like many other workers in non-standard 

employrnent relationships, temporary help workers are subject to the inferior set of labour 

protections provided by minimum standards legislation rather than having full access to the 

occupational welfare system like most standard workers. When combined with the legal 

arrangements surrounding the TER, the mode1 of labour market regulation operating in 

Canada, which accords different entitlements and levels of protections to different 

categones of workers, has negative effects on temporary help workers' conditions of 
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employment. ' Until the early 1990s, it was viriually impossible to demonstrate the 

precanous character of the TER statistically. However, recent data derived from the 

Survey of Work Arrangements (1995) provides a clear picture of the wages and other 

forms of remuneration surrounding temporary help work. 

Wages and Benefrts 

Existing data reveai that temporary help workers receive even lower levels of 

remuneration than other temporary worken engaged in similar types of work. For 

example, average hourly wages for temporary help workers engaged by agencies were 

$10.33 in 1995 while average hourly wages for other temporary workers were % 12.38 in 

the same year (Statistics Canada, 1996: ~ a t . 7 1 ~ 0 0  1 GPE).' Moreover permanent 

workers enjoyed higher average hourly wages than temporav help workers in every 

occupational grouping surveyed (Table 20). In a large part, the difference between the 

average hourly wages of al1 temporary workers and temporary help workers may be 

accounted for by the "mark-up", that is, the portion of the service fee that goes to the 

agency. When asked about the mark-up, some temporary help workers were acutely 

aware of its existence and objected to it, as well as the secrecy surrounding it, in principle: 

You get paid for something and you have a right to know what you're actually 
worth. I'rn working now for an assignment right now and they're paying me $9.50 
but 1 have a right to know because 1 work in front of the cornputer for eight long 
hours a day and 1 have to finish the assignment no matter what. If it's sornething 
like doing inventory and I have to finish every single inventory even if I have to 
stay until 6:30 in the evening -- 1 have to finish and they won't let me come out of 
the office -- 1 have a right to know how much I'm worth. Probably they're [the 
agency] taking in more than $17.00 dollars an hour for me (T6). 
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Still, rather than naming the mark-up as the root of the problem, most workers simply 

emphasize the inadequacy of their wages. One woman noted: "It's dificult. 1 work to 

pay for myself and 1 have kids. It's very dificult. Very, very dificult ... 1 have three 

kids ... I pay $875 a rnonth for this apartment. If 1 work full-time [temporary] for a whole 

month, 1 get $900. How do I pay rny rent? How do I pay for my food?" (T2). StilI, like 

many of her counterparts, this worker felt a profound sense of powerless in acting against 

the agency to improve her conditions of employrnent even though she was finding it 

virtually impossible to subsist on the wages provided by the agency. 

Table 20 
Hourly Wages (in %) by Occupation for Permanent and Temporary (sub-divided by 

agency temporaries and other ternporaries) Workers, 1995 

Permanent Temporary 
Agency Other Al1 

Management, 19.57 19.69 15.92 16.04 
Adrnin. 
Science, etc. 18.94 9.22 15.95 15.91 
Teaching 2 1.24 6.00 17.99 17.95 
Medicine 18.14 12.1 8 17.04 16.66 
CIericaI 12.92 7.06 10.64 10.55 
Sales 10.49 d a  8.10 8-10 
Service 10.26 8.94 8 .23 8.23 
Resource 13.56 d a  1 1.22 1 1.22 
Processing 15.25 7.6 1 1 1.59 1 1.36 
Construction 17.89 d a  15.53 15.60 
Transportation 13.92 9.90 10.37 10.3 5 
& Materials 
Handling 
Source: Statistics Canada.(I996). Survev of Work Arrangements, 1995. Cat. 7 lMOO lGPE 
Note: The follo\lng occupational groups were escluded from the calcuIations: never worked before, last 
worked more than one year ago and permanently unable to work. 



Data derived from the Survev of Work Arrangements (1 995) also indicate that 

temporary help workers have limited access to extended benefits, in companson to their 

counterparts engaged in permanent employment and to temporary workers as a whole. 

As Tables 4 illustrates, only 8.2 per cent of temporary help workers, verses 64.3 per cent 

of permanent workers and 19.3 per cent of al1 temporary workers, reported having 

extended health coverage in 1995. What is even more stnking is that only 2.2 per cent of 

temporary help workers, as opposed to 60 per cent of al1 permanent workers and 16.5 per 

cent of al1 temporary workers, had dental coverage in the same year (Table 22). Many 

ternporary workers, particularly those in long-term assignments, resent the absence of 

benefits. For example, a temporary help worker who was approaching retirement age, 

who had worked for a large company on a permanent and full-time basis for twenty-five 

years before she was laid-off and had been on one assignment through a temporary help 

agency since, noted: 

Every normal company gives you benefits when you become permanent. After 
working for three months, you automatically get the benefits and al1 those things. 
Through the agency, 1 have not got any benefits like every other company 1 used 
to work for and I work more ... I've been there [with the agency for] more than 
three months, 1 should get a11 the benefits from them. Even medical, dental and 
al1 those things. Nothing, they don't give me any (Tg). 

Many workers also recognize that customers use temporary help workers to escape paying 

into benefits schemes, a particular value to them in cases of long-term ernployment. For 

example, at the same time as she reflected on the poor conditions of employment attached 

to the TER and how permanent workers normally have supenor benefits to temporary 



324 

help workers, one worker noted that her work resembled permanent work in rnany 

respects: "The system in this Company is that if they don't tell you, you have to corne in 

the next day. So we go in every day as if permanent. We work as if permanent fiom 7:00 

a.m. to 3:30 p.m. and sometimes overtime. The same [as permanent]" (T2). Similarly, 

another worker asserted: "[My job] is considered temporary, but it's permanent because 

it's not said, Weil your job is going to be over in six months.' As far as 1 know this is 

going to be for an indefinite time. Unless they decide they don't like me" (T8). Both 

these workers were cognizant that the customer was using the TH1 to abdicate 

employment-related responsibilities even though they genuinely needed workers on a 

permanent basis. 

Table 21 
Extended Health Covernge For Permanent and Temporary Workers Sub-divided by 

Agency Temporaries, 1995 

Permanent Temporary Aelp AI1 Temporary 
Workers Workers Workers 

64.3 8 -2 19.3 
Source: Statistics Canada.(1996). Sunrev of Work Arrangements, 1995. Cat. 7 lMOO IGPE. 

TabIe 22 
Dental Coverage For Permanent and Temporary Workers Sub-divided by Agency 

Temporaries, 1995 

Permanent Temporrry Help AI1 Temporary 
Workers Workers Workers 

60.0 2.2 16.5 
Source: Statistics Canada.(1996). Sunev of Work Arrangements, 1995. Cat. 7 lM001GPE. 
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With respect to paid sick leave, 62.1 per cent of al1 permanent workers and even 19.3 per 

cent of al1 temporary workers reponed having some access to sick days in 1995. 

However only 4.6 per cent of temporary help workers had access to paid sick leave in the 

same year. When the statistics are disaggregated by gender, the picture is even bleaker: 

only 2.1 per cent of al1 female temporary help workers, versus 7 per cent of male 

temporary help workers, were guaranteed some form of paid sick leave. After describing 

how costly it is to pay for prescription dmgs for her children because she is ineligible for 

extended medical coverage as a temporary help worker, one worker noted: "We have no 

benefits. It's temble. If I get something now, if I'm sick, who pays for me? Nobody. If 

you are sick, you stay home, no problem. No problem, but no money. That's it" (T2). 

These figures demonstrate that the package of benefits associated with the TER is far 

infenor to that associated with the SER and that women temporary help workers are even 

more disadvantaged than their male counterparts despite their frequent responsibility for 

dependent children and seniors (Table 23). 

Table 23 
Paid Sick Leave For Permanent and Ternporary Workers Sub-divided by Agency 

Temporaries and Gender, 1995 

Perrnanen t Ternporary Help AI1 Ternporary 
Workers Workers Workers 

M F Al1 M F Ail M F AI1 
Yes 63.2 61.0 62.1 7 2.1 4.6 L 7.7 20.8 19.3 
No 36.8 39.0 37.9 93 97.9 95.4 82.3 79 -2 80.7 
Source: Statistics Canada.(l996). Survev of Work Arranerements, 1995. Cat. 7lMOOlGPE 
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Multiple JO b-Holding 

Another indication that ternporary help work is a form of precarious employment is 

the sizable percentage of temporary help workers holding more than one job. In 1995, 

10.6 per cent of al1 temporary help workers, versus 4.7 per cent of al1 permanent workers 

held multiple jobs (Table 24). The reason that rnany temporary help workers resort to 

multiple job-holding is not because they simply require more hours of work and not 

because they are seeking more vanety in their working lives, as industry officiais suggest. 

The following figures, pertaining to temporary help workers' desire to increase their hours 

of work, attest to this assertion. Over 50 per cent of temporary heip workers had an 

interest in increasing their hours of work in 1995. The equivalent figure for permanent 

workers was only 25 per cent (Table 25). Not only do these figures reflect the 

polanzation in hours of work that Canadians are currently expenencing, with a sizable 

percentage of workers working excessive overtime and a growing proportion of workers 

working fewer than 25 hours a week, they indicate that ternporary help workers are 

disproportionately affected by this trend. 

Table 24 
Multiple Job Holding Among Permanent and Temporary (sub-divided by agency 

temporaries and other ternporaries), 1995 

Permanent Workers Temporary Workers 

Agency O ther AI1 
4.7 10.6 7 -5 7.6 

Source: Statistics Canada.(l996). Survev of Work Arrangements, 1995. Cat. 7IM001GPE. 
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Table 25 
Interest in Increasing or Decreasing Hours of Work at the Same Wage Rate, 
Permanent and Ternporary (sub-divided by agency temporaries and other 

temporaries), 1995 

Permanent Workers Ternporary Workers 

Agency Other AI1 

Fewer Hours 6.3 3.6 3 -9 3 -9 
More Hours 25.0 51.1 47.4 47.5 
Sarne Hours 68-7 45 -3 48.7 48.6 

Source: Statistics Canada.(1996). Sume? of Work Arran~ernenfi, 1995. Cat. 7 lMOO 1GPE. 

It is not surprising that temporary help work is associated with low wages and few 

benefits given the means by which collective bargaining operates in Canada. Under the 

current system of workplace-based system of collective bargaining in Canada, the fact that 

temporary help workers are dispatched to different and multiple work-sites makes it 

dificult for them to organize collectively. Some temporary help workers are covered 

under collective agreements when they are placed on assignment in a unionized 

workplace; these workers tend to have higher wages than their counterparts who are not 

covered by collective agreements, and some have access to extended benefits. However, 

the majority of temporary help workers in Canada, and temporary workers more broadly, 

are not uni~nized.~ Industry officiais are clear about their opposition to unionization. One 

industry manager forcefully stated: "Under no conditions do we ever want our labour 

force to be unionized. That would be disastrous for our Company. That would be the end 

of the business" (Fieldnotes, December 3, 1996). 
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In sum, the generally poor conditions of employment surrounding the TES 

particularly in contrast to the SER, mirror the terms and conditions set out in the 

employment contract and the service contract. In Canada, in the tate 1990s, temporary 

help work is indeed a form of precarious employment: workers' low wages, the 

intermittent nature of employrnent and the limited set of benefits normally attached to the 

TER are evidence. Moreover, its precarious nature is particularly notable given that the 

THI is transforming fi-om a female-dominated industry to one where sex-parity is 

emerging. Still, despite the growing body of statistical data confirming the substandard 

conditions of ernployment common to temporary help work, the policies and practices 

permeating the day-to-day operations of the THI provide perhaps the rnost compelling 

evidence of the precarious character of the TER As the ensuing section shall 

demonstrate, the often coercive practices operating at the firm level are largely responsible 

for the cornmodification process which is so integral to the TER. 

III. Quditative Dimensions of the TER: Customs and Conventions at the 
Firm Level 

A range of informal processes operating within the TH1 at the micro-Ievel are 

central to the precanous character of the contemporary TER. Drawing on open-ended 

interviews and data emerging from the branch observation, this section first details several 

qualitative dimensions of the TER that heighten insecunty among temporary help workers 

and limit their capacity to resist the generally poor conditions of employrnent attached to 

the TER. It then examines how managers and customers justifS. and perpetuate the often 

coercive fim-based custorns, policies and practices, highlighting the role of feminization 
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(and sexism) and racialization (and racism) in institutionalizing uncertainty within the 

TER. 

FIexibility or Insecurity 

Before tuming to examine the shape of the TER at the level of the inter- and intra- 

firm relations a caveat is in order. It is crucial to emphasize that, although the insecunty 

inherent within the TER was a primary complaint amongst a11 the workers interviewed, 

several workers remarked on the flexibility and vanety that temporary help work has the 

potential to offer. In acknowledging the potential for flexibility, however, workers were 

more tentative in their claims than managers and oficials who asserted that temporary 

help work is desirable for "moms who are at home, who don't want to be working on a 

permanent basis" but "want a schedule that accommodates their kidst' and "people taking 

care of the elderly at home" who "just want something that gets them out of the house for 

a couple of days a week" (Ml). For example, one actor who did administrative and 

clerical work through a temporary help agency reported that temporary help work offered 

her enough fiexibility to attend night-time rehearsals and miss the odd day of work for a 

performance (Tl). Still, the same worker emphasized the high degree of uncertainty 

associated with temporary help work and the stress generated by the absence of secunty 

and stability in the employment relationship: 

A lot of times, you get half a day's notice. I've been called in the morning to corne 
in at noon and take over for somebody who is sick, so you have to be adaptable ... 1 
get sick of waiting by the phone. Temp work also moves fast. One day you're 
working and then for a whole week, you're not. 1 dont recommend it, if your not 
adaptable or if you're not spontaneous (Tl). 
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This worker also believed that she paid a premium for the limited amount of flexibility that 

she gained by engaging in temporary help work, noting that her low wages and on-call 

status reflected the costs of working through an agency: "1 always felt that 1 should be 

compensated somehow for being so on-call, you know, ready to jump up and fil1 in 

anywhere. 1 mean, I think that's a special skill and it deserves more than $10 an hour. It's 

Iike you're a performer, in a way, when you do it. You really are" (Tl). Her intuition that 

the ability to be 'on-call' is a valuable asset -- an asset that the customer pays the premium 

for - reflects the findings of Chapter Four. To this, she added that temporary help work 

was not in her long term interest: "1 don't want to just get by. 1 mean, if I'rn going to keep 

Iearning new skills, 1 think that should equal something even though I'm not permanent" 

(T 1)- 

While this temporary help worker was confident in her ability to refuse the odd 

assignrnent for a performance or take a sick day without the threat of repnsals, other 

temporary help workers reported that even though the employment agreement explicitly 

acknowledged their right to refuse work, tuming down assignments is not an acceptable 

practice in the THI. That this is so was confirmed by managers, one of whom reflected 

upon the issue of refusing work as foliows: 

We look for sornebody that's flexible, that we can count on whenever we need to. 
We get a lot of people who corne in begging ... I've got to get work. I've got to do 
this. We'll make four or five contacts with them. It's al1 noted on their files. Then, 
they Say 'no, 1 can't go out today. I've got a doctor's appointment. Or, 'no, I can't 
go tomorrow. I've hurt m y  left toe.' (M2). 

Another remarked quite candidly: 



If you need a temp, then you need them there yesterday. Temporaries are not 
allowed to be sick, you know. A permanent employee can be sick but if you book 
a temporary employee out on assignment, they have to be there. Because rhey're 
courttedon Iike aproduct. So it makes it difficult sornetimes, because they do get 
sick, and often we're forced to apologize for things we have no control over 
(M3, my emphasis). 

Some managers even openly inform prospective temporary help workers that refùsing 

work is highly problematic fiom the perspective of the agency. One told a group of 

intewiewees who had never worked through the THI before: "Temporary positions can be 

fiom one day to a week and more. If you have positive feedback from your temporary 

placement, you can expect more work. But, if you refuse work, or are not flexible, then 

you will probably receive less work" (02). 

For some workers, vanety in work assignments represents another key attraction 

of temporary help work. For example, one worker, who had chosen to leave a long-term 

permanent job with a publishing company because his responsibilities had grown so 

substantially since the company had laid-off a number of his CO-workers, highlighted the 

benefits of short-tem assignments indicating that "just knowing that you will not be there 

for very long" makes temporary help work enticing (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996). This 

worker is not alone in his sentiments. Indeed, many temporary help workers, particularly 

those who once worked in sectors or industnes afEected by economic downtums and 

public sector cutbacks, such as health care-givers and industnal workers in major 

manufacturing industnes, appreciated the potential for independence (i-e., to make choices 

between assignments and have limited ties to a given customer) offered by temporary help 

work. Still, many of these workers report that there is a trade-off between opting for 
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vanety over security. For example, after working through an agency intermittently for 

several months and being forced to resort to social assistance, the worker who lefi his job 

at a publishing Company in search of more vaïety and less stress reported that he deeply 

regretted his decision to leave his permanent job (T10). 

While the ensuing discussion focuses on the qualitative dimensions of ternporary 

help work that contribute to making it a precarious f o m  employment, there is a tension 

between the "flexibility", that managers and industry oficials promote as a primary benefit 

of working through the THI, and the insecunty that is intnnsic to the TER. Although the 

promise of flexibility and variety seerns somewhat exaggerated given workers' experiences 

of conhsion over "who's the boss?," their sense of alienation and the degrading conditions 

of work common to temporary help work to be descnbed below, it is important to 

acknowledge this tension at the outset. 

Con fusion Over Roles: Who 's the Boss? 

A host of qualitative dimensions of temporary help work, ranging from the 

extraordinary dernands placed on workers to work quickly and the rnonotonous tasks 

often associated with ternporary help work adds to the uncertainty of temporary help 

work. At the micro-level, workers' confusion over the role of the agency versus that of 

the customer lies at the centre of their experience of temporary help work as precarious 

ernployment. When asked to name their employer(s), many temporary help workers 

express considerable uncertainty. While some believe that the agency is their employer by 

indicating that their paychecks corne fiom the agency or, altematively, that they have only 
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signed a contract with the agency, others are reluctant to label the agency the employer 

without some type of qualification. Consequently, many temporanes report that the 

agency and the customer share employment-related responsibilities, although they are not 

necessanly aware of how the division of responsibility operates in practice. As one 

worker noted: "People who work for temporary agencies - they have two bosses. The 

agency and whoever they work for when they get sent out. I'm sure when agencies are 

dealing with certain companies al1 the time and there's a flow of people, the agencies and 

the employer must speak to each other?" (Tg, my ernphasis). On the same issue, another 

worker tentatively spoke of her experiences of temporary help work as follows: 

That's tricky. 1 never really knew [who my employer was]. 1 still dont know 
because its partly the temp agency but its partly your supervisor ..... If 1 was there 
for a day, it was just the temp agency -- 1 felt that the ternp agency was my boss. 
If it was two or three days or even a week, I would lean towards the supervisor, 
whoever was in charge of me, to be my boss. But, 1 always felt split on that and 1 
remember asking my temp agency. They said, 'well you really work for us, first of 
all, but you're also working for them' (Tl). 

For many workers, the length of the assignment is key to establishing "who is the boss?". 

The longer that they work on assignment, the more likely they are to view the customer 

andor their immediate supervisor as their genuine employer. Partly for this reason, when 

a customer indicates that dhe plans to use temporary help workers for an extended period, 

it is common for the agency to hire an on-site supervisor in attempt to preserve their status 

as the employer of record, by retaining control over the workers, and to remind workers 

that their pnmary loyalty lies with the agency. Frorn a legal vantage point, customers 

recognize the importance of having agency personnel on-site. For example, one customer 
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afirrned: "We are going to have a fult-time [agencyl person in our office, right next to my 

boss. He's going to have an office at Our office. The [agency] promised us somebody that 

was going to be dedicated to us so that we dont get into any CO-employment problems" 

(C2). At a practical Ievel, however, agencies and customers both gain frorn the confusion 

over who is the genuine employer. This type of confusion heightens tensions for workers, 

leading them to work faster, endure poor working conditions and accept monotonous 

work fiom whomever they work for, since they are unsure of who is ultimately responsible 

for retaining them. Thus, whife its effects on workers are pnrnarily visible through the 

informa1 processes operating at the firm level, the confusion over roles and the  tensions 

that it generates at the work site intensifies the uncertainty inherent within the TER- 

Pace and Intensity of Work 

Another dimension of temporary help work that contributes to its precarious 

character, one that partly stems from the confusion over roles, is that temporary help 

workers ofien feel pressure to work more quickly than other workers at the work site. 

Many acquiesce to unreasonable demands precisely because of the insecure nature of their 

jobs even if they feel that their workload is already too heavy. One temporary help worker 

engaged in office work reflected on the intensity of her workload on an average day as 

follows: "Fifiy-per cent of the time, 1 feel like it [the work] is too much ... Usually, 1 just 

go right at it and do not take a break until twelve noon or one o'clock or 1 just work nght 

through" (Tl). Another said: 

The intensity, the amount of work is a maximum ... The agencies do charge them 
[the customer] so it's their nght to get the work done .... In this particular job, 1 
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don't get tirne to actually go and get myself a cup of tea or something even with 
the half-an-hour [instead of an hour] of lunch that 1 take. 1 have seen other 
[permanent] people walking around taking tea time and going out for tea.. . but 1 
don't know how they have the time (T6). 

Not only are customers cognizant that temporary help workers tend to work harder than 

temporary workers hired directly by the Company, they take advantage of the insecure 

nature of the TER by expecting more from temporary help workers than their permanent 

staff As one customer asserted: 

I think hard work is something that is really expected and appreciated here [from 
temps]. You get those [permanent] slackers that, in a11 faimess, should probably 
be terminated but we're not going to terminate them because their mother used to 
work here or there's some tragedy in the family. So sometimes there is that added 
pressure on temps.. 'Look, you know, our full-time isn't coming through for us so 
you've really got to' (C3). 

Temporary help workers are well-aware of their role in supplementing the work of 

permanent workers. One noted accordingly: "[wle have to help them. We have to finish 

their work ... We work harder than the permanents ... We work hard so that Company will 

keep us at work" (TZ). Still, rather than acknowledging the high expectations placed on 

temporary help workers by their "two bosses", some customers aiso refer to what is 

known as the "halo effect" to explain why temporary help workers are so eficient. A 

long-tirne human resource manager of a pharmaceutical plant put it this way: 

The managers often Say, 'you know, oh gosh, he works better than my full-time 
people.' I thitik that there tendr zo be what they call a 'halo-effect '. First off, this 
person is working for an agency so 1 think that they're probably trying a Iittle 
harder to show themselves [in order] to be brought on payroll and to get t he  higher 
benefits. .... 1 don? know if it's conscious to not work as hard. But, when they 
become permanent, there is a difference. [They think] I'm here now and I'm making 
another $2.50 an hour or sometimes even higher -- if you went from an agency as 
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a packaging operator to Our payroll, you're take home would be $5.00 more an 
hour -- and they Say let's relax now (C4, my emphasis). 

This human resource manager, who occasionally uses the TH1 as a screening device for 

perspective permanent workers, justified the often unreasonable demands that she placed 

on temporary help workers by indicating that the best temporary help workers ofien get 

rewarded with offers of permanent employment or contract work with her firm (C4). 

Cunznron Assignnients and Typical Tmks 

One consequence of the spread of the TER is the undemse or misuse of workers' 

skills. While they capitalize on the accelerated pace of temporary help workers, customers 

rarely take advantage of the high-skill levels of many temporary help workers. Rather, 

they report using over-qualified workers to perfom monotonous work simply because 

these are the workers that the agencies send to them. As one sales representative, who 

was looking for people to do direct sales in a department store, indicated: 

1 had a guy that went through for the priesthood. 1 dont know how many 
seminaries he'd been to. He had a full string of degrees. 1 interviewed him and I 
just said: 'Don't you 1 think you're a little over-qualified for this? He really wanted 
it. He said he could do it. So, I hired him .... I've had people with P.h.D.'s. I've 
got one person now with a P.h.D. It's kind of scary (C2). 

Similarly, a temporary help worker, who was working at a clothing manufacturer and 

packaging women's clothes for shipping, indicated that her supervisor had no idea that she 

was a science teacher and a phamacy assistant before she immigrated to Canada €rom 

Egyp t (T4). 

Most temporary help workers find the type of assignments that they obtain through 

the agency uninteresting, suggesting that customers routinely fail to take advantage of 
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their skills. In the words of the worker cited at the outset of this chapter: "1 think that 

many of us are tremendously under-utilized ... We are d l ,  in fact, capable of al1 kinds of 

stuE But, the system isn't designed to use that" (T7).I0 Reminiscent of the classic image 

of the "Kelly Girl", for women, making coffee and ninning errands is still quite common to 

clerical temporary help work: "You do everything. You have to run across the street and 

do al1 of these errands. Pick up dry cleaning, make coffee, clean up messes, calling 

people"(T 1). Other types of tasks that require manual labourers, such as packaging 

clothing or stuEng envelopes, are also still prevalent and, depending upon the workplace, 

they are performed by both male and fernale temporary help workers. Thus, even though 

many temporary help workers are highly efficient, highly-skilled and highly-educated, 

customers still normally position them in types of employment situated at the bottom of 

the labour market (M2, CS). As one custorner noted: "1 give everybody that 1 interview 

this scenario. I tell them fhat if's rtof a very nicejob. 1 tell them the very worst of it and 

then 1 ask them if they can do the job" (C2, my emphasis). 

Since customers tend to demand highly efficient workers that accept low wages 

and monotonous work, the agency benefits when their workers are known for productivity 

as well as their willingness to stick with repetitive work. Indeed, providing highly efficient 

workers or, "high-quality stafing services," in industry parlance, is the agency's prime 

means of driving away its direct cornpetitors. The benefits that agencies accrue from their 

workers' level of efficiency, however, generate significant losses for workers, particularly 

with respect to the quality of their work environment and the secunty of the employment 
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relationship. When workers corne from a top agency, customers and even CO-workers put 

tremendous pressure on them to perform exceptionally. They also make them keenly 

aware that there is always another worker in the wings, if they fail to perform adequately. 

Thus, the accelerated Pace of work, the rnonotonous nature of much of temporary help 

work and the fact that many workers are overqualified for the work that they do 

underscore and perpetuate its menial character. 

The Provision of Equipntcnt and Unijbrriiis 

Beyond the fact that the uncertainty surrounding the TER prompts workers to 

work harder and faster and take fewer breaks, customers and agencies also get the most 

out of temporary help workers in other respects. The relatively low wages and minimaf 

benefits attached to temporary help work provide evidence of this profit and efficiency 

squeeze. However, other conventions cornrnon at the firm-level, blatantly coercive 

practices that may even contravene the terms of the service contract, also contribute to 

Iowering costs for custorners. For example, customers often play on temporary help 

workers' confusion over "who is the boss" to avoid paying for safety equipment like safety 

boots, hard hats and uniforms. In some instances, they shift the burden of these costs 

directly to the worker, eliminating any investment on their part beyond the payment of 

wages and the service fee. For example, one temporary help worker spoke of spending 

$76 on a pair of safety boots only to find that she would be placed on assignrnent at a 

manufacturing plant for six hours (T9). In this instance, the workers' take home pay was 

not enough to cover the cost of her boots. In other cases, customers pay for safety 
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equipment but they expect loyalty in retum, highlighting the persisting contradictions 

inherent in the triangular employment relationship: 

We actually buy them safety shoes. Probably, what the alternative would be is 
that they buy them themselves. Again, we're quite generous in this respect. We'll 
pay up to $70 for safety shoes. We will buy them. We have said, and this has 
proven to be quite effective ... We tell them: 'if you keep those safety shoes clean, 
and ever we need help again, you'll be the first that we cal1 back because you've 
already got shoes. But we tell them, 'we don? want you shoveling manure or 
anything.' We don't even Iike cross-contamination between plants. We make 
penicillin-type products and we have to follow regulations (C4). 

m e r  making these remarks, this customer went on to Say that she liked to retain a loyal 

group of temporary help workers for the sake of consistency. 

Barriers io Aîtnining Perninneni Work and "Bnd Bosses" 

In retum for quickening their pace, performing monotonous forrns tasks and, in 

many instances, paying for their own equipment and uniforms, temporary help workers 

ofien hope to obtain permanent work. When asked to explain why they are doing 

temporary help work, the answer is usually quite simple: they cannot find suitable 

permanent work (Tl, T3, T8, T9). Managers generally suggest that workers' seek 

temporary help work because: 

They need to top-up an income that they're receiving through another source. 
They want temporary work because they can't give that cornmitment to a full-time 
job. Maybe sornebody in their family is ill. They're seeking temporary work 
because they have to work and they are hoping to expose themselves to many 
different companies that aren't hinng through the papers, that aren't taking resumes 
through the front door. They're corning through a service Iike ours. They're 
getting the exposure that they want in order to get that full-tirne job (Ml). 

However, some workers put it more bluntly: "It gets hstrating. You know that this isn't 
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what you want to do with your Iife. It's something that you have to do to pay the bills" 

(Tl). Agencies play on workers' aspirations for permanent employment to increase their 

efticiency and situate temporary help work as a suitable "labour force re-entry vehicle", as 

was particularly common in post-WorId War II era. They also descnbe real-Iife examples 

of people who have been successfbl at using temporary help work as a stepping-stone for 

obtaining permanent work, as a means of encouraging discouraged workers to stick with 

temporary help work. M e r  asserting that "ultimately what we want to do is help people 

find jobs", one manager recalled the following instance where she eventually placed a 

social assistance recipient in permanent employment: 

One fellow that we helped, he was on welfare when he applied to us. We had 
trouble with his references. They were kind of iffy but he kept calling us every day 
for work. He seemed so eager and he was really pleasant so 1 called hirn in and we 
talked about his references and 1 asked hirn to give me some detail about why 
another agency would not employ hirn again. It tumed out that the one agency 
that he had let down, they had placed hirn with [a company] that does garbage pick 
up. They told hirn that he would be working inside the recycling plant for the day 
but, when he got there, they put hirn on the back of a garbage truck. This was in 
February and he wasn't properly dressed for it. He got home that night, his toes 
were frozen and his hands were cold. He stuck the job out for the day but he 
refused to go back the next day. Weil, that's kind of extenuating circumstances, I 
think .... So he seemed like a good risk and we placed him out to work. He 
worked for two cornpanies, short term -- he did such a great job that we got more 
business from them because of hirn and the work he did. And, then, the third 
company that he went to, they kept hirn on our payroll for about six or seven 
months and then they hired him. He's making about $5 an hour more now than he 
was when he was on our payroll. He works about 60 hours a week and he gets al1 
the overtime he wants and they love him. They think he's just wonderfùl. And he 
was on welfare when he came to us and couldn't find employment. So, that's my 
success story (M3). 

This manager used stories like these to motivate discouraged temporary help workers and 

inform critics of the THI's important successes. According to workers, however, agency 
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personnel also often use the promise of permanent work to more manipulative ends. For 

example, several workers revealed thzt managers often try to convince workers to stay 

with "bad bosses" or remain in difficult work environrnents by claiming that there is 

something in it for them in the long run. One temporary help worker reported that a 

manager convinced her to stay on assignment at a bank, with the elusive promise of 

permanent work and steady assignments, even when she was forced to work on the fioor: 

There was one assignrnent that 1 definitely could not handle. 1 never got a desk. I 
always had to work on a counter. 1 was working for a bank and they would never 
give me a desk to work on. 1 worked on the floor. 1 was doing al1 of this like 
really in-depth filing, collating al1 of these reports and photocopying stuE 1 
thought this is it. I'm giving them one more day. By tomorrow, when 1 corne in 
here 1 better have a desk. 1 didn't have a desk when I came in and 1 lost it, 1 
phoned the agency, and said, 'I'm leaving nght now.' They said: D o n t  leave now. 
We'H get you a desk.' 1 still waited for almost a week for a desk ... That's when 1 
turned thirty. I said: 'That's it, I'm thirty, 1 deserve to be working at a desk.' ... The 
reason I held out for so long was that they told me this might turn into permanent 
position with the bank and indicated that if 1 didn't stay it would mean the end of 
Our relationship (Tl). 

Other practices central to the daily operations of the TH1 compound the false 

promise of permanent employment. As a general rule, even thouçh workers must provide 

two references before reputable f inns will place them on assignment, agencies usually 

refuse to provide workers with references when they are applying for jobs outside the 

confines of the TH1 (Fieldnotes, December 2, 1996). According to workers, the common 

excuse provided by managers is that the agency is not in a position to provide an honest 

reference because they did not oversee the worker when s/he was on assignment with a 

customer. On the flip-side, customers also refuse to give references because they are 

unwilling to provide any evidence that could be used to cast them as the employer. In 
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seeking to move beyond temporary help work and into the wider labour market, therefore, 

workers face a double-bind that is cultivated by the cornplex Iegal arrangements 

surrounding the TER which allows both the agency and the custorner to sidestep 

employment-related responsibilities and the informal practices that heighten workers' 

confusion over roles. One worker argued that the distancing mechanisms embedded in the 

legal agreements surrounding the TER and the informal practice of refusing to provide 

references as creating the following situation: 

... It perpetuates and increases the development of a work force of sheep. You are 
profoundly disempowered by doinp this. Precisely because you're disposable, there 
aren't any avenues to cornplain, to appeal, to do anything. I've found that tough. 
Not that I have necessarily felt the need to do it [i.e., cornplain or appeal] but 1 
have felt keeniy the impossibility of doing it if 1 wanted to. That's hard. 1 dont 
like that ....y ou know that one false rnove and you're gone. h d  you're gone with 
no reference. You're just gone (T7). 

These sentiments highlight the feeling of powerlessness experienced by rnany temporary 

help workers unable to find work and fmstrated by the manipulation endemic to the THI. 

Temporary help workers often speak of 'Ijust putting in time" and "feeling like 

guests everyday" (T7, T2). Some also self-identitj. as "disposable workers" or "second 

classtf (TI). In discussing the quality oftheir working lives, many ternporary help workers' 

reveal that their relationships with ot her workers at the work-site, panicularly those hired 

directly by the customer, often intensify their sense of marginalization. Antagonisms 

between temporary help workers and other workers at the work-site are cornmonplace in 
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the TH1 and customers and agencies ofien build on these tensions in order to maximize 

their returns. 

It is cornmon for temporary help workers to work alongside other temporary 

workers hired directly by the Company, on-cal1 workers, workers with fixed-duration 

contracts and permanent workers. This situation ofien creates tensions not only between 

temporary help workers and permanent workers, a cornmon theme reported in other 

studies (Henson, 1993; Rogers, 1995), but also between temporary help workers and 

other non-standard workers. Paradoxically, it ofien leads to jealously and competitiveness 

arnongst workers rather than generating a climate of collective resistance against 

customers, agencies and the TKI more broadly. 

Indicative of the tensions between temporary help workers and permanent 

workers, one temporary help worker recalled an instance where several permanent 

workers demanded that she slow down because she was showing the permanent workers 

up. Aware that she needed to work quickly to remain on assignment, she initially 

responded to their demands by politely indicating that she had to continue to work at this 

Pace to keep her job. StiIl, the permanent workers responded to her reticence to slow 

down with a range of reprisals: since this was an assernbly line situation where workers 

were folding, packaging and boxing clothes for shipping, they sabotaged her work so that 

she was forced to re-package clothes, thereby reducing her productivity, and slowed down 

production altogether. However, the f o m  of their retaliation went even fûrther. At lunch 

time, the permanent workers refused to eat with the temporary help worker, forcing her to 
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take a table at the far end of the cafeteria, and they discouraged other temporary help 

workers from associating with her by threatening them with similar treatment. They also 

taunted her for not having a permanent job but still having to work faster than her CO- 

workers to keep her assignment. When the direct supervisor confionted the temporary 

help worker because her productivity had dropped, she was faced with a dilemma: either 

she could report that the other workers were sabotaging her work, and risk the accusation 

of lying and/or revealing her CO-workers' misconduct, or apologize for slowing down and 

try to work faster. She chose the Iater option and this led her to harbour tremendous 

resentment towards the permanent workers. Rather than blaming the customer, this 

worker charactenzed her situation as follows: "1 corne to finish theii work.. but they give 

us orders. They are proud of themselves. They are permanent. They have jobs. We don? 

have jobs" (T4). She also noted, "the permanent workers ... they think they are the owner 

of this Company and that we work temporary as slaves" (T4). 

While this worker's stos, is a rather extreme example of the antagonisrns that often 

exist between temporary help workers and other workers, numerous temporary help 

workers report that the permanent workers tend to treat them poorly at the work site. 

Many openly recognize the roots of their hostility, suggesting that it is reasonable for 

permanent workers to reject the fiiendship of temporary help workers. As one noted: 

"Why should they [permanent workers] get to know you? Why should they invest time in 

getting to know you when you are just there for a day?" (Tl). Along with severai other 

workers, this worker also indicated that the best assignments are those where there are 
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other ternporary help workers, ideally fiom the same fim, on-site: "If it's a really big fim, 

like for the banks, 1 am with other temps. Most of the time, we share a roorn. That's 

cool" (Tl). Temporary help workers report being most cornfortable with workers fkom 

the same agency because the intensely cornpetitive nature of the TH1 even has the 

potential to create antagonisms between temporary help workers frorn different agencies. 

It is not uncommon for ternporary help workers fiom different agencies to earn different 

hourly wages since, particularly in high volume industrial work, agencies constantly try to 

undercut their cornpetitors (Fieldnotes, December 5, 1996). A temporary help worker 

that had been working at a large call-centre made the following observations: 

By the time 1 got there, there were five permanent full-time staff and then 
everybody else was temps. There were two kinds of temps. There were the temps 
that were hired through the agencies and there were the temps that were hired 
directly by [the customer] and we al1 earned different salaries. The ones who were 
best paid in terms of our hourly rate were those of us who were hired directly 
U7)-  

As a whole, ternporary help workers generally view having contact with other temporary 

help workers, even if they earn different salaries, as still desirable. Contact minimizes their 

sense of marginalization by reminding them that there are other people in the same 

situations: 

You need to have another person in your life that is doing or has done the same 
thing ... [Temporary help work requires] a Twelve Step Program, you need that 
support because it can be rough, especially if that's not what you want to do with 
your Iife ... We shouldn't have to put up with this bull-shit but we do because we're 
temps. We have to make the best of it until the big break cornes (Tl). 

As this worker suggests, connections between workers who are endunng similar situations 

have the potential to empower temporary help workers to resist their poor conditions of 
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work. However, since temporary help work "occupies an institutional space that spans 

multiple locations" and consequently ternporary help workers are not oniy inhibited fiom 

organizing given the legal framework surrounding the TER but also because they rarely 

come in contact with one another, and since customers ofîen rnix ternporary and 

permanent workers at the same work site and pit them against one another by paying them 

different wages etc., some workers hint at the prospect of resistance (Gottfried, 1992: 

447). But many others are "profoundly disempowered" by doing temporary help work 

(T7). Thus, through intensimng the Pace of work, fueling the illusion that temporary help 

work will eventually lead to permanent work and requiring highly skilled workers to 

perform monotonous tasks, the micro-level practices - those that are an essential part of 

the cornmodification process -- contribute to inhibiting resistance among workers and 

increase their alienation. 

Justifying the SItape of the TER 

Industry oficials, branch managers and customers are conscious of the conditions 

of work surrounding the TER and the informa! customs and conventions operating at the 

micro-level that heighten its precariousness. They are also aware of how these informa1 

processes, when combined with macro-level developments such as the decline of the SER 

and the complex legal framework surrounding the TEK compound workers' sense of 

alienation and marginalization. Still, all three sets of actors clearly have an interest in the 

continued spread of temporary help work. To this end, they employ several common 

justifications to demonstrate how working through the THI benefits workers and why the 
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TER offers a viable and oAen even preferable alternative to the SER. Two explanations 

that managers and customers frequently use to justi@ the TH'S place in the labour market 

are the flexibility that it provides and the opportunities that it offers to recent immigrants 

seeking to gain experience and exposure in the Canadian labour market. Even though they 

are used to appeal to workers, these justifications perpetuate sex segregation, a racialized 

division of labour and income and occupational polanzation within the TH1 given the 

coercive customs, policies and practices operating at the micro-level that are associated 

with them. 

Fkxibi& 

Despite the clear tension between flexibility and insecunty, the promise of 

flexibility continues to be central to the marketing strategy that the THi directs at both 

workers and customers, as revealed at the outset of this section. At its inception, the TH1 

sold temporary help work to white middle-class married women by promising them some 

extra money in the household budget without having to sacrifice family responsibilities 

(Chapter Three). This strategy is still quite prominent today, especially among agencies 

known for the provision of clerical workers. However, to attract a broader group of 

workers, the TH1 increasingly promotes temporary help work as an attractive item on the 

expanding menu of employment options, suggesting that temporary help work is a good 

way to test out a job or attain a flexible work schedule. In describing the advantages of 

ternporary help work, one manager suggests that it offers workers with different types of 

aspirations and limitations, different types of flexibility: 
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Without committing yourself and getting that bad mark attached to you -- that 
well, 'this person moves around an awfiil lott--, you can corne in here and you can 
go spend two months at IBM to decide whether it's a type of environment you 
want to work in. And then, you c m  move on to Bell Canada, and then move on to 
Epson Canada or whatever it may be. A lot of people use them [agencies] for that 
reason. A lot of people also use them, like hornemakers -- that's not a good word - 
- that have schedules that dictate they can only work certain hours (M2).  

These remarks indicate that greater "choice" in employment arrangements is now a 

primary selling feature for the TH.. On the flip-side, as established in Chapter Four, 

managers simultaneously market the services of the TH1 to customers on the basis of 

providing "flexible staffing". In describing how the contemporary temporary help agency 

fùnctions to serve workers and customers and the type of flexibility that it offers to both 

parties, one manager spoke of its twin role in this way. He noted: "We're the employer. 

We provide flexible stafing and permanent work" (M5). In making this clairn, this 

manager is attempting to attract workers into temporary help work by indicating that the 

THI can provide some security as well as variety and sel1 the service of the THI to 

potential customers by taking on the role of the employer. His assertion demonstrates that 

the means by which the industry uses the discourse of flexibility to entice workers and to 

acquire new customers are expanding, even though the promise of "flexibility" has been 

central to the THI since its inception. 

For most workers, the elusive promise of flexibility neither generates "new" or 

irnproved conditions of employment. Despite the new emphasis on expanding the menu of 

employment options for workers, the intemal organization of the THI remains largely 

unchanged. Although gender parity increasingly characterizes the THI, the prevalent 
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rneans by which managers promote flexibility still enable it to maintain intemal 

segmentation by gender. Describing the gender division of labour in the THI one woman 

worker reported: 

Companies treat men as being more capable, especially with software programs.. . 
The women traditionally are assigned as reception or executive assistant, secretary 
or other secretarial positions. If you are a young woman, you are guaranteed 
reception .... As women [temporary help workers] people think that you are there 
to serve. You are there to be a secretary. You are there to be a receptionist, a file 
clerk, whatever. Women get a lot of the desk jobs ... women get locked ïnto that 
( T l ,  my emphasis)." 

Customers' demands also reflect this assertion but, most notably, they tend to appreciate 

the intemal segmentation in the TKi since they prefer temporary help workers with 

sirnilar charactenstics to their permanent work forces: 

1 would Say that the majonty of them [temporary help workers] are female. 
Like here. clerical is especially fernale-dorni~~ated~~~ 1 Iike thut. (C2, my em p hasis). 

[In the THI,] manufactunng tends to be more male-dominated but packaging is 
uizbelievably femnle-dominated Zike with zis ... The agencies do a lot of manual 
dexterity tests ... That's one thing that 1 like about them. They truly choose the best 
candidates. .. women have smaller hands. They're better at dealing with little things 
than men. The men get in the way. They're too clunky. They can't deal with the 
Iittle things. Sometimes you'll have a tray of pills corne along and there's a capsule 
missing and you'll have to pop a pi11 in. Women tend to have smaller hands and 
they can do that without popping al1 the rest of the pills out of the tray. We also 
have blister packs and you have to fan them with your hands to get them flat. You 
can break things if you aren't gentle enough (C4, my emphasis). 

When asked about whether gender matters in the THI, managers emphasized that the 

flexibility that the TH1 offers has histoncally benefited women with family responsibilities 

most but the THI does not discriminate, agencies simply try to meet the needs of their 

custorners (Ml). Some managers candidly observed that there is always tension between 
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upholding a policy of non-discrimination and satisfying their customers' demands. One 

justified the intemal segmentation characteristic of the TH1 as follows: 

There are times when you're forced to do so [hire a woman] because the job being 
done does not tolerate a man doing it. I'm going to use the exampIe of dexterity. 
A man's hands are much bigger than a woman's. So, when they're in a position 
using tiny Iittle parts, a woman is usually quicker. They're usually more accurate 
the first time, than a man trying to do the same job. So, we get into situations 
where a company will only put a woman in that position because a woman is more 
successfùl at the job. We also have positions where a Company will require a 
man ... 1 have one client who has told me that they want a man on their Iine. That's 
because, if the equipment stops, for whatever reason, they need somebody to climb 
a ladder. They wouldn't want to put somebody who was pregnant on this ladder. 
They don't want to risk anybody's safety but they feel a man is more stable in that 
position ... Although we're not allowed to discriminate, if you don't service with 
what the needs are, you dont have the business. So, what you have to do is make 
a judgment cal1 on this. You decide, is it a discrimination issue? Yes or no. No. 
It's not because this company will still hire women, but they get different positions 
in the company. So, really, they're not discnminating.. . (M 1). 

While this manager believes that choosing a man for a specific job based purely on the 

demands of the custorner is morally wrong and recognizes that it is illegai, she is 

suggesting that for some jobs, particularly where one sex dominates at the work site, it is 

justifiable to fulfill a customer's request for a worker of a specific sex. This manager is 

effectively arguing that, in such cases, sex is a bona fide occupational requirement. 

Most managers and industry oficials do not go as far as this manager in defending 

their customers' requests for workers of a specific sex. However, to avoid addressing the 

gender issue, they emphasize that the testing done through the T m  makes it one of the 

rnost non-discriminatory industries around. As one industry oficial noted: "We do not 

discriminate in any way. Quite fiankly, we don't discriminate because we're interested in 

skills. We're interested in abilities and that's what makes a temporary help company 
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attractive to its customers. Whereas sorneone doing their own hiring with their own set of 

biases might discnminate" (Il). For this official, the process of interviewing, testing and 

placement is a neutral process which guards against discrimination. However, workers' 

experiences of temporary help work undermine these claims, particularly the idea that 

agency personnel are less likely to discriminate than other employers. 

Many discriminatory practices that were considered acceptable in the post-World 

War II penod, given the hegemony of the ideology of domesticity, are increasingly 

unacceptable, persist in the THI. For example, in the 1950s and 196Os, agencies did not 

place women that were noticeably pregnant on assignment, normally offenng them in- 

house work fiom the four month mark until they gave binh (Chapter T hree). While this 

type of discrimination against pregnant women is illegal in the 1990s, temporary help 

workers still report that being pregnant is a real disadvantage in obtaining work through 

the agency. For example, a long term temporary help worker, who had been working 

through one agency steadily for over a year, was not only dismissed fiom an assignment 

because she was pregnant but also believed that she was no longer considered for new 

assignrnents by the agency for this reason. She described her experience as follows: 

Before 1 was pregnant 1 was ternping. 1 was probably two to three months 
pregnant and 1 was still ternping but they [the agency and the custorner] didn't 
know ... 1 was actually in a job where they were looking to hire someone full-tirne. 
And, 1 just mentioned it, well 1 thought that it would be fair to Say, Tm pregnant.' 
1 thought they should know that they'd only have me for five months and then I'd 
be off. Well, 1 guess that was a boo boo for me because when I mentioned it they 
just didn't want me at all, even ternping. It was a Wednesday or Thursday that 1 
mentioned it and they must have phoned the temp agency and said: W e  only want 



352 

her until Friday now'. They must have decided, 'we'll let her finish the week'. They 
told me on the Thursday, ' tomorrow is your Iast day' .... 1 was a teed-off and I 
decided to go to the temp agency and tell her [ the office supervisor] about what 
happened and that I thought that they were discriminating. Then I ended up telling 
the agency that 1 was pregnant and then they stopped finding me jobs because 1 
was pregnant. 1 was only three months. 1 wasn't even showing. I mean 1 still had 
another five more months but 1 guess for them to send off somebody that was 
pregnant, they didn't want to do that - That shouldn't be the case of course. I 
mean you're pregnant, you're still willing to work -- But after I told her, she didn't 
even bother to look for a job for me doing temp work .... After about a month of 
phoning and calling to see what was available, and not getting anything 1 just said 
forget it. 1 gave up (T3). 

Stones Iike these are not uncommon in the THI, Not only do they reinforce the 

precarious nature of the TER in practice, given that workers may be dismissed with 

lirnited notice, they add to the evidence that the promise of flexibility that the TH1 

promotes primanly benefits its customers. While managers, industry officiais and even 

some customers use the language of flexibility to argue that temporary help work is 

contributing to an expanding menu of options for workers, offering women with family 

obligations the chance to have a work "schedule that accommodates their kids getting o n  

and off the bus" and promoting occupational diversity in the industry, informal practices 

such as failing to place pregnant women on assignment indicate that this is not so. Indeed, 

the interna1 gender division of labour in the Canadian TH1 has remained relatively static 

over the course of the Iast fifty years and discriminatory practices are still highly prevalent 

at the micro-level. 

Tanadian Job Experience " 

Another increasingly common rneans by which customers and managers justifjr the 

THI's place in the labour market is by claiming that it provides recent immigrants with 
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Canadian job experience. Just as industry officials argued that the TH1 represented an 

ideal labour force re-entry vehicle for women absent from the labour force while raising 

children in the late 1960s and early 1970s, officials now argue that ternporary help work is 

a suitable means for immigrants to gain experience and exposure in the Canadian labour 

market. Like the promise of flexibility, when this justification is examined in light of the 

customs and conventions operating at the micro-level, it reveals the increasingly racialized 

nature of the Tm's work force and the discriminatory policies and practices operating in 

the THI. One official put it this way: 

New Canadians find that it [doing temporary help work] is a great way for them to 
get experience. Often they're told, "I'rn sorry, you don't have any Canadian 
experience," when they apply for work. But, in Our industry, when they apply, [we 
look at] their skills. If they have referrals, we research them. It doesn't matter if 
that person has worked in India previously, we do the reference checking and 
make sure that they've got the skills and then they get work (1 1). 

Several temporary help workers who recently immigrated to Canada also reported t hat, 

when they first amved and applied for jobs, employers told them that they needed 

Canadian experience. This creates a vicious cycle for immigrant workers forcing them to 

seek social assistance ancilor assistance fiom Canada Employment and Immigration 

Centres (CEIC). Notably, the TH1 positions itself as providing a solution to these 

workers' common problem. Agencies ofien promote their general seMces to social 

assistance and CEIC oficials and advertise in community newspapers that they place 

people without Canadian job expenence. Consequently, workers report being directed to 

the THI by the social assistance department as a means of obtaining entry into the labour 

market (T2, T3). One worker indicated that she was, given the high unemployment rate, 
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lucky to obtain work through the THI only three months after her arriva1 in Canada. She 

noted: "You hear so many things about unemployment, but you never know. When 1 got 

work, I said 'these people are liars because they said, 'there's no work'. I got work after 

three months. 1 didn't get permanent [employrnent] but 1 did get work" (T4). Although 

this worker was happy to find work, she hoped to move beyond her new light industrial 

job and retum to her profession of choice in the future given the poor conditions of 

employrnent in the TKI. 

Corresponding with the Tm's apparent openness to place immigrant workers, 

customers also commonly report preferences for immigrant workers, suggesting that they 

have a stronger work ethic than "Canadians", especially white Canadian men. A high 

volume customer that placed temporary help workers in direct sales positions asserted 

boldly: 

White Canadian men don't cut it today. 1 hired a guy a couple of weeks ago ... 
When he walked in, as soon as I saw him come through the door, 1 said to [the on- 
site supervisor] , '1 want him.' He came in and 1 hired him. When he went out, 
[the on-site supervisor] said: 'He's not going to last.' ... He never even came back 
after training. He never even made it to the store. He'd just graduated with a 
degree from some university or sornething. You know, these guys come out of 
university and they want to make $40,000 in their first year. They want to be 
president of the Company the second year. They think they know it al1 (C2). 

Attitudes like these, which seemingly praised immigrants' skills and work ethic, actually 

reinforce a racialized division of labour in the THI. They also contribute to the tendency 

among agencies to place immigrant workers and workers of colour in jobs at the bottom 

of the wage and occupational hierarchy, jobs that require workers to tolerate poor 

working conditions. 
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Managers, industry oficials and custorners are surpnsingly up front about the 

existence of this racialized division of labour within the TH, although they are carefùl to 

assert that it has nothing to do with discrimination since the testing procedures are neutral 

and since agencies are bound by codes of ethics that prohibit race and sex-based 

discrimination (M2, Il). One manager made a clear statement acknowledging the 

racialized division of labour conunon to the TH1 but claimed that it occurred naturally, 

"[w]e have a lot of new immigrants that apply and that unfortunately can sometirnes 

become a segregated area. Unfortunately, you see it happen. It's uncontrollable. If we're 

recruiting for LID [light industrial], we have a lot of new immigrants good for that area 

that corne in" (M3). Another displayed embarrassrnent when asked to account for the 

apparent racialized division of labour with the THI. The manager of an agency placing a 

range of workers recounted a story about a long-time customer phoning him to ask why 

they were placing such a highly skilled worker in such a monotonous and low paying job. 

In this instance, the customer felt very uncomfortable with asking the worker tu stack 

shelves. The manager recalled the story as follows: 

There was this one particular instance of this individual and this person, 1 can't 
remember where he was h m .  He was from a Third World country that just slips 
my mind now. This guy had more degrees and doctorates than I've ever seen. This 
is one of the most highly educated people that I've ever seen and he was stacking 
shelves for us at $7.00 an hour. He'd been in Canada about two or three 
years ... 1 remember the client calling me. 1 guess they'd just had the opportunity 
to have a coffee, one day at a break or something like that and this person started 
to wheel off what his educational background was. The client was just amazed. 
He couldn't believe it. He actually felt bad that he had somebody of this Ievel and 
this intelligence out in his warehouse stacking shelves for $7.00 an hour (M2). 
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Unlike the preceding customer, sorne customers felt differently, displaying Iittle 

embarrassment. Revealing the racisrn inherent in the practices associated with the THI's 

promise of providing so-called Canadian expenence, sorne even indicated that it was not 

only just to use over-qualified immigrant workers to do light industrial work and 

acceptable to pay these workers low wages but that the conditions of work in the TH1 

were quite acceptable to the workers themselves. As one customer noted: 

If you've grown up in Canada, you're spoiled rotten. You can cornplain and carry 
on d l  you want but we have it made here. The majority of people have never been 
outside of North America. They have no idea how the other half of the world 
lives. If somebody has corne here from Afnca, most of these people up and down 
this Street have absolutely no idea whatsoever what an Afncan goes through every 
day. They have no eanhly idea. So you bring them here and pay them $8.00 an 
hour. They think that's wondemil. Or somebody fi-om India, they're just happy to 
have a job. They'll do everything they can to please you, to try and make sure that 
they have that job tomorrow (C2). 

Customers, like this one, who prefer immigrants to Canadian-bom workers or  who 

indicate a preference for workers of a particular nationality or ethnic group, are not new to 

the contemporary TH. Indeed, the TH1 and its customers have a poor, but well- 

documented, record of human rights abuses against immigrants and visible minonties, 

especially in Ontario where the Canadian Civil Liberties Organization has made formal 

complaints to the Ontario Human Rights Commission after repeatedly conducted surveys 

finding that temporary help agencies are willing to accept discriminatory job orders 

(Letters to Human Rights Ontano Human Rights Commission, Canadian Civil Liberties 

Organization, 1983, 199 1, 1993, 1993). 
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Signaling their awareness of the racism endemic in the Canadian labour market that 

the TH1 capitalizes on, workers speak fiankly and forcehlly about the poor conditions 

surrounding temporary help work. One worker noted rhetorically: 

What is a landed immigrant mean? They take everything from you. Whatever you 
have over there. They Say there is no bias but there is. ..They shouId set up some 
standards for this particular kind ofjob. pefeming to ternporary help work ...] At 
leaa they [the govement]  should help immigrants set up before they have to do 
this dog work ... When you land over here you bnng this rnoney over here and you 
don? get a job, you only get temporary work. You get dog work and 
sometimes you even have to pay for it. You're caught (T3). 

This worker predicted that, in the near future, temporary help agencies will charge direct 

fees to immigrant workers and the govemment will permit it (T3). Like this worker, 

many workers report being trapped in the THI and their experiences indicate that the 

racialized division of labour in the THI is prirnanly a product of two overtly racist informa1 

practices that reveal the ideological nature of the industry's promise of "Canadian 

expenence" : namely, placing workers of the same background together intentionally, and 

thereby perpetuating segmentation, and refusing to provide references to recent 

immigrants. 

Mirronng the racialized division of labour in the Canadian labour market as a 

whole, workers speak of being intentionaIly placed in workplaces with no prospect for 

permanent work where immigrant workers dominate (T2, 7'3, T6). Managers even 

confirm that they consciously place workers of similar ethnic origins together by making 

comments like: "we look at what their culture is al1 about and try, to the best of our 

ability, to put the same type of people together ... It's easier to be successfùl [in this 
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industry], if you have that right kind of mix (M2). Aithough the THI does not sanction 

these behaviours, the practices of placing workers of similar ethic backgrounds together 

and paying highly-qualified workers low wages are stnkingly reminiscent of the practices 

of private employment agents operating in the Canadian labour market at the turn-of-the- 

century, when railway and steamship agents placed Chinese immigrants on the railways 

and Italian immigrants in construction (Avery, 1995). 

Still, the practice that stands out most and that resembles the charge of 

misrepresentation comrnon to the padrone systern in the early twentieth century is the 

THI's refusal to provide references to workers. This practice, which was descnbed in 

detail above, debunks the THI's daim that temporary help work provides immigrants with 

the job experience that they require to gain entry into the Canadian labour market as a 

whole. Disproving this claim, one worker reflected on the experiences of her immigrant 

CO-workers at the call-centre where she worked: 

Some people think it is a viable and good option to acquire Canadian job 
expenence. But, its an impossible way to get it .... They will not give you 
references. It's a very interesting problem. One of my colleagues, for example, lei? 
[the customer] after five years there as a temp. That was her only Canadian job 
experience. She requested a letter of reference from her supervisor. Now, bear in 
rnind that this is a man who's been monitoring her at the very least monthly for five 
years. He's quite able to say how good an employee she is. The most that he 
could do was write a letter saying that she had worked at [the customer]. He 
couldn't actually give her a reference. Now, what use is a letter saying that you've 
worked there. In fact it's probably to your disadvantage .... Still, 1 think that there 
are people probably going in there [into temporary help work] thinking that, in 
fact, they c m  get a letter of reference out of it at the end. That's not a whole lot to 
expect, but they can't (T7). 
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Indeed, beyond the clear examples of racism revealed by the Canadian Civil Liberties 

Organization, the notion that the TH1 provides immigrant workers with so-caIIed 

Canadian experience not only enables the T'HI to entrench a racialized division of labour 

but also perpetuates racist practices in the THI. 

Together, the promise of flexibility and the industry's claim that it plays a crucial 

role in providing workers' with "Canadian" job experience also contnbute to the growing 

income and occupational polanzation within the THI and intensifL its gendered and 

racialized character. The composition of the work force at the call-centre where the 

customer refiised to provide workers with ietters of reference at the end of their tenure, 

even d e r  five years of steady employment, suppons this claim. According to one worker 

at this workplace: 

The bosses of our unit were four young men. Al1 probably in their early thirties. 
Four young white able-bodied guys and, in the entire tirne 1 was in my unit, there 
were maybe three able-bodied white straight guys ever. 1 mean the place was 
women and immigrants and people of colour. Penod. With these four white boys 
telling us what to do. 1 used to laugh at that actually. I thought it was pretty funny 
and a number of the temps, when 1 would point this out, would see some humour 
in it, but what were they going to do? Their boss [the three supervisors' boss] was 
a white woman. So we would console ourselves with thinking that was 
[the custorner's] attempt at equity. But it was actually kind of neat because they 
were very similar to one another. And, well, 1 think I have actually probably 
referred to them as "the boys" because that's literally how we thought of them. 
And they all had their little cubicles along the window. But they were very nice 
guys. They were just like boy cheerleaders (T7). 

The occupational hierarchy in this call-centre was composed of four distinct strata. The 

human resource manager was located at the top of the hierarchy. She was employed 

directly by the customer to manage the call-centre. The temporary heip workers' bosses, 
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or "the boys," as the temporary help workers call thern, occupied the second strata. These 

young men were on-site managers that were employed by temporary help agencies on 

contract; their jobs were to supervise the temporary help workers and relieve the customer 

of any employment-related responsibilities. Temporary workers of various sorts resided in 

the bottom two mngs of the occupational hierarchy. Those that were employed directIy 

by the customer were multilingual. They earned more money than the ternporary help 

workers and had a higher status in the workplace and, therefore, occupied the third level. 

Those that were engaged by the TH1 resided in the bottom tier, although their wages and 

conditions of employment differed because they were employed by different agencies. 

Given that the human resource manager was a white woman, that the on-site 

supervisors were young white men, and that the majority of the temporary help workers 

were women, immigrants and people of colour, this call centre was characterized by a 

racialized and gendered division of labour. In the context of this workplace, "the boys" 

had the greatest potential for mobility. Since they were on contract with the Tm, rather 

than working as temporary help workers in the conventional sense, these workers were 

using the TH1 as a stepping Stone in a tight labour market. Thus, they represent pan of 

the expanding group of managerial and professional temps that are attracted to the TH1 

because of the flexibility that it offers; they resemble self-employed workers much more 

than their counterparts engaged in light industnal or clencal temporary help work. 

Conversely, although many of the temporary help workers answering the phones at this 

call-centre were highly-educated people who were merely working in the THI to gain 
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"Canadian job expenence", their mobility was highly constrained both in the TH1 itself, 

due to the tendency among agency managers to place immigrants with other immigrants, 

and in the Canadian labour market at a whole, due to the common poiicy of refusing to 

provide references. Although they both represent part of the expanding THI, these two 

sets of workers, could not be more diffierent. Nor could their wages and conditions of 

employment. " 

The experiences of these workers and their CO-existence within one workplace 

exhibits the increasingly polarized nature of the TH1 and, if the changing shape of the TH' 

is indicative of larger trends, the Canadian labour market more broadly. They demonstrate 

quite clearly the inferior conditions of employment cornmon to temporary help work and 

the destructive attitudes of officiais in the TKI as well as their customers. 

W .  The Fen2inization of Employment Norms 

The micro-level practices endorsed by industry oficials, branch managers and 

customers illustrate that the TER differs h m  the SER not only in form, as Chapter Four 

demonstrated, but in substance. It is a precarious mode1 of employment. Measured 

against non-standard forms of employment, such as temporary help work, the SER 

emerges as a relatively solid standard. Similarly, even though it was, "not the best of a11 

worlds," the post-World War II labour market in which the SER functioned most 

effectively reveals itself, as Picchio (1992: 6 )  notes, as "the best among the historically 

existing systems for commanding labour and distributing the means of subsistence," when 

compared with conditions in the contemporary labour market. However, the reality is that 
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the SER is eroding as a itormafive mode1 of employment as are the institutional bases for 

labour market regulation that it brought to dominance: the nse and spread of the TER is a 

testament to this development. Although it is certainly too premature, and perhaps even a 

futile exercise, to attempt to identifL "successors", if the growth of temporary help work 

and the conditions of employment surrounding it reflect prevailing employment trends, 

than the erosion of the SER is amounting to a qualitative changes in the terms and 

conditions of employrnent for an expanding group of workers. 

Recent developments in the THI reflect the ferninization of employrnent in al1 its 

central aspects. Even though women no longer represent a disproportionate percentage of 

the THI's work force, partly due to their consistently high labour force participation rates, 

sex segregation still characterizes the industry, with women predominating in clencal and 

service related occupations and men predominating in industnal, managerial and 

professional occupations. Moreover, workers in segments of the industry dominated by 

women and immigrants generally eam lower hourly wages than their counterparts in 

segments of the industry dorninated by (white) men. Income and occupational 

polarization is pariicularly evident in high-volume work sites, such as the call-centre 

described in Section III where women, immigrants and people of colour were largely 

confined to the lower tiers of the occupational hierarchy while young white men resided in 

the top layers. Indicative of growing casualization, the Canadian THI self-regulates to 

great effect for its own benefit. Consequently, temporary help workers are subject to one- 

way employment asreements rather than standard employrnent contracts: these 
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agreements mandate that workers accept minimal levels of social protection and waive 

certain fundamental mobility rights accorded by law in exchange for the prospect of 

obtaining temporary help work. Coercive customs and conventions operating within the 

TH1 only reinforce the weak legal infrastructure surrounding the TER. These processes 

create considerable alienation amongst workers by contnbuting to confusion over "who's 

the boss?" and prompting workers to work harder and faster and perfom monotonous 

tasks even if they are over-qualified for the work that they do. Combined with the 

cornrnon means that industry officiais, branch managers and customers use to jus@ the 

existence of the THI and to promote the TER to workers, they also uphold a racialized 

gender division of labour within the industry. 

Thus, even though women's shifting position in the labour market and the decline 

of the SER have led more men to enter the T H  and have, therefore, contributed to 

increased occupational diversity in the industry, the notion of feminization still has salience 

in the context of the THI. This concept has resonance at both a descriptive and an 

explanatory Ievel because of the continuing subordination of women as well as immigrants 

and people of colour in the THI. The case of the THI iflustrates that, contrary to the 

arguments of proponents of the conventional thesis, the feminization of ernployment 

means much more than women's mass entry into the labour market and even the creation 

of more "women's work" in the labour market. It amounts to the rise and spread of 

feminized employment relationships. In the post-World War II era, the TH1 managed to 

carve out a space for itself because it targeted white middle-class mamed women excluded 
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from core segments of the labour force due to marriage bars and other marginalized 

groups devoid of certain basic labour rights. In this period, the TER was a feminized 

employment relationship since it contravened the (male) standard and was dorninated by 

women. However, the State as well as various segments of organized labour treated it as 

a iegitimate exception to the n o m  because it was designed to be a supplement and 

because of the TM'S female-dominated work force. At present, the THI is indeed 

composed of more men than previously and, therefore, it is more stratified. However, the 

TER still remains aferninired employment relationship, one whose terms and conditions 

reflect the appearance of more "women's work" in the market. Most notably, industry 

oficials, branch managers and customers are beginning to cast the TER as an alternative 

to the SER with surpnsingly little negative attention from the State and seemingly limited 

resistance corn organized labour. Thus, the growth of the THI and the nse and spread of 

the TER not only signals the extension of "new" fembzired employment relationships but 

the feminizario)~ of employment norms more broadly. 

Conclusion 

If the spread of temporary help work and the conditions of employment 

surrounding the TER are indicative of employment change, the significance of these twin 

developments (i.e., the extension of "new" femitzized employment relationships and the 

fernir~ization of employment norms more broadly) is far-reaching. 

Unlike the SER which was a male nom, the TER reflects the experiences of 

women. Given that women, particularly immigrant women, Aboriginal women and 
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women of colour, have historically been confined to subordinate positions in the Canadian 

labour market and white middle-class married women predominated in the TH1 fiom its 

inception in the mid-1940s untif the late 1970s, the extension of fembzired employment 

relationships, like the TER, threaten to downgrade the existing standard. Workers can no 

longer expect (although this expectation has a2wq.s been exaggerated) that they will 

engage in permanent, bilateral employrnent relationships and enjoy comprehensive social 

benefits such as UI, sick pay and matemity and parental leave as well as employer- 

provided extended benefits. As well, if recent developments in the TH1 are indicative of 

what is to come in the labour market as a whole, the feminizatio» of employment noms 

will perpetuate and perhaps even cultivate income and occupational polarization based on 

gender, immigration status and race. If the TER is a ternplate for the future, the extension 

offeminized employment relationships promises to maintain dualism in the labour market. 

Regrettably, given its potentially damaging impacts on workers in Canada, the TER is one 

among an expanding nurnber of possible alternatives to the SER. Chapter One argued that 

the notion of a TER has the unique capacity to capture growing dualism in the Canadian 

labour market, evidenced by the expanding diversity in non-standard forms of employment 

but, at the sarne tirne, convey the expansion of precanous jobs at the bottom of the labour 

market. Thus, the power of the TER as a conceptual tool relates to its all-encompassing 

character, that is, its potential to become an employment n o m  for a wider segment of the 

population. The fact that "new" feminized employment relationships like the TER cover 

an increasingly broad spectrum of workers inhabiting opposite ends of the income and 
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occupational hierarchy, ranging from full-time "consuItants" in burgeoning fields such as 

law and cornputer programming to part-time or casual workers engaged in clericai work 

or generai labour, makes ii particularly critical to examine the status of current regdations 

surrounding the TER in Canada and evaluate them against models existing elsewhere. 

Chapter Six directs itseif to this important task. 
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Notes - 
'In a recent article entitled "Pan-Time Employment and Women: A Range of Strategies" 
(1996), which examines the different strategies pursued by States, unions and wornen to 
shape employers' use of part-time workers, Jane Jenson makes a similar claim about the 
changing nature of employment. 

Speaking to the case of part-time employment she convincingly argues that "a new 
set of gendered employment relations is at the heart of the restructured economies" and 
that "new employment practices draw in some ways on existing discourses and practices 
of gender relations, depend in some ways on their having been altered, and are profoundly 
irnplicated in setting the new limits to gender equality that are being constituted" (92). 
The findings of this chapter parallel Jenson's daims to a large degree; they especiaily 
reinforce her view that the new structures of inequality in the labour market wilf "clearly 
undermine any strategy for generating gender equality that focuses exclusively on women 
thernselves ... until they [women] have access to better employrnent contractsn(97). 
However, our emphases differ sornewhat. Jenson focuses her discussion of part-time 
work on the gendered character of the emergent set of employment relations. In contrast, 
I still retain the concept "feminization", while ernphasizïng that the current casualization of 
employrnent amounts to the "gendering ofjobs", because, in the case of the THI, 
employers' efforts to restructure empioyrnent relations still rest on policies and practices 
designed to maintain a considerable and well-defined proportion of temporary help work 
as "women's work". 

'For example, in examining the Canadian case, Armstrong (1996) suggests that men are 
taking women's jobs in some areas, particularly where women have traditionally found 
their best jobs. Clearly this emergent trend has the potential to affect the character of sex 
segregation in the labour market but it is likely to contribute to its reconfiguration rather 
than its elimination. 

'The following two tables depict women's and men's concentration in specific industries 
and the percentage distribution of female and male employrnent across al1 the industries by 
decade from 196 1 and 199 1. 



Table 18 
The Experience of the Femnle Labour Force by Industry Division, 1961-1991 

Industry 
Division 

Agriculture 
Forestry 
Fishing and 
Trapping 
Mines, Quarries, 
and Oil Wells 
Manufacturing 
Construction 
Transportation, 
Communications 
and Other 
Utilities 
Trade 
Finance, 
Insurance, and 
Red  Estate 
Comrnunity, 
Business and 
Persona1 
Services 
Public 
Administration 
and Defense 
Al1 Industries 

Fernale % of Industry % of al1 Fernale Workers 

Source: Armstrong and Armstrong, 1993: 22-23. 



TnbIe 19 
The Experience of the Male Labour Force by Industry, 1961-1991 

Industry 
Division 

Agriculture 
Forestry 
Fishing and 
Trapping 
Mines, Quarries, 
and Oil Wells 
Manufacturing 
Construction 
Transportation, 
Communications 
and Other 
Utilities 
Trade 
Finance, 
Insurance, and 
Real Estate 
Community, 
Business and 
Persona1 
Services 
Public 
Administration 
and Defense 
A l  Industries 

Male % of Industry % of al1 Male Workers 

Source: Armstrong and Armstrong, 1993: 70-71. 

'As Isabella Bakker (199 1) aptly observes, one key consequence of women's 
predominance in this type of service sector employment in the 1970s and 1980s was that 
new legislative measures designed to redress sex inequality in the labour market, such as 
pay equity, employment equity and other labour standards, offered few tangible benefits 
for many women since they only applied to medium and large workplaces and benefited 
primarily standard workers. 

'To be clear, I am not suggesting here that sex segregation is the only, or the inost 
significant, type of segmentation in the contemporaiy labour market but that it persisrs 
alonside, and in coniunction with. segreeation based on acre and race. 
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'Many employrnent agreements also contain a separate clause indicating that the 
temporary help worker is aware that s/he is entitled to accept or reject assignrnents 
without penalty. However, as Section III reveals, workers and managers report that there 
are many unwritten penalties for refusing assignments. 

7 The relegation of temporary help workers to coverage under minimum standards 
Iegislation is the product of what Iudy Fudge (199 1, 1993) and Barbara Carneron (1 995) 
have both labeled a "segmented mode1 of labour market regulation". According to Fudge 
(1991) and Carneron (1995), this mode1 gives workers in primary and secondary labour 
markets differential access to legislative protections and social secunty benefits. The 
marginal status of minimum standards legislation, which relates pnmarily to its historic 
association with women workers perceived to be secondary breadwimers and the strength 
of organized (male) labour in core sectors of the economy (Fudge, 199 1 : 6-7), provides 
the most concrete evidence of the asyrnmetrical character of labour market regulation in 
Canada. 

In descnbing the conditions of employment common among temporary help 
workers, this section takes works by Fudge (1991) and Cameron (1995) and the 
overwhelrning evidence of the inferior status of minimum standards Iegislation that they 
provide as its point depamire. Furthemore, the findings of this study as a whole echo 
Fudge's (1 99 1 : 19-20) conclusion that: 

Employment standards legislation should be moved fiom the margin to the centre 
of a revised labour policy which consists of a constellation of related pieces of 
legislation, including collective bargaining, pay equity and employment equity. 
The point of reconceptualizing the ro!e of employment standards legislation is to 
ensure that it is no longer seen as simply an adjunct to collective bargaining -- a 
fall-back mechanism designed to cover inadequacy in collective bargaining 
legislation. Lirniting employment standards legislation to such a secondary role 
blinds us to the possibility that effective and extensive minimum standards may be 
a necessary condition for the extension of collective bargaining. It isprecisely 
becarise employers are able to exploit flexible labotir rhat the collective 
bargai~iitg norm is threatened. .. So long as employme~t standards legisation zs 
seen as mbszdiary fo collective bargaining the standards it provides ore Iikeiy to 
6e the barest rnimknîm. 

Chapter Six and the Postscript address the challenges and prospects for extending the 
prevailing regime of collective bargaining to include temporary help workers. 

Management and administration was the only occupational category where the average 
hourly wage for temporary help workers surpassed that of temporary workers engaged in 
bilateral employment relationships. 



T h e  Survey of Work Arranoements (1991) found that 73.2 percent of al1 temporary 
worken were not unionized (Lipsett and Reesor, 1997: 47). 

'The cornments of this worker and the experiences of other workers trained as either 
professionals or highly-skilled tradespeople engaging in temporary help work certainly 
conform with the growing body of feminist scholarship that argues that, "ski11 recognition 
follows from the employment contract rather than the other way around" (Jenson, 1996: 
5). However, given that the bulk of temporary help assignments still involve performing 
monotonous tasks, moa temporary help workers are doubly disadvantaged where ski11 
recognition is concerned: they are disadvantaged by the precarious nature of the 
employment agreement as well as the dearth of challenging assignments. 

"A male worker with considerable experience as a temporary help worker further 
observed that, "if you are a man, and you're [clerical] temping, they al1 think that you're 
gay," reinforcing the gender-based stereotypes about the THI (T2). 

"Mer praising the growing income and occupational polanzation in the TH, one industry 
official made the following fitting analogy in distinguishing between the conditions of 
employment attached to Iight industrial and clencal versus managerial and professional 
temporary help work: "[i]tls like the difference between fast food and fine dining" 
(Fieldnotes, December 2, 1996). 



Chapter Six 

'Flexible Workers,' Intractable Regulatory Regirne: 
Regulating the Temporary Employment ReIationship 

Al1 over the world, people who are the employees of the fim are being 
made redundant and then workers are supplied by private employment agencies 
usually at a lower wage and with no benefits. Effectively, employers are ratcheting 
down the conditions and pay of workers, undercutting what were once decent 
stable jobs for people and replacing them with precanous jobs that dont cany a lot 
of basic protections, protections that the trade union movement feels should go 
with any job. 

Governments need to respond to this problem. If you are one of these 
[temporary help] workers al1 your Me, it means that you dontt accumulate any 
benefits. if you are sick, or when you reach retirement, you have no coverage, 
no security.. . So, why not change the system?. . . Let's fiexiblize al1 of the systems 
around the employrnent relationship so that they protect the "flexible worker". 
?Yhar we have riow is a ptcsh for the 'yexible worker " bzrt we have staic @ems 
ofprotecliorl. 

- Patricia O 'Donovan, Chie f Negotialor for the 
Workers' Grozrp, Convention No. 181, I»terna~ional 
Labour Conference, Jirne 1 7, 199 7. 

Temporary help work poses a findamental challenge to the regulatory framework 

that grew up around the SER in Canada and other welfare states in the post-war penod: 

the challenge to preserve protections, benefits and security for workers engaged in 

employment relationships where responsibility does not rest squarely with one entity. 

As Chapter Four illustrated, the primary objective of the contemporary THl's 

marketing strategy is to displace the SER -- specifically, the bilateral employrnent 

relationship that lies at its foundation -- and replace it with a TER. To promote the TER 

as a genuine alternative to the SER, the THI is selling the idea of "staffing services," a new 

concept designed to entice customers to use temporary help workers as a means of 

abdicating responsibility and to situate temporary help agencies as "human resource" 
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experts. As Chapter Five revealed, this strategy, which rests on a complex legal 

apparatus, is not only cultivating arms-length relationships between temporary help 

workers and customers but also rninimizing the obligations of the agency. In the 

contemporary THI, contracts of employment are not reciprocaI agreements between 

workers and agencies; rather, they require workers to relinquish a number of basic rights 

and protections in exchange for the prospect of attaining temporary help work. Similarly, 

contracts between agencies and their customers look like typical service contracts even 

though they govern the provision of workers to a third-party. Thus, the THI's move 

towards providing staffing services amounts to continued precariousness for workers: 

combined with the qualitative dimensions of temporary help work, the conditions of 

employrnent associated with the contemporary TER rnake workers look and feel more and 

more like commodities. 

Although these findings are troubling, they are not surprising given that the 

Canadian TH1 has effectively been in a position to self-regulate over the last several 

decades. The result of this situation is, predictably, a weak regulatory environment; there 

are numerous deficiencies in the limited regulatory framework surrounding the TER 

principally related to the division of responsibility, secunty, wage levels and levels of 

social protection. Many of these gaps are not newper se. Nor are the informal practices 

that they generate at the micro-level. However, the need for a solid regulatory 

framework, one that extends a comprehensive package of benefits and protections to 
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temporary help workers, is particularly pressing at present since the TER is poised, now 

more than ever, to becorne a new ernployment nom. 

Probing recent developments at provincial, national and supra-national levels, this 

chapter explores the prospects for devising an effective regulatory framework surrounding 

the conternporary TER. It is divided into four sections. Section 1 examines the status of 

regulations goveming private employment agencies, including temporary agencies, in 

Canada in the mid- 1990s. It demonstrates that, with the exception of Quebec, most 

provinces are effectively de-regulating pnvate employment agencies and attributes such 

trends to the growing legitimacy of ternporary help agencies, the aggressive posture of the 

contemporary Canadian THI and the absence of coordinated resistance from organized 

labour since the post-World War II period. Section II describes developments at the 

supra-national level from the mid-1980s, when the lengthy stalemate between workers, 

employers and govemments began to break down within the ILO, until June 19, 1997, 

when the organization adopted the "Convention Conceming Pnvate Employment 

Agencies" (No. 18 l), a new international iabour standard that recognizes temporary help 

agencies as ernployers and, therefore, reverses the ILO's historic stance against labour 

market intermediaries and its skeptical view of non-standard forms of ernployment. 

Section III compares national Iaws designed to regulate the TER with provisions 

contained in Convention No. 18 1 and the Iimited regulatory framework existing within 

most provinces and temtories in Canada. It finds that Convention No. 181 is relatively 

weak in cornpanson to national laws regulating triangular employment relationships even 



375 

though it aims to create a comprehensive regulatory framework surrounding the TER for 

national govemments to emulate. A cornparison of this sort also suggests, more generally, 

that there is no mcessa~y correlation between legitimizing the TER at the level of labour 

Iaw and endorsing lower forma1 Ievels of protection for workers. Section IV summarizes 

recent regdatory developments at the provincial level in Canada and within the ILO, 

demonstrating that even though their cumulative effect is to affinn the legitimacy of 

temporary help agencies and to establish the TER as a viable alternative to the S E 9  there 

are models for Canada to follow should the political terrain shifi to the point that 

provincial govemments are forced to examine other options in eamest. 

This chapter deveiops several of the central themes of this study. It deepens micro 

and rnacro-level explanations of why the feminization of employment is occumng with 

such force in Canada by describing the weak set of regulations surrounding the TER. It 

also further emphasizes that the absence of regulations governing the TER is key since 

temporary help work is one amongst a growing number of employment relationships 

where responsibility does not rest squarely with one entity. The chapter also retums to 

several core claims advanced at the outset of the study, modif?ying and verifying its leading 

premises where appropriate. Most centrally, it suggests that, although many governments 

and workers' groups within the IL0 are attempting to uphold the maxim "labour is not a 

commodity" at a symbolic level, the sentiments behind it are gradually breaking down at 

the supra-national level with private employment agencies gaining an unprecedented 

degree of legitimacy and with the end of the ILO's unqualified support for public 
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employment services. Cornpleting a century's long sketch of the THI's history and pre- 

history, this chapter also confirms that the high level of insecurity faced by workers 

engaged in TE& (Le., the contemporary TEK its early precursors and its irnrnediate 

forerunners) has persisted since the tum-of-the-century - only the character of the Tm's 

work force and the social and institutional bases of labour market regulation have 

changed. 

1. LegisMion Governing Private Employment Agencies in Canada 

Unlike the penod from the turn-of-the-century to the mid-1960~~ when the federai 

govemment and many provincial govemments crafied numerous regulations designed to 

lirnit the activities of vanous types of private employment agencies, the issue of regulating 

private employment agencies (including ternporary help agencies) fell off the policy agenda 

in the late 1960s and early 1970s. With the THI's move towards providing "stafing 

services" and with its growing legitimacy in Nonh Amenca as a whole, most provinces 

began to abandon and/or fail to enforce regulations governing ternporary help agencies 

altogether. By the rnid-1970s, the void created by de-regulation was so great that the TH1 

began to self-regulate, constmcting a complex web of agreements surrounding the TER 

and advancing more general industry-wide codes of ethics. About a decade later, under 

the auspices of the Employment and Staffing Services Association of Canada, the industry 

association that formed in the early 1970s, the TH1 began to lobby for Mnimizing the 

provincial regulations which still existed. By the mid-1990s, it was rewarded for its efforts 

as some provinces began to loosen andlor abandon existing regulations. 
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This section descnbes the current status of regulations goveming private 

employment agencies (including temporary help agencies) at the provincial level in 

Canada. It reveais that the active de-regulation of private employment agencies is 

occumng in some provinces, such as Ontario and Alberta, while the regulatory apparatus 

surrounding the TER remains virtudly unchanged in others, such as Manitoba and Bt-itish 

Columbia. Only in Quebec, which has histoncally applied the strictest regulations to 

pnvate employment agencies, is the govemment entertaining the possibility of devising a 

more ngorous fiamework for regulating the TER. 

The Status Quo 

British Columbia and Manitoba are two exarnples of provinces where regulations 

goveming private employment agencies remained quite static between the late 1960s to 

the mid-1990s. In the case of British Columbia, where private employment agencies have 

been regulated under the province's Em~lovment Standards Act since 196 1 (alongside 

agencies placing farm labourers and contract labourers), the provincial govemment simply 

consolidated existing regulations in 198 1, 1984 and 1995 respectively. In 1995, the most 

recent round of revisions to the British Columbia Empiovment Standards Act as a whole, 

the government afirmed that al1 private employment agencies including temporary help 

agencies must be Iicensed, and it continued to prohibit direct fees to workers (R.S.B.C., 

Bi11 29, 1995: S. 12 and 13). Similarly, in Manitoba, while the provincial govemment 

continued its prohibition of fees to workers and updated its regulations with respect to 

licensing in 1980 and 1987 respectively, regulations goveming private employment 
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agencies have rernained virtually unchanged since 1954, when the provincial governrnent 

ended its t hirty-five year pro hi bition of pnvate employment agencies (R. S .M., 1 954; 

R.S.M., 1980; Reg. 98/87). Thus, these two provinces merely upheld pre-existing 

fiarneworks for regulating pnvate employment agencies in labour markets where new 

types of private employment agencies were proliferating, the TER was spreading, and the 

shape of the TH1 was changing: however, they have done little to regulate temporary help 

agencies in the contemporary penod. 

De-Regulation in  Alberta and Ontnrio 

In other provinces, regdations governing private employment agencies changed 

significantly from the mid-1960s to the mid-1990s. Most notably, the province of Alberta, 

which prohibited fee-charging employment agencies between 19 19 and 1927 and stnctly 

regulated pivate employment agencies from the 1930s until the late 1980s, repealed its 

Employment A~encies Act in 1988. Its failure to replace this Act with either an equivalent 

or updated instrument is precipitating massive de-regulation in the private employment 

industry in Alberta as a whole (R.S.A., 19 l9b; R.S.A., 1927; R.S.A., 1988). 

Developments in Ontario, the province embracing the most regulatory changes in 

the last two decades, were rnuch more complex than in Alberta. Here, the provincial 

governrnent adopted some progressive regulatory changes in 1980 and 1990. However, 

some seemingly regressive changes have emerged since 1980. In 1980, the province 

inserted formai procedures for the suspension of licenses for the first time and it made 

adjustments in the fee scales prescnbed by the Act (R.S.O. 1980). In 1990, it also enacted 
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a new Emolovment Asencv Act that introduced a requirement for separate licenses for 

different branches of the same agency; this was a very important change which meant that 

a number of franchises ihat formerly escaped licensing had to be licensed individually. The 

Act also retained a prohibition against "Class A agencies, which may be interpreted to 

include temporary help agencies, from charging direct fees to workers (R.R.O., 1990, 

S. 11). However, the govemment of Ontario is currently re-thinking these regulations. 

Beginning in the mid-1990s, the provincial govemment undertook a review of the 

Private Employnent Agen- Act (1990), a review process which is ongoing. Represented 

by its lobbying body, the Employment StafEng Services Association of Canada (ESSAC), 

the TH1 is intimately involved in this process and the voice of organized labour is visibly 

absent. Unlike the case of Alberta, the govemment of Ontario is not intent on repealing 

the Act - nor is the THI for that matter. Instead, the Tm's aim is to re-shape it 

altogether. Moreover, if ESSAC has its way, the revision of this Act could easily amount 

to self-regdation such that codes of conduct and other existing modes of self-regulation 

play a greater role in the supervision and monitoring of temporary help agencies. A recent 

submission to the Ontario govemment, prepared jointly by ESSAC and the Association of 

Professional Placement Agencies (APPA),' substantiates this daim (APPA and ESSAC, 

1996). Thus, it is instructive to examine the substance of this submission to probe the 

direction of change in Ontario, the province where the TH1 is most highly concentrated. 

In a submission to the Ontario govemment entitled "An Analysis of the 

Employment Agencies Act" and presented to the Ministry of Labour on December 9, 
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1996, ESSAC and APPA analyze the role of the province's Emplovment Aeencv Act 

(1990) and propose some key amendments. The buIk of their proposed amendments 

centre on which bodies (i-e., the state, the private sector, organized labour etc.) shouId 

retain the "administrative authonty" over the Act. The central argument of the bnef is 

that, together, APPA and ESSAC, "have the maturity, resources and expertise to create an 

industry regulated body that would administer many provisions of the Employment 

Actions Act" (APPA and ESSAC, 1996: 3). It calls on the government of Ontario to 

create an Administrative Authority, which would fa11 under the auspices of the Ministry of 

Consumer and Commercial Relations and the Ministry of Labour, that would "work in 

partnership with govemment to establish a responsible self-reliant body7' to adrninister the 

Act (APPA and ESSAC, 1996: 3). Rather than recommending substantive changes to the 

Act, APPA and ESSAC afirm the purpose of the Act, support continued licensing (and 

existing criteria for licensing) and retaining the govemrnent's role in setting reguiations. 

However, they propose that the s u p e ~ s o r  of the Act be an Administrative Authority, 

composed of Ministry of Labour Officiais and industry officiais, rather than simply the 

government; a space for organized labour is also notably absent in this proposed body. 

Moreover, they recommend that the Administrative Authority be responsibIe for hearing 

appeals to potential licensing disputes through an alternative dispute resolution mechanisrn 

rather than the court system (APPA and ESSAC. 1996: 7). 

What is most striking about this Iatest intervention on the part of the private 

employment industry in Ontario is that they want to preserve the Act but shift the onus of 
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administration to a body dominated by industry. The industry's desire to retain the Act 

reveals that it is in the interest of the THI to preserve, but legitimize, the intermediary 

status of pnvate employment agencies by law so as to avoid assuming al1 the 

responsibilities typically accorded to employers; this is quite interesting given that 

temporary help agencies are selhg "ernployment and staffing services" (Le., their services 

as employers) to their customers and it also speaks to the weakness of the Act.' However, 

the proposa1 for creating an Administrative Authority suggests that the TH1 wants to have 

greater control over the Act. Still, while APPA and ESSAC are currently only seeking a 

monitoring and supervisory role, there is nothing preventing them from calling for (and 

udmiriisterirg) further de-regdation in the Act if they assume such a powerful role. 

Indeed, at the outset of their submission, they argue that the industry is quite capable of 

self-replation, that it already has in place extensive codes of conduct which al1 private 

employment agencies belonging to APPA and ESSAC must follow (APPA and ESSAC: 

3).3 

Ifthe government of Ontario accepts the proposais of APPA and ESSAC or 

devises regulations based on their recommendations, the TH1 will increase its credibility 

while assuming greater control over the weak regulations that exist. Even more crucially, 

a mode1 of the sort that APPA and ESSAC are proposing would allow the TH1 to 

maintain the focus of regulation on private employment agencies (including temporary 

agencies) as labour market entities and prevent strong regulations from emerging, 

protective legislation that could place the conditions of employment surrounding the TER 
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at the centre of regulation. To recall, provincial employment agency acts, like the one in 

the province of Ontario, only address placement and recruitrnent. They do not regulate 

the employment relationship (Le., the TER) that the THI generates and, therefore, do not 

address Ievels of social protection and the division of responsibility between agency and 

custorner. Ultimately, this is the type of regulation that the TH1 wants to avoid. Thus, in 

Ontario, APPA's and ESSAC's coordinated strategy for shifting the onus of the 

administration of the E m p l o ~ e n t  Aeencv Act to industry (Le., self-regulation), while still 

maintaining the substance of the Act, is the ideal compromise from the vantage point of 

the TM. 

Regulation in Quebec 

Like Ontario, the province of Quebec is currently revisiting the question of how to 

appropriarely regulate private ernployment agencies. However, unlike Ontario, it 

abandoned efforts to modify existing legislation designed to regulate private employrnent 

agencies in 1982, turning its attention instead to the growing role of temporary help 

agencies in the labour market and its impact on workers (Laflamme and Camer, 1997; 

Trudeau, 1998). Spurred by pressure fiom organized labour and the recent Supreme 

Court of Canada decision in Pointe-Claire (ville) ~ ~ I ~ S E . P . B . ,  Local 57, which highlights 

the discrepancy between current labour law and "new" types of ernployrnent relationships, 

Quebec is considering devising new regulations that focus explicitly on protecting workers 

engaged in TERs (Personal Communication, Luc Desmarais, Conseiller en development 

de politiques, May 22, 1997; Trudeau, 1998: 373). Although the Quebec Ministry of 
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Labour has not yet proposed new legislation, it recently released a discussion paper 

entitled "Agences De Placement Temporaire" (1993), which argues that temporary help 

work is frequently precarious in nature and, therefore, its spread mandates new legislation 

aimed at protecting temporary help workers themselves. 

Quebec is unique among the provinces in that its Labour Code contains a clause 

similar to the Canada Labour Code which States that "an employer who enters into a 

contract with a subcontractor, directly or indirectty through an Nitermediary, is 

responsible jointly and severally with that subcontractor and that intennediary for the 

pecuniary obligations fixed by this Act" (S. 95). As an official with the Ministry of Labour 

indicates, this clause makes it possible for an employee to have more than one employer; 

therefore, it opens the door for creating specific protections for workers engaged in TERs 

and establishing a clearer division of responsibility between temporary help agencies and 

their customers (Personal Communication, Luc Desmarais, May 22, 1997). Building on 

this clause, and responding to pressure fiom organized labour and the recent Supreme 

Coun decision, the govemment of Quebec is currently considering three sets of options 

for devising a framework of social protection surrounding the TER. 

First, it is entertaining the option of extending the same set of protections 

guaranteed to part-time workers under the Labour Code to temporary help workers 

(Personal Communication, Luc Desmarais, Conseiller en development de politiques, May 

22, 1997). Unlike most provinces, the Quebec Labour Code makes it illegal for an 

employer to discriminate against part-time workers with respect to remuneration or annual 



3 84 

leave (i.e. vacation etc.). For example, it is illegai for an employer to pay an employee at a 

lower wage rate than that granted to other employees perforrning the same tasks in the 

same establishment for "the sole reason that the emptoyee usually work less hours each 

week" (s.41.1). The intended effect of these clauses is twofold: on a practical level, they 

are designed to ensure that part-time and full-time workers are treated equally with 

respect to vacation and leaves and, more generally, they are designed to discourage 

employers from resoning to part-time workers with the exclusive aim of lowenng labour 

costs. If Quebec were to adopt identical provisions for temporary help workers, the eEect 

would be quite similar. 

A second mode of legislative intervention that the province is considering involves 

facilitating sectoral negotiations for the employees of temporary help agencies through the 

Collective Aereement Decrees Act (1934). This type of measure could provide a means 

for employees in the same sector to attain the same levels of protection, wages and union 

representation regardless of whether they are engaged in a bilateral or a trïangular 

ernployment relationship. As several commentators have noted, sectoral agreements could 

also "provide an interesting way of protecting employees in fragrnented and cornpetitive 

sectors with low union density," sectors that are prone to the encroachment of the T H  

(Trudeau, 1998: 375). Facilitating sectoral negotiations could cornplernent the recent 

addition of equal treatment provisions in the Labour Code. Thus, the first two options are 

by no means mutually-exclusive. 
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The third, and most radical, option that the province of Quebec is considenng 

involves crafting a range of legislative measures to be incorporated in the Labour Code 

that aim to regulate the hiring of temporary personnel through an agency. This is a highly 

controversial option, even among proponents of stncter regdarions surrounding the TER, 

since it would certainly have the effect of further legitirnizing temporary help agencies in 

the Act. Although the Ministry of Labour is recornmending a number of new measures for 

potential inclusion in the Labour Code (or elsewhere), five are particularly noteworthy for 

our purposes. First, it is recommending mandating an equal level of social protections for 

workers engaged in TERs and SERS (Tapin, 1993: 71). Second, it is proposing to allow 

temporary help workers who have experienced short interruptions in assignments but have 

effectively worked continuously through the THI access to benefits beyond job tenure, 

such as severance pay, which norrnally require continuous empioyment on the part of the 

worker (Tapin, 1993 : 7 1). A third proposa1 under consideration involves establishing a 

minimum daily payment for workers placed on assignment even if they do not work a full 

day (Tapin, 1993: 72). Fourth, and perhaps most centrally, the discussion paper also 

proposed devising a provision which would create a "prime de precarite," a tax that the 

agency would pay the worker that would amount to 10 per cent of their eamings from a 

given assignment (Tapin, 1993 : 72). This proposa1 is similar to measures emerging in 

countries, such as France, to be discussed in Section III. Fifth, and finally, to prevent 

workers from being trapped for long penods in temporary help work, the governrnent is 
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recommending that buy-outs, which involve the customer paying a set fee to take the 

worker on as a permanent employee, be made illegal (Tapin, 1993: 73). 

Together, the three sets of legislative options under consideration in Quebec make 

it the only provincial or temtorial jurisdiction in Canada where there is currently any 

prospect for strengthening regulations surrounding the TER: Quebec stands out as an 

anomaly in the contemporary Canadian context. However, even though discussions are 

well-undenvay in the province, the degree of de-regulation that is occumng in other 

provinces, such as Alberta and Ontario, and pressures from the THI to allow it to self- 

regulate have the potential to contribute to stalling present discussion in Quebec (Personal 

Communication, Luc Desmarais, Conseiller en developrnent de politiques, May 22, 1997). 

It is thus open to question whether the province will embrace further measures designed to 

regulate the TER or be forced to follow developments at the supra-national level. 

To surnmarize, given the generally weak status of regulation at the provincial level, 

Canada essentially afirrned its cornmitment to non-regulation from the late 1960s to the 

late 1990s. Still, there is some variation provincially. British Columbia and Manitoba 

followed their post-war trajectory quite closely by simply consolidating pre-existing 

regulations airned at pnvate employment agencies in general. In contrast, Alberta de- 

regulated private employment agencies altogether, repealing existing laws without 

introducing more up-to-date legislation, and Ontario also seems to be taking the path of 

de-regdation. Only Quebec is considering shifting the locus of regulation towards the 

TER and extending an improved set of protections to temporary help workers; however, 
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while developments in Quebec are certainly unique in the Canadian context, it is following 

trends in Continental Europe. In sharp contrast, the direction of change in Ontario and 

Alberta, which is much more indicative of the direction of change in Canada as a whole, 

reflect the tenor of recent developrnents at the supra-national level. As the ensuing section 

shall illustrate, if provincial govemments continue to be in sync with supra-national 

developments, greater legitimacy is on the horizon for the TH1 in Canada as a whole, 

although there are few prospects for regulating the TER in the near future. 

11. Supra-National Developments: Legitimizing the TER nt the level of the IL0 

Just as Canada, with the notable exception of Quebec, embarked on a path of de- 

regulation, a dramatic turn of events occurred at the supra-national level. After three 

decades, the stalemate over the interpretation of the "Convention Conceming Private 

Employment Agencies, 1949" (No. 96), the international labour convention that offered 

governments the option of either progressive abolition or regulation, ended in June 1994. 

At that time, a general discussion on the role and function of private employment agencies 

in the contemporary labour market held at the International Labour Conference led 

Member States, Workers and Employers to agree to craft a new international labour 

standard to replace Convention No. 96. This discussion, which set out the parameters for 

4 
debate in successive talks in 1995 and 1996, eventually led the IL0 to adopt the new 

"Convention on Pnvate Employrnent Agencies" in June 1997 (No. 18 1). Now in place, 

Convention No. 18 1 recognizes temporary help agencies as employers, thereby afirming 

direction of change in al1 provincial jurisdictions in Canada (save Quebec), which amounts 
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to further validation for the activities of temporary help agencies and greater coordination 

between the pubfic employment service and the private employment agency industry. In 

spite of continuing the prohibition on fee-charging, it legitimizes a triangular employment 

relationship for the first time, while failing to devise a cornprehensive fiamework of social 

protections for temporary help workers. 

Beyond the Inrpusse 

To recall, the period between 1966 and 1994 was reiatively uneventfil where 

regdatory change at the supra-national level was concemed. M e r  the Director General 

of the IL0 ruled that Convention No. 96 covered temporary help agencies, and thereby 

cast them as labour market intermediaries, numerous countries renounced the convention, 

some countries backed Workers' Groups' calls for a new convention aimed at regulating 

ternporary help agencies explicitly and, only a few, such as Sweden, Cypnis, Spain and 

Portugal, too k direction from the pronouncement and prohibited temporary help agencies 

alongside other private employment agencies.' During this stalemate, new types of 

agencies proliferated to the extent that the ILO, in a study that it conducted between 1988 

and 1990, found eighteen different types of private employment agencies operating in the 

labour market and most of these agencies took on de facto employer status. Still, at 

various supra-national fora in the 1980s and 1 WOs, such as the ILO's Expert Cornmittee 

Meeting on Migration in 1997, workers' groups, backed by govemrnents, continued to 

charge private employment agencies with significant abuses, particularly those acting 

abroad or placing immigrants (Fieldnotes, June 6, 1997; ILO, 1994a; Personal 
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Communication, Helen Moussa, WorId Council of Churches, July 7, 1997). Moreover, 

with the rise of non-standard forms of employment, govemments espressed growing 

interest in placing checks against "new" forms of employment, such as temporary help 

work and contract labour (=O, 1997; OECD, 1993). Given the Iengthy impasse over 

Convention No. 96, IL0 officiais treaded softly but they still suggested that drafting a new 

convention on private employment agencies might be a suitable means of entering into 

broader discussions over how to address the growth of non-standard forms of employment 

(&O, 1994b: 32). In response, workers and employers bargained behind closed doors and 

came to an agreement: workers agreed to re-open discussion on Convention No. 96 and 

employers committed themselves to negotiating a new instrument on Contract Labour 

(IL2). The end result was the adoption of a new international labour standard on private 

employment agencies, Convention No. 18 1. 

Convention No. 181 

On June 19, 1997, at the International Labour Conference in Geneva, Member 

States of the IL0 settled on a new international labour standard on private employment 

agencies. The form of the standard was subject to considerable debate due to institutional 

factors such as the importance of consistency between Conventions, and extemal factors, 

such as the range of new economic actors operating in the labour market (ILO, 1994b; 

ILO, 1997b). However, govemments, employers and workers eventually agreed that the 

standard should comprise both a Convention and a Rec~mmendation.~ 
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Convention No. 18 1 closes an important chapter of IL0 history, that began with 

the maxim "labour is not a commodity", which initially prompted a supra-national ban on 

private employment agencies. For the first time, it forrnally extends coverage to "seMce 

providers", such as temporary work agencies, staff-leasing firms and job shops, and it 

addresses an expanded range of activities related to recmitment, placement and 

employrnent. The four most central dimensions of the convention inchde: the end of the 

ILO's suppon for a public monopoly on placement in employment; the extension of 

coverage to "service providers"; the inclusion of a clause prohibiting direct fees to 

workers; and rneasures aimed at establishing a fiamework for regulating the TER. 

AIthough these features preserve several crucial aspects of Convention No. 96, they shifi 

the balance in favour of the TH1 by legitimizing TERs without first devising a 

comprehensive frarnework of social protections for temporary help workers. 

Ending Public Control over Plncenzcnt 

In sharp contrast to Convention No. 96 (Revised), Convention No. 18 1 legitimizes 

private employment agencies. Indeed, the preamble of the Convention acknowledges "the 

role which pnvate employment agencies play in a well-fùnctioning labour market" and 

juxtaposes this recognition with the growing need for "flexibility" in the labour market 

@,O, 1997~). This affirmation represents the end of the ILO's support for a public 

monopoly on employment placement, a policy that lasted nearly fifty years.7 Notably, the 

decision to grant private employment agencies Iegitimacy was not without controversy, as 

evidenced by the debate to be described below. At the outset of the revision process, the 
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International Labour Office noted the collective failure of Member States to maintain, and 

in some instances create, public employment services as a key irnpetus for revision. In a 

repon that it prepared afier the general discussion in 1994, the Oflice acknowledged that, 

"a monopoly of placement and even the spirit of Convention No. 96 (Revised), seem to be 

a remnant of the past ... The monopoly ended, in fact, a long time ago" (ILO, 1994a: 60- 

61). It then noted that the public employment service fills no more than 25 per cent of 

vacancies in most countries, concluding that private employment agencies are often in a 

stronger position, especially in areas such as temporary help work, to fil1 the remaining 

vacancies (XLO, I994a: 60). ReIying on these figures, this Report also examined the 

utility of the three prevailing rneans for continuing the ban on pnvate employment 

agencies: a limited ban on pnvate enterprises engaged in placement; a total ban on al1 

private employment agencies regardless of their activities; and a partial ban on private 

employment agencies. In its report, the Office demonstrated that the first option is easy to 

circumvent because of its narrow mandate, the second option creates a tremendous 

obligation on an already over-stretched public employment senice, and the third option 

has the potential to create endless lawsuits for the public authonties (ILO, 1994a: 61). 

Consequently, the report endorsed a "shared management model" @L0, 1994a: 61-62). 

In the end, Mernber States, Workers' Groups and Employers' Groups took 

direction from the International Labour Office's proposa1 for a "shared management 

model" and included a fiamework for cooperation between the public employment seMce 

and the private employment agencies as a central component of the new standard. Thus, 
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by extending legitimacy to a variety of enterprises, Convention No. 18 1 shifts away fiom 

abolition altogether and allows private employment agencies to operate relatively freely in 

the labour market. 

In contrast to Convention No. 96 (Revised), regulations governing the conduct of 

private employment agencies contained within Convention No. 18 1 are relatively weak. 

Although Convention No. 18 1 still allows Member States to prohibit private employrnent 

agencies "from operating in respect of certain categories of workers or branches of 

econornic activity," making specific references to abuses against migrant workers, the 

convention extends legitimacy to three specific types of pnvate employment agencies 

(ILO, 1997~); namely, placement services, service providers and other services related to 

job-seeking. Therefore, countries insistent on retaining a complete ban on any of these 

types of agencies are ironically no longer in a position to  rati@ IL0 Convention No. 18 1 

since Convention No. 18 1 now gives legal recognition to pnvate employment agencies 

(ILO, 1997~ :  Article 8).8 

Eaen rling Co vernge to "Service Provirlers " 

Given the history of Convention No. 96 (Revised), specificall .y the divisi ve debate 

over whether it covers temporary help agencies, another significant change is the formal 

inclusion in Convention No. 18 1 of "senices consisting of employing workers with a view 

to making them available to a third party" (Le. service providers) (ILO, 1997c: Article 

1. 1 ) )  Contrary to what one might expect given the lengthy stalemate over the status of 

temporary help agencies at the ILO, the addition of service providers did not elicit much 
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debate at the International Labour Conference 1997; instead, a backroorn consensus on 

including temporary work agencies was reached within the instrument prior to re-opening 

the discussion (IL2). At the outset of the 1997 talks, both the spokesperson for the 

Employers' Group and the spokesperson for the Workers' Group remarked favourably on 

the rapid growth of new forms of pnvate employment agencies, naming temporary work 

agencies specifically, and then proceeded to support the inclusion of seMce providers in 

the new instrument. The Employers' Representative supported their inclusion for the sake 

of legitimacy: his remarks indicated that including service providers such as temporary 

help and agencies under Convention No. 18 1 would bnng the issue of coverage to a close 

and, what is more important, eliminate the possibility of prohibition. In contrast, the 

Workers' Representative supported including seMce providers for the sake of establishing 

a comprehensive set of protections for workers employed by private employrnent agencies 

(Fieldnotes, June 4, 1997). Thus, "service providers" came to be covered by Convention 

No. 18 1, expanding its scope to govem the activities of enterprises engaging in placement, 

recmitment and entploymet~t. 

While Convention No. 181 ignores the "non-comrnodity" thrust of Convention No. 

96 (Revised), it does seek to eaend crucial protections to workers by adding several 

important new clauses specifically related to "service providers". Articles addressing non- 

dis~rimination,~ appropnate treatment for migrant workers1° and fee-charging represent 

the clearest attempts to update the fundamental principles contained in Convention No. 96 
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(Revised), while those detailing the duties and responsibilities of service providers hrther 

define the terms of the new standard. 

Fee-Clz arging 

Perhaps the most important provision of Convention No. 18 1 concems fees. 

Article 7 reads: "private employment ajencies shall not charge directly or indirectly, in 

whole or in part, any fees or costs to workers" (ILO, 1997c: 6). While it allows States to 

make exceptions to this mle, this provision carries forward the maxim that "labour is not a 

commodity" on a symbolic level. In a dramatic speech at the opening of the 1997 

International Labour Conference, the Workers' Representative stressed the importance of 

"abiding by the fundamental principle, which guided the first instruments specifically 

conceming the operations of private agencies adopted in 1933, that 'labour is not a 

comrnodity"' (ILO, 1997b: 4). She then assened forccfùlly: "Workers should not have to 

pay to work. Labour standards should be govemed by standards different frorn those that 

govem commodity markets" (ILO, 1997b: 4). Neither the govemments' nor the 

Employers' Representative took exception to these remarks because they had already 

achieved their chief objectives: indeed, the Employers' Group was satisfied with the 

substance of Article 7, particularly its provision for granting exclusions. Governments 

also applauded the pnnciples embodied in the Article, after ensuring that exclusions could 

apply to categories of workers such as musicians and anists as well as "specified types of 

services." Thus, this instrument formally retains the principle that "labour is not a 

commodity" but grants Mernber States virtually complete autonomy in applying it. 
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Ensuring A dequate Protection mr r l  A Uocating Responsibilily 

The founh dimension of Convention No. 18 1 is its movement towards regulating 

the triangular employment relationship between the "service provider", the customer and 

the worker. However, while Convention No. 18 1 looks promising on this front, it is less 

impressive upon serious scrutiny. Indeed, the criticai tone of the provisions directing 

governments to ensure adequate protections for workers engaged in triangular 

ernployment relationships is appropriate given the precarious nature of "new" forms of 

employment such as temporary help work. Still, Convention No. 18 1 does not establish 

how responsibility should be allocated or provide guidelines for the division of 

responsibility. Rather, it leaves it up to "national law and practice"; in essence, this rneans 

that countries that ratie Convention No. 181 rnay do as they please. As well, the most 

extensive provisions on the allocation of responsibility, which name areas where 

protections are necessary, are contained in the body of the Recommendation and, 

therefore, are non-binding. Despite these important qualifications, it is still usefùl to 

highlight what Convention No. 181 achieves with respect to devising a framework for 

regulating the TER. 

Convention No. 18 1 directs Member States to ensure adequate protection for 

workers employed by private employment agencies (i-e., service providers), '' allocate 

responsibilities to both user-enterprises and service providers, and extend cotlective 

bargaining nghts to workers employed by private employment agencies (LO, 1997c: 

Articles 4, 11 and 12). The associated Recommendation also encourages States to ensure 
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that workers employed by private ernployment agencies are informed of the conditions of 

ernployrnent (preferably through a written contract), prevent the use of workers engaged 

by private ernployment agencies as replacement workers and limit restrictions on the 

mobility of these workers (ILO, 1997d: Paragraphs 5, 6, 8(a) and 15). 

Each of the preceding provisions was subject to debate during the course of the 

1997 discussion because of the controversial nature of the triangular ernployment 

relationship, as a new area of intervention for the ILO. The Workers' Group was largely 

responsible for initiating discussion on the subject of establishing a well-defined set of 

protections for workers' employed by private employment agencies, specifically temporary 

help agencies, and highlighting other important conceptual issues regarding the nature of 

the relationship between "service providers" and workers. The Workers' Group indicated 

that it was only concemed with cfari@ing the roles and responsibilities of one category of 

private ernployment agencies (Le., seMce providers) and customers. Nevertheless, the 

parties difEered over these amendments, knowing that they would expand the mandate of 

the instrument into uncharted areas. Article 11, which lays out criteria where adequate 

protections are necessary, was adopted rather smoothly after a limited debate over the 

areas of protection that it was to govern and, most importantly, only after the Workers' 

Representative assured the Employers' Representative that the ArticIe, "would indicate 

that the workers covered under this provision were 'employed by' the service provider" 

(ILO, 1997b: 39-4 1). In making this demand, the Emp1oyersy Group was attempting to 

establish "service providers", such as temporary help agencies, as genuine employers and, 
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in this way, it was expressing its discornfort with the possibility of a divided or CO- 

employment relationship. Thus, the addition of Article 12, which dictates that 

govermnents shall allocate responsibilities to seMce providers and customers, was even 

more contentious for the Employers' ~ r o u ~ . ' ~  

While the parties reached a consensus in the end, the deliberations over both 

Articles 11 and 12 are extrernely significant since they reveal tensions surrounding shifts in 

the ~tormative mode1 of employment and provide insight into the direction of change. In 

particular, they confirm the ILO's intention to acknowledge the existence of not only a 

triangular contractual relationship but also of a triangular employrnent relationship. In its 

preparatory report of 1 994, the International Labour Ofice charactenzed the activities of 

certain private employment agencies (Le., temporary work agencies, contract labour 

agencies and staff leasing firrns) as engaged in a triangular contractual relationship: "with 

workers in the form of a standard employment contract and with the client enterprises in 

the form of an enterprise contract OF a contract for services" (ILO, 1994b: 4 1). However, 

it did not discuss the potential employment-related responsibilities of the user-enterprise. 

Thus, supplemented by guidelines contained in the recommendation (which are obviously 

non-binding), the inclusion of Articles 11 and 12 represent a notable and desirable change 

for workers in the substance of the new instrument. 

Protections for workers employed by private employment agencies outlined in the 

Recommendation further define the terms of the triangular employment relationship, such 

as one involving a temporary help agency, a customer and a worker. For example, the 
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Recomrnendation suggests that workers employed by pnvate employment agencies (Le., 

temporary help workers) should, ideally, be informed of their conditions of employment 

through a written contract (ILO, 1997d: 4). This clause was only accepted &er a Iengthy 

discussion about the potential relationship between the use of temporary workers and the 

desire to undermine the SER. The Workers' Group and several govemments supported 

this provision because they wanted to: 

avoid the development of a second-cIass work force which had second class 
wages and benefits and might be used to undermine the terms and conditions 
provided for under collective agreement. More and more workers found 
themselves under triangular work arrangements and there was no rationale for 
excluding them from normal wages and benefits (ILO, 1997b: 53).13 

Additionally, with respect to paragraph 15, the Recommendation dictates that "service 

providers" should not: "(a) prevent the user enterprise fiom hinng an employee of the 

agency assigned to it, (b) restrict the occupational mobility of an employee; (c) impose 

penalties on an employee accepting employment in another enterpnse" (I10, 1997d: 4). 

The Employers' Group was willing to accept these paragraphs so long as their einployees 

could be prevented from accepting employment contracts until the end of an assignment. 

However, the Workers' Group disagreed with this proviso because, in many instances, 

there is no written contract between the service provider and the worker and, therefore, 

no definitive end to a given assignment. In the end, the parties agreed to make this 

provision subject to national law covering the termination of contracts of employment, 

averting a potential stalemate but reducing the force of the provision and, therefore, the 

framework of protection for workers considerably (E0, 1997b: 60-62). 
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In sum, in spite of some attempts to ensure adequate protections for workers, a 

key benefit of the regdatory regime associated with the S E q  Convention No. 18 1 favours 

the THI and embraces a new normative mode1 of employment without advancing a 

comprehensive fiamework of protections for workers engaged in tnangular employment 

relationships. Convention No. 18 1 does not establish how responsibility should be 

allocated between " s e ~ c e  providers", such as temporary help agencies, and their 

customers. Nor does it provide guidelines for the division of responsibility in this type of 

employment relationship or a means (Le., a test) for determining responsibility. 

Furthemore, by calfing for an end to the pubIic monopoly on placement and extending 

coverage to "service providers", Convention No. 18 1 grants private employment agencies 

legitirnacy, yet it does not establish strong guidelines for regulating the TER. Thus, it 

facilitates a shift away from the package of benefits and protections associated with the 

SER and, in so doing, it has the potential to contribute to lower levels of social protection 

for workers engaged in TERs than those associated with the SER. To confirm this 

assessrnent and begin to establish what type of models Canada and the provinces could 

follow to regulate the TER most effectively, it is usehl to compare the substance of 

Convention No. 18 1 with prevailing national laws surrounding the TER, where they exist. 

m. National Laws Governing the TER: Placing Convention No. 181 in Context 

Recent developments at the provincial level in Canada, and even at the supra- 

national level to some extent, convey the unfortunate message that countries have few 

alternatives where the regdation of the TER is concemed. Indeed, there is a common 
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perception that temporary help workers cannot enjoy an equivalent level of social 

protection to standard workers since the TER contravenes the regulatory regime brought 

to dominance alongside the SER. However, a survey of national laws designed to regulate 

the TER and other tnangular employment relationships disproves this presumption. 

Using examples fiorn eleven jurisdictions, this section describes national legislation 

directed at the triangular ernployment relationship particular to the field of ternporary help 

work." It devotes special attention to describing how countries that are Iegitimizing the 

tnangular employment relationship establish special protections for temporary workers 

and allocate responsibility between temporary help agencies and their customers in 

cornparison to the framework set out in Convention No. 18 1. In so doing, this section 

substantiates the claim that Convention No. 18 1 denotes a shifi away from the SER 

towards the TER without creating an adequate floor of protections for workers. Even 

more cmcially, it demonstrates that there is no necessary correlation between legitimizing 

the triangular employrnent relationship and advancing lower levels of formal social 

protection for workers. Rather, in many cases, national legislation exists to ensure that 

workers employed by temporary help agencies enjoy levels of social protection mirronng 

those associated with the SER. Where regulating the TER is concemed, there are existing 

rnodels for Canadian provinces to follow. 

Legitinlization 

At the national level, there is a growing trend to recognize tnangular employment 

relationships within legislation specifically designed to regulate temporary help work. 
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Most national legislation governing the temporary employment relationship begins with a 

clear articulation of the legal status of the temporary employee and the type of business 

enterprises involved in the employment relationship. For example, the Belgian Temporaq 

Emplovment Act (1987: Article 7.3) sets out the following definition: "The temporary 

employee is an employee who enters into a contract of employrnent with a ternporary 

work firm to perform, for remuneration, work as permitted by the Act to the benefit of 

one or more users." This relatively standard conception clearly defines the ternporary help 

worker as an employee of the ternporary help agency." However, it does not specify the 

nature of the employrnent contract (Le., contract of indefinite duration or fixed-term 

contract), a characteristic that differs fiom country to country. Still, it indicates that 

ternporaiy help workers may perform work for a range of customers. Thus, the ternporary 

help agency16 comes to be defined as an enterprise whose primary activity conçists of 

hiring-out1' its workers to customers on a temporary basis.18 

National legislation nonnally requires two formal contracts: (1) a commercial 

contract between the temporary help agency and the customer; and (2 )  a contract of 

employment between the worker and the agency. Labeled as a hiring-out contract in many 

jurisdictions, the commercial contract is the legal vehicle through which the customer 

obtains the nght to direct and supervise the "borrowed worker." The fee associated with 

this contract reflects the recruitment, placement, and administration costs that the 

temporary help agency incurs in rnaintaining the employee. Despite its status as a seMce 

contract, in most of the junsdictions under study, the commercial contract has the effect of 
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confemng ernployment-related responsibilities on the customer rather than cultivating an 

arms-length relationship between the worker and the customer. For example, Spanish law 

dictates that labour legislation and social legislation applies to the relationship between the 

agency and the worker and the relationship between the customer and the worker (Spain, 

1994: 77). By entenng into a contract for services, it dictates that the customer take on 

some ernployment-related responsibilities. In the cases of Sweden and Norway, where 

legislation on the roles and responsibilities of the customer is not as highly developed, the 

responsibilities that the contract for seMce confers upon the customer are highly 

contested (Eklund, 1997: 242-44). By convention, the Nordic countries generally view 

the contract for service as the rneans by which the temporary help agency delegates its 

authority to direct and allot work to the customer. Quite distinctly, in the case of Jaapan, 

Iike Canada, the contract for service acts as protection agair~st employer-related 

responsibilities for the customer: Japanese legislation is distinguished by its narrow focus 

on the commercial side of the contract. 

In contrast to the contract for services, the contract of employment is the Iegal 

vehicle dictating the terms and conditions of work for the temporary worker, normal 

conditions, such as wages, benefits and vacation pay, and special conditions, such as the 

clause whereby the worker is informed that slhe may be sent to a range of workplaces. 

With the exception of the EC, every jurisdiction that has legislation goveming the TER 

requires a wntten contract of employment dictating such terms. However, the form of this 

contract differs fiom country to country. For example, in Belgium, workers rnust enter 
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into a general contract at the commencement of employment, one that mirrors the 

employment agreement common in Canada but is much more reciprocal, and contracts 

pertaining to specific assignments two weeks before each new assignment begins 

(Belgium, 1987: Article 8). Many countnes also place restrictions on the duration of 

fixed-term contracts in the area of temporary help work; for example, Japanese legislation 

oficialIy sets a one-year maximum for each contract, renewable for up to three years, and 

German IegisIation sets a nine-month maximum for each contract which may be extended 

for persons that are considered "difficult to place" (Goka, 1997: 15; Halbach, et al, 1994: 

2 12)- 

In mandating two types ofcontracts, national legislation governing the TER 

legitirnizes a tnangular employment relationship operating between the agency, the worker 

and the customer. This recognition is made explicit in the legal definition of the TER 

normally presented in the preambles of national legislation. In this respect, Convention 

No. 18 1 mimics national legislation quite closely. However, unlike national legislation, 

Convention No. 18 1 neither mandates the two types of contracts normally involved in this 

tnangular employment relationship nor does it acknowledge their potential utility in 

detennining and establishing employment-related responsibilities: this represents a senous 

defect within Convention No. 18 1. Similady, while the legal apparatus surrounding the 

TER in Canada includes a service contract and an ernployment agreement, the very role of 

these legal instruments is to distance workers from both the customer and the agency and 

thereby lower levels of social protections for workers. 



Worker Protection 

Notably, where national legislation exists, governrnents ensure adequate 

protections for workers in three common areas: occupational health and safety; social 

security; and, salaries and benefits. In al1 of the countnes surveyed, the customer is 

responsible for the health and safety of the worker while s h e  is at the work site as well as 

normal labour standards such as those pertaining to night work, child labour, maximum 

hours of work and days of rest. However, in several countries, such as Japan, Norway, 

Sweden as well as the EC, the temporary help agency has the duty to inform its workers 

of the normal conditions of work and conditions pertaining to occupational health and 

safety on site. Additionally, in France, the user-enterprise must provide special medical 

supervision for temporary workers and, in Spain, the user-enterprise is responsible for 

covering increases in social security contributions, "in the event of an accident at work or 

an occupational illness occurring in its workplace during the validity of the hinng-out 

contract and attributable to a lack of safety measures" (France, 1996: Article 124-4-6; 

Spain, 1994, 3 : Article 16.3). As the principal employer of workers, the agency is 

responsible for the payment of wages and social secunty contributions in al1 jurisdictions 

where legislation exists. However, significant national variations exist regarding the role 

of the customer if a temporary work agency defaults on the payment of wages. For 

example, in Spain and France, the customer is responsible for contractual obligations, 

pertaining to wages and social security, in a secondary capacity (France, 1996: Article 

124-4-6; Spain, 1994, 3 : Article 15.3). More general clauses also exist in other national 
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legislation making reference to the joint obligations of both the temporary help agency and 

the customer to the worker. For example, Belgian legislation suggests that the temporary 

help agency is responsible "~ogether wilh the zrser, for the payment of wages, and 

indernnifications to which the temporary ernployee is entitled, as well as the payrnent for 

social secunty contributions" (Blanpain, 1993: 61, my emphasis). In an attempt to set a 

minimum level of protection for temporary help workers, the European Parliarnent also 

recently drafted a Directive that, if adopted, will effectively make the temporary help 

agency primarily responsible for social security (ECC, 1 WOb). 

Most of the countries under study not only consistently view setting criteria for 

occupational health and safety, social security and the payment of wages as essential 

aspects of national legislation, they also allocate responsibility in a range of other areas. In 

France, which has the most comprehensive Iegislation on the TER, employees are entitled 

to precanty pay of the sort under consideration in Quebec, whereby they receive a lump 

sum of money from the temporary help agency at the end of an assignment,lg equal 

treatment with respect to wages and conditions of work, the provision of safety equipment 

and collective bargaining nghts; many of these entitlements are the joint responsibility of 

the temporary help agency and the customer (France, 1996: ArticIe 124-4-6; France, 

1972). As well, Japanese and German legislation also deem the agency responsible for 

providing access to training for workers (Halbach et al, 1994: 2 13; Japan, 1987: Article 

30). Additional areas where countries allocate responsibility include complaints, 

disciplinary and dismissal procedures and special medical supervision. There is also a 
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growing recognition of t he importance of secondary responsibility and issues surrounding 

the conversion of temporary help contracts into employment contracts of indefinite 

duration. Although the allocation of responsibility is not identical across these areas, 

national legislation provides a range of examples of where it is necessary and feasible. 

In enumerating areas where States must ensure that workers have adequate 

protection, Convention No. 18 1 excludes several critena frequently named within national 

legislation on TERs. These cntena include the provision of protective equipment, special 

medical supervision for temporary help workers engaged in dangerous work and precanty 

pay in recognition of the insecure nature of the triangular employment relationship and its 

short durati~n.~* Thus, where there is an absence of national legislation, countnes require 

a more concrete set of guidelines as to where social protections are necessary. 

Allocation of Responsibility 

Where national regulations governing the TER exist, countries normally assign 

employrnent-related responsibilities on the basis of legal cntena such as control, direct 

s u p e ~ s i o n  and the payment of wages. They also tend to use equivalent critena in 

determining secondary responsibility. Along with defining common areas where adequate 

protection is necessary, they adopt similar approaches in allocating employment-related 

responsibilities. Conversely, although it includes occupational health and safety, social 

secunty and the payment of wages within its list of cntena for adequate worker 

protections, Convention No. 18 1 does not provide guidelines (e-g., a legal test) for 

determining how to allocate responsibilities related to ensuring adequate worker 
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protections.21 Nor does it acknowledge the importance of secondary responsibility, where 

either party fails to fùlfill its employment-related obligations. Undeniably, national laws 

prioritize and allocate employer-related obligations differently. Nevertheless, it is feasible 

to delineate a cornrnon approach to allocating responsibility, one that complements 

existing laws and assists countnes in devising new legislation, without prescribing rigid 

rules. Countnes wit h legislation governing the TER currently allocate responsibility on 

the basis of objective criteria related to control, direct supe~s ion  and payrnent, critena 

derived using the SER as a model? Hence, given the standard-setting role of 

International Labour Conventions, a core fiinction of Convention No. 18 1 should be to 

devise guidelines for approaching the allocation of responsibility. The lack of this type of 

mechanism prevents Convention No. 18 1 from fulfilling a central component of its 

expanded mandate, that is, to assist nations opting to legitimize the TER, like Canada, in 

devising appropriate measures for reguiating it. By not doing so, Convention No. 18 1 

effectively allows countnes to establish lower levels of social protection for workers 

employed by private employment agencies than those associated with the SER. 

The adoption of Convention No. 18 1 in June 1997 was quite timely since it 

foliowed prevailing labour market trends. But, in legitimizing the TER establishing 

critena for worker protection and allocating responsibility, this instrument does not meet 

its full potential. Where it exists, national legislation regulating the TER tends to be both 

more comprehensive and more innovative in these respects. Indeed, the substance of 

national laws in this area demonstrates that there is no inherent correlation between 
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legitirnizing the TER and adopting a new nomative mode1 of employment that embodies 

lower levels of social protection for workers than the SER. It indicates that tnangular 

employment relationships, specifically the TER, may require regulatoiy measures, such as 

those devoted to the allocation of responsibility in divided employment relationships, that 

substantiaIIy deviate fiorn those associated with the SER. However, different forms of 

regulation need not amount to infenor standards of protection. 

N. Discussion: Towards A Framework for Regulating the TER in Canada 

Regulatory developments at the provincial level in Canada and at the supra- 

national ievel within the IL0 indicate that temporary help agencies are attaining 

unprecedented legitimacy in the late 1990s. In the case of the ILO, which histoncally 

viewed al1 types of private employment agencies with skepticism, flowing from its 

foundationai principle "labour is not a commodity," and which played a central role in 

establishing the SER as a normative mode1 of employment in the post-World War II 

period, events that took place at the International Labour Conference in June, 1997 

signaled a dramatic shift in course. In its newest "Convention on Private Employment 

Agencies" (No. 18 1), the IL0 not only sanctions the activities of private employment 

agencies engaging in recruitment and placement but, by extending coverage to so-called 

service providers (Le., temporary help agencies, staff leasing fims and job shops), it also 

legitimizes tnangular employment relationships that contravene the SER in al1 its central 

aspects without crafiing an adequate framework of social protections for the growing 

number of workers engaged in TERs. To compound matters, the ILO's decision to 
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abandon its age-old mandate, instead of strengthening it, is occumng at a time when the 

SER is declining, non-standard forms of employment are proliferating and the feminization 

of employrnent (broadly-defined) is taking place on a global scde. Even more striking, for 

our purposes, there is every indication that the direction of change in Canada fiom the 

1970s to the 1990s mirrored, and perhaps even pre-figured, developments at the supra- 

national ievel. 

In the Canadian context, most provinces have not acknowledged that there is a 

need for both extending crucial social protections for workers engaged in TERs and 

devising a fiamework for allocating responsibility between temporary help agencies and 

their customers. This is not surprising since the THI intensified lobbying efforts from the 

early 1970s onwards and given that organized labour has been virtually silent on the 

question of pnvate employment agencies since the post-World War II era due largely to 

the monumental diEculties associated with organizing ternporary help workers 

coliectively (Postscript). Where it still exists, legislation only deals with private 

employment agencies as labour market entities and fails to address the TER in any 

measure. Thus, Canadian regulations are even less forcehl than rneasures recently 

adopted at the ILO. Indeed, most provinces are de-regulating private empfoyment 

agencies (including temporary help agencies). In this way, recent developments in Canada 

and at the supra-national level highlight the reai and troubling prospect of establishing the 

TER as a viable alternative to the SER without creating a floor of social protections for 

workers. 



A Item ative nfudeIs 

As the TER vies to become a new employment nom, the need for a sound 

regdatory framework surrounding it, one that extends a comprehensive package of social 

protections to workers engaged in TE& becomes particularly pressing. In this Iight, it is 

instructive to recall Patricia O'Donovanls statements at the International Labour 

Conference on June 17, 1997. Iust pnor to the passage of Convention No. 96, 

ODonovan incisively observed that, "what we have now is a push for the 'flexible worker,' 

but we have static systems of protection." She then proceeded to recommend, as she had 

throughout the entire conference, that "what we should be doing is adapting our 

protection systems" to prevent the further "ratcheting down of conditions of 

employment," that is, the spread of precanous employment (Fieldnotes, June 17, 1997). 

After the Workers' Group, govemments and the Employers' Group adopted Convention 

No. 18 1, O'Donovan was highly critical in admitting that her message was largely ignored 

in the substance of Convention No. 181. However, when asked to look to the future, she 

noted optimistically that governments increasingly view systems of social protection 

modeled on the SER as a genuine option since they are at a crossroads where the 

regulation of the TER is concemed. OIDonovan further asserted that organized labour 

and its allies inside and outside govemment have a positive role to play in advancing 

progressive legislation (K2). One of the central implications of OfDonovan's later set of 

remarks is that Convention No. 18 1 represents only one among several competing models 

for States to follow. Indeed, this chapter has illustrated that there are other models, some 
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of which are quite well-established, that countries moving towards regulating the TER 

could opt to follow. These models offer more promise in reducing the precanousness 

inherent in the TER than Convention No. 18 1. 

Mirroring the primary aim of Convention No. 181, countnes with legislation on the 

TER, have obviously opted to legitimize the THI. However, whether countnes should 

make this type of move is certainly stili open to debate; indeed, the debate between 

prohibition and regulation has permeated discussions at the international level since the 

inception of the ILO. In the post-World War II period, this debate led to the emergence 

of three areas of regulation internationally: prohibition, regulation and non-regulation. 

However, prohibition is no longer considered a viable option in most countnes. Indeed, 

the vast majority of countries continuing to ban private employment agencies either fail to 

enforce regulations or have sirnply forced the pnvate employment agency industry 

underground. Still, it is important to recognize several potential dangers posed by 

legitimizing the TH1 and the TER which countries like Sweden, that prohibited ternporary 

help agencies for over three decades following the IL0 Director General's 1966 ruling on 

"ambulatory typewriting agencies" but legitimized them in the 1990s, repeatedly stressed 

at the International Labour Conference in June 1997. Most centrally, extending legitimacy 

to these labour market actors would contribute to deteriorating conditions of ernployment 

for workers, especially if States take primarily defensive measures in regulating the TER 

(Fieldnotes, June 9, 1997). In other words, without implernentinç the proper safeguards, 

regulating the TER could potentially amount to 'regulating precanousness,' that is, 
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preventing the hyper-cornmodification of labour-power but still settling for establishing a 

lower level of social protection for workers engaged in TE& than the package of benefits 

and entitlements typically surrounding the SER. Indeed, it is feasible to argue that recent 

measures adopted at the level of the EC effectively amount to 'regulating precariousness' 

since the European Parliament is gradually passing Directives that are non-binding on the 

community. 

Options for Canada 

Bearing these preceding dangers in mind, in Canada, the federal and provincial 

governments face a considerable set of challenges in the late 1990s with the growing 

evidence that the TH1 is expanding and diversiSing and the TER, as well as other 

triangular employment relationships, is spreading. Moreover, as shown in Chapters Four 

and Five, given the conditions of employment normally attached to temporary help work, 

the legal apparatus surrounding the TER which minimizes social protections and 

entitlernents for workers, and the qualitative dimensions of temporary help work, the TER 

is a precanous model of employment. As well, as Chapter Seven shall illustrate, the 

spread of the TER promises to continue in the future precisely because it is a precarious 

employment relationship, one that allows employers to abdicate responsibility. 

Furthemore, if recent initiatives at the level of social policy in Ontario are indicative of its 

position on the spread of the TER, then the Canadian State itself is not only likely to pose 

the TER as a viable alternative to the SER but to hold it up as a model in conditioning 

workers, particularly those already at the bottom of the labour market or on social 
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assistance, to accept more precarious forms of employment as the reality of the modern 

labour market- In the face of these trends, as well as the active de-regulation of private 

employrnent agencies occumng at the provincial level, one of the ody prospects for 

improving the conditions of employment arnong ternporary help workers is to extend a 

range of social protections typically associated with the SER to workers engaged in TERs. 

Praposals For In tenven t h  

Should Canada and the provinces be pressured to take up the issue of p r e s e ~ n g  

protections, benefits and secunty for workers engaged in TERs, there are a number of 

obstacles and challenges to overcome including how to design legislation, where to 

incorporate new measures (i.e., within existing laws, such as Employment Standards Acts, 

Labour Codes ancilor to drafi new legislation) and what type of measures to endorse. 

Still, given the status of regulation in Canada and templates existing in other jurisdictions, 

a set of six initial measures would contribute to ameliorating the precarious conditions 

surrounding the TER. They include altering the forrn of the legal contracts surrounding 

the TER, ensuring adequate protections guaranteeing equal treatment for temporary and 

permanent workers, instituting precarity pay, improving anti-discrimination legislation and 

eliminating the b ~ ~ - o u t . ~  

Service Con tracts and Employ nient Agreements 

To begin with the most basic measure, a prime means of attaining greater certainty 

in the TER involves crafiing legislation that prohibits agencies fiom using service 

contracts and employment agreements as a means of distancing themselves and their 



414 

customers from the temporary help worker and thereby lowering the levels of social 

protections for workers. This type of measure would ensure that the express purpose of 

the service contract would be to delineate the employrnent-related responsibilities of each 

party to the TER. Mirronng legislation in France, Spain and Luxembourg, provinces 

could also require that service contracts contain clauses establishing secondary 

responsibility in the event of an unjustified break in the employment relationship or where 

one party defaults on its contractual or statutory obligations. 

Worker Protections 

Another necessary requirement of legislation designed to create a comprehensive 

set of social protections surrounding the TER is that it guarantee worker protections in 

areas where there is wide documentation of problems such as occupational health and 

safety, social security and special medical supervision. As well, given that it is common 

for employers to use temporary help workers in workplaces known to be dangerous, 

Canada and the provinces should take direction from the EC and ban the use of temporary 

help workers in dangerous work sites where there inexperience might put them at risk. 

Equal Treatnzenf 

It is also widely-accepted that employers frequently resort to temporaiy help 

workers to lower labour costs, not only resulting in inequities within work forces and 

workplaces but also placing downward pressure on working conditions and wages as a 

whole. Thus, equal treatment for workers engaged in substantially similar work is 
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essential with respect to wages, conditions of employrnent, the provision of safety 

equipment and collective bargaining rights. 

On the issue of ensuring that temporary help workers can genuinely take advantage 

of ffeedom of association and collective bargaining rights, the creation of sectoral 

agreements would certainiy reinforce equal treatment laws, particularly in sectors with low 

rates of unionization and where the THI engages a considerable share of the work force. 

These types of measures are already feasible in Quebec under the Collective Agreement 

Decrees Act but may also be possible in other provinces with minor changes to legislation 

designed to embrace a solidaristic model of labour market policy (Carneron, 1995: 200- 

208). In France, where the THI is quite a large and dominant force in the economy, 

temporary help workers belong to occupationally-based unions and, therefore, benefit 

from sectoral agreements and a federation of temporary help workers. Even though 

temporary help work continues to be considerably more precanous than standard work in 

France, this model places more checks on the TER. Thus, it should improve conditions of 

employment for temporary help workers? 

Precarity Pny 

A measure to introduce some form of precarity pay, to take into account the 

insecure nature of ternporary help work, could also contribute to improving wages and 

conditions of employrnent for workers engaged in TERs. The Ministry of Labour of 

Quebec has already raised the possibility of introducing such a measure. However, it has 

yet to define its terms -- aithough it is proposing end-of-assignment pay of ten percent - 
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nor has it proposed a means of introducinç this measure. However, a potentially effective 

means of implementing precanty pay would be to make it a statutory social secunty 

requirement. 

Temporary help agencies and private employment agents acting abroad and within 

nations have a bleak history of making false representations to immigrant and migrant 

workers (Chapter Two), one that continues to the present. At the supra-national level, its 

poor record was documented most recently at the meeting of the Expert Committee on 

Migration held at the IL0 in the Winter of 1997. In Canada, there is also continued 

evidence of a racialized division of labour in the THI as well as racism more generally: 

witness the false promises that temporary help agencies make to workers with respect to 

acquinng the "Canadian Experience" necessary to circulate freely in the labour market, the 

common and conscious practice of placing workers frorn the same ethnic backgrounds 

together at one work site or in one industry and the recent study conducted by the 

Canadian Civil Liberties Organization which found agencies in the Metropolitan Toronto 

Area willing to consider requests for workers of specific sexes andor races (Chapter 

Five). Thus, improved anti-discrimination measures are essential now for many of the 

sarne reasons that they were required at the turn-of-the-century. Quebec is currently 

considenng implementing some type of monitoring system to rninimize such problems. 

However, it has yet to implement any formal measures. 



A final proposa1 under consideration in Quebec, which is unique and certainly 

complements al1 five other proposais mentioned previously, involves making the "buy-out" 

(i-e., the practice whereby the agency charges the custorner a fee to hire workers 

permanently) illegal (Tapin, 1993). If adopted, this type of measure would remove a 

significant impediment that discourages customers from hiring temporary help workers 

into permanent jobs within their enterprises. Ideally, eliminating the "buy-out" would also 

go hand-in-hand with other measures designed to encourage the assimilation of ternporary 

help workers into indeterminate contracts of employment where customers use the THI 

primanly for the purpose of denying rights or avoiding obligations under labour and social 

legislation. A case in point is where a worker is on-assignment with the customer long- 

term but is dismissed and re-hired every thirteen weeks to enable the agency to avoid 

paying se~erance.~' Temporary help workers have reported this to be a common practice 

in the THI (Fieldnotes, December 4, 1996; T7; T2). Instituting a mandatory conversion 

clause in ernployment agreements would be the most suitable means of encouraging 

assimilation in such cases. Conversion clauses are already mandatory in Belgium and 

Luxembourg; in both cases, conversion automatically takes place when the customer 

continues to employ the worker after sevenng its ties with the agency, fails to live up to 

the terms and conditions of the service contract andor when temporary help workers are 

used for the sole purpose of escaping obligations under social and labour legislation 

(Blanpain, 1993 : 68-69; Luxembourg, 1994: Article 4 and 5) .  Conversion clauses were 



also subject to considerable discussion in the EO's 1997 talks on drafting a new 

international labour standard on Contract Labour (ILO, 1997d: paragraph 20). 

There are various options for how to design Iegislation applicable to workers 

engaged in TERs. Following France, Germany and the proposals that the govemment of 

Quebec is entertaining, employrnent standards acts and/or provincial and federal labour 

codes offer the most suitable arena for advancing these rneasures for a range of reasons 

but pnmarily because they represent "living" legislation. Separate legislation couid also be 

developed, as is common in Spain and Belgium. However, given the history of inactivity 

at the provincial level where updating and enforcing legislation goveming private 

employrnent agencies is concerned, adding new measures to employrnent standards 

legislation is preferable since it would place the TER at the centre of labour legislation 

rather than treating it in a subsidiary manner. 

Conclusion 

Although the prospects for regulating the TER represent the focus of this chapter, 

devising a solid regulatory framework surrounding the TER, one whose mandate is to 

extend a comprehensive set of labour and social protections to temporary help workers, is 

not only unlikely given the current regulatory climate in Canada, it is insufficient on its 

o m .  As evidenced by the nature and consequences of legislative interventions in the EC, 

where strong Directives are in place but are non-binding to members of the Community, 

the need for sound enforcement mechanisms is also key to minimizing the precarious 

character of the TER. Even more important, given that the SER is the central unit of 
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analysis used in crafking contemporary social and labour legislation and the central model 

around which it is gauged, regulating the TER requires greater openness to "new" 

paradigms of regulation among law and policy-rnakers. Equally important, it demands a 

change in attitude among al1 the parties to the TER as well as other actors in civil society, 

especially among various segments of organized labour where the political-will necessary 

to stimulate change is most likely to develop. In other words, changes in customs, habits 

and practices that upheld the SER as the normative model of employment are crucial if the 

nse of non-standard forms of employment, such as temporary help work, continue. 

Otherwise this package will cover fewer and fewer people. 

As the Postscript asserts, the need to adapt the system of collective bargaining in 

Canada to accommodate the growing pluralism in employment relationships in the late 

1990s is particularly pressing if we are truly to protect freedom of association and 

collective bargaining rights for ni1 workers in Canada, including the growing number of 

workers engaged in E R S  and triangular employment relationships more broadly. From 

the perspective of policy-makers and labour-board oficials, making the regime of 

coIlective bargaining more hospitable to non-standard workers will require adapting 

forma1 and informa1 policies, principles and procedures governing such things as 

bargaining-unit determination. From the perspective of organized labour, meeting this 

challenge will inevitably involve recovering and updating modes of organizing workers 

that pre-date the post-World War II period, practices that differ from those associated 
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with the work site based Fordist regime of collective bargaining, and strengthening 

existing systems of organizing that serve marginalized groups of workers. 

There is a tremendous tension within the prevailing regulatory regime associated 

with the SER in Canada: as this chapter has argued, this tension centres on extending 

protection, benefits and security to workers engaged in employrnent relationships where 

responsibility rests with more than one entity, while preserving crucial elements of the 

existing regime. The magnitude of this tension is ovenvhelming. However, if changes at 

the level of the labour market continue along their present trajectory, the need for a 

paradigm shift is quite compelling since worken, such as temporary help workers, who 

were formally at the n~argilrs of the labour market are moving towards the centre. 

Transforming the prevailing regime does not necessitate wholly abandoning existing 

models. However, as several scholars have argued, it does require developing new modes 

of protecting workers (Cameron, 1995; CobbIe, 199 1; Fudge, 1993). The case of 

Workfzrst, a new welfare-to-work initiative in the province of Ontario which requires 

"employable" social assistance recipients to register with temporay help agencies and 

accept temporary help work, to be examined in Chapter Seven, only reinforces this cal1 for 

transformation. 
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'In their joint subrnission, ESSAC and APPA indicate that they are considenng 
amalgarnation since 83 per cent of Ontario's ESSAC members are involved in permanent 
placement and, therefore, hold licenses (APPA and ESSAC: 2). Given the TH'S attempt 
to distance itself from the pnvate ernployment agency industry, the possibility of a rnerger 
between these associations is a highly notable development. 

'A submission that the Federation of Ternporary Help S e ~ c e s  (now known as ESSAC) 
made to the Ontario Ministry of Labour in 1993 on the subject of "Cornpliance with the 
Occupational Health and Safetv Act" refiects the TM'S desire for temporary help agencies 
to be treated differently than "normal employers". In this brief, the Federation argues that 
"it is impractical to require the temporary help service's Joint Health and Safety 
Cornmittee to oversee the service's temporary workers when they are on assignment at 
customers' workplaces," suggesting instead that supervision of this sort should be the 
responsibility of the temporary help agency's customers (Federation of Ternporary Help 
SeMces, 1995: 6) .  Control and s u p e ~ s i o n  of workers at the work site normally fa11 
within the responsibilities of employers. However, the THI wants temporary help firms to 
be exempt from such responsibilities under provincial law in Ontario; it wants agencies to 
be viewed as the genuine employers of workers but still wants to retain their status as 
legitimate labour market intermediaries. 

3 ESSAC's standard code of conduct, which must be posted in al1 member agencies, reads 
as foIlows: 

Code Of Ethics And Standards 

We recognize that Our prirnary objective is to provide quality temporary services and 
will take steps to ensure that our employees are carefully selected and assigned or 
custorners. 

We will treat with dignity and respect those applying for employment and those 
employed. 

We will, as employers, fulfill al1 the legal obligations to Our employees and will provide 
equal ernployment opportunities on the basis ofjob qualifications and merit. 

We will provide leadership in the adherence to both the spirit and letter of al1 
applicable hurnan rights laws and regulations. We will not except any order from any 
customer that is discriminatory in any way. 

We will not restrict the right of an employee to obtain permanent employment. 



We will not encourage or coerce an employee to leave an assignment before 
completion. 

We wilt observe the highest principles of honesty and fair practice in dealing with 
clients and employers and comply with al1 federal and provinciai labour and 
employment laws and regulations. 

We will maintain and promote the highest standards of integnty in our advertising, 
sales promotions and public relations, avoiding any misrepresentation with respect to 
job description, job conditions, wages or services offered. 

We will recognize and fully respect the nghts and pnvileges of competitors in the tme 
fashion of the individual initiative and free enterprise and refrain from engaging in acts 
of unfair cornpetition. 

10. We will conduct our business in a manner designed to enhance the operation, image 
and reputation of the temporary help service industry and will ensure that al1 our 
employees are aware of this Code of Ethics and Standards and comply with this Code 
in al1 their activities. 

4 The Cornmittee charged with this discussion suggested that a process of revising 
Convention No. 96 pursue the following goals: 

(1) Set the pattern for response to the dynarnics of changing labour-market 
fknctions and recall the role of its actors; 
(2 )  Draw up general parameters to describe the main actors, namely the Public 
Employment Service and Private Employment Agencies, as well as the nature of 
the relationship both between themselves and their clients; 
(3) Establish general principles and provide guidance that protect: 

(1) labour markets against poor and unethical practices 
(II) workers' interests including where the stability of industnal relations' 
systems might be affected by sorne practices of PREA (these pnnciples 
should consider the concems of some (but not all) Committee members 
with regard to triangular employment relationships, including contract 
labour, temporary work agencies and staff-leasing arrangements); 
(III) workers recruited in one country for work in another; 

(4) Create environments that allow for the improved functioning of al1 
ernployment agencies; 
(5) Ensure that national governments would be free to determine how the above 
objectives would be met (ILO, 19946: 3 1-32). 



'Notably, even in many countries where govemments forrnally prohibited temporary help 
agencies under Part II of Convention No. 96, there is considerable evidence that the ?-Hl[ 

continued to operate either openly (and therefore bans were not enforced) or underground 
(see for example: Blanpain, 1993; Eklund, 1997). 

6 When it is ratified by country, a Convention becomes a binding legal instrument. Hence, 
a country may be subject to sanctions if it does not fûlfill its obligations under a given 
Convention. In contrast, a Recommendation is a non-binding legal instrument. It 
normally serves to provide guidelines for implementing and/or deepening standards 
adopted in an associated Convention. While there is a growing move to adopt 
Recornmendations on their own, a typical package of international labour standards in a 
given area includes both a Convention and a Recommendation. 

'For an in-depth discussion on the histone relationship between public ernployment 
services and pnvate employment agencies, see: Ricca, 1982 and 1988. 

8 Regarding the rneaning of the exclusion clause contained in Article 2.4(a) of Convention 
No. 18 1, the Provisional Record of the 1997 discussion states: "the proposed draft 
Convention was aiming at offenng maximum 'ratifiability'. Thus, as the Convention gave 
legal recognition to PREA (private employment agencies) -- including TWA (temporary 
work agencies) -- it would not be possible for any country which banned TWA to ratify 
the proposed drafi Convention." (ILO, 1997~: 5-6). 

9 Article 5, on equality of opportunity and treatrnent in access to employment builds on 
Convention No. 96 (Revised). Supported by both the Workers' and Employers' 
delegates, the addition of this article follows from the abuses documented by the 
International Labour Onice in 1994 and corresponds with the core "Discrimination 
(Employment and Occupation) Convention" (No. 11 1) (ILO, 1997b). Article 5 had the 
support of the Employers' Group for reasons including the desire to ensure that, "agencies 
operated in Iine with ethical codes" existing at national and international levels (IL0 
1997b: 4). Governrnents supported the Article since its anti-discrimination criteria were in 
conformity with national law and practice. As a result, Convention No. 18 1 states that, 
"the Member shall ensure that private ernployment agencies treat workers without 
discrimination with respect to race, colour, sex, religion, political opinion, national 
extraction, social origin, or any other form of discrimination covered by national law and 
practice, such as age and disability" (EO, 1997c: 4). 

'O~rticles directed at protecting migrant workers also follow from the general principles 
established through Convention No. 96 (Revised). Given the histone record of abuses 
among private employment agencies acting abroad and the recommendations of the ILO's 
Expert Committee on Migration, the need for effective protections for migrant workers 



was a priority in the new convention (ILO, 1997b: 53). While recognizing that reserving 
these agencies for the exclusive use of nationals is not necessanly in the interests of 
migrants, Member States, Ernployers' and Workers' concurred on the need to address 
migrant workers' nghts within the new Convention due to the prevalence of abuses and 
malpractices among private employment agencies. Consequently, to supplement much 
more cornprehensive IL0 instruments on this specific subject, an article on migrant 
workers was added to the draft text and adopted unanimously. Article 8 requires Member 
nations to ensure adequate protection for migrant workers recniited, placed or employed 
by private employment agencies and to provide penalties, including prohibition, for 
agencies engaging in fraudulent practices (ILO, 1997c: 6) .  

11 Article 1 1 calls on Members to take the necessary rneasures to ensure adequate 
protection for the workers employed by service providers in the following areas: freedom 
of association, collective bargaining, minimum wages, working time and other working 
conditions, statutory social security benefits, access to training, occupational safety and 
health, compensation in case of occupational accidents or diseases, compensation in case 
of insolvency and protection of workers' claims and maternity and parental protection and 
benefits (K.0, 1997c: Article 11). Article 12 enumerates the identical set of areas to the 
exclusion of freedom of association. 

121n discussing Article 12, the Employers' Group expressed the view that, "govemments 
should not involve themselves in the employeelemployer relationship" stressing the need 
for "flexibility in the reiationship between the user enterprise and the private employment 
agency" (ILO, 1997b: 42). Taking exception to the word "allocate", it argued that 
protection in the field of occupational health and safety was the only area in which 
governments should allocate responsibility (E0, 1997b: 42). In contrast, in its effort to 
retain the word "allocate", the Workers' Group expressed its desire to make it perfectly 
clear who had responsibility in a given situation (ILO, 1997b: 42). It indicated that it was 
particularly concemed with the allocation of responsibility in cases where a worker was 
sent by a temporary work agency to a user-enterprise. At the same time, the Workers' 
Group also noted that the instrument did not prescnbe specific responsibilities to the 
parties concemed because this would potentially undermine existing national laws and 
practices. In the end, the govemments accepted the Workers' Groups' amendrnents to 
both Articles on the condition that, "allocation was not intended to be exclusive, Le., that 
responsibility could be shared" between the user-enterprise and the service provider (ILO, 
1997b: 43). Contrary to the position of the Employers' Group, governments supported the 
possibility of a divided employment relationship where service providers are concerned 
and this is extremely significant. 

13 The Employers' Group oniy accepted tliis paragraph on the condition that a subsequent 
amendment put fonvard by the Workers' Group, providing for "no less favourable" tems 



and conditions of employment for workers ernployed by private empiopent agencies than 
those applying to employees of either the user-enterprise or enterprises in the same of 
similar branches of economic activity, be withdrawn (ILO, 1997b: 52). 

14 Examples shall be drawn from the following junsdictions: Germany, France, Spain, 
Nonvay, Finland, Denmark, Sweden, Japan, Belgium, Luxembourg and the European 
Community. These national and supra-national jurisdictions were selected on the basis 
that they have legislation explicitly governing the TER. 

IS Similady, the German "Act on Temporary Employment Businesses" (1985), the Spanish 
"Temporary Work Agencies Act," (1 994), the French "Labour Code" (Article 124) and 
the Japanese "Worker Dispatching Law" (1987) al1 clearly define workers engaged by 
temporary help agencies as the employees of these firms. 

16 Depending on the jurisdiction in question, the temporary help agency is variously labeled 
as a lending-out business (Germany), a hinng-out business (Sweden), labour-supply 
business @enmark), worker-dispatching business (Japan) or manpower contracting 
business (Finland). 

17 In junsdictions like Germany, where the bilateral employrnent relationship continues to 
serve as the mode1 employment relationship, temporary help agencies are said to be 
engaged in "lending" rather than "hiring-out" of workers. This is an important conceptual 
distinction aimed at reinforcing the temporary help agency's status as the principal 
employer (Halbach et al, 1994: 2 12-213; Dombois, 1989; Weiss and Schmidt, 1993 : 1 14). 

18 Although this definition of the business enterprise is accurate within most jurisdictions 
where legislation exists, Japanese legislation governing the activities of temporary help 
agencies does not specie that these firms supply workers on a temporary basis. Rather, 
the Worker Dispatching Law (1 985) covers labour supply businesses more broadly, even 
though the majonty of these businesses identi& themselves as temporary work agencies. 
Japanese legislation does not mandate that these firms engage in so-called "temporary 
placements." Goka (1 997: 13) justifies the use of the term "worker dispatching business" 
as follows: 

The terrn "worker dispatching business" is used in preference to "temporary 
employment agency" because some of the workers who are dispatched to 
client firms are employed by the dispatching agencies on the basis of regular 
full-time employment contracts of indefinite tem. 

In making this assertion, he acknowledges that Japanese companies increasingly rely on 
temporary help workers to minimize employment-related responsibilities (Goka, 1997: 
14). 



19 The amount of precarity pay is determined on the basis of whether the employee is 
offered another assignment (Carré, 1994; Rojot, 1993). 

"~owever, Convention No. 18 1 does name matemity and parental benefits as central, two 
important areas of protection largely ignored in national legislation. 

21~bviously, these type of guidelines, specifically pertaining to the TEK are absent at the 
provincial ievel in Canada since no province has yet defined areas where protection is 
necessary for temporary help workers. Still, the absence of guidelines for devising a legal- 
test to determine the respective responsibilities of the customer and the agency in 
Convention No. 18 1 will not assist provinces in moving on either establishing where 
protection is necessary or on addressing the related problem of allocating responsibility. 

 o or this reason, where they exist, national laws assign the primary responsibility for 
occupational health and safety to the user-enterprise. 

"The following proposals by no means represent an exhaustive list of recornmendations. 
Rather, if adopted, these proposals would enable Canada and the provinces to both begin 
to give recognition to the precarious nature of the TER and move towards the 
establishment of an equivalent set of rneasures surrounding the TER as those associated 
with the SER. 

''At the International Labour Conference in June 1997, countnes advocating regulating 
the TER held up France as a model (Fieldnotes, June 6, 1997). The reason behind the 
idealization of the French model is that France bas the most comprehensive regdatory 
framework in Europe and possibly in the world. 

While full-time employment was the nom in France until the early 1970s, part- 
t h e ,  temporary and other non-standard forms of employment rose quite sharply beginning 
in the mid-1970s; one of the central reasons was that the government viewed the spread of 
these forms of employment to be preferable to high unemployment, which it largely 
attributed to women's rising labour force participation rates (Jenson, 1996: 99-100; Carré, 
1994). Faced with these new conditions of employment, when the Socialists came to 
power in the early 1980s, they introduced protections for non-standard workers through 
the Auroux laws, making France one of the only countries to normalize the TER (Carré, 
1994). 

As Section III demonstrated, the forma! protections accorded to temporary help 
workers in France are quiet extensive. However, there is considerable evidence to suggest 
that extending standard benefits to workers engaged in TERs has not fully remedied the 
precanous character of temporary help work in the country. Rather, as Jenson (1996) 
aptly notes with respect to part-time work, "such an extension does not address other 
structures of inequality embedded in" non-standard forms of employment. In particular, 



she and others (Du& and Pupo, 1992; White, 1993) have found that even the extension of 
benefits to part-time, temporary and other non-standard workers by no means eliminates 
labour market segmentation or the gender division of labour in the domestic sphere. 
These arguments correspond with the argument presented in Chapter Five which suggests 
that a range of factors and indices contribute to making temporary help work precanous. 
Thus, together with the evidence in preceding Chapters, the case of France suggests that 
extending benefits to temporary help workers is only one measure for remedying the 
precarious character of the TER. 

= ~ h i s  type of measure attempts to circumvent existing provisions in some provincial 
employment standards legislation, such as Ontario's Emplovrnent Standards Act (1990), 
(Regulation 325, S. 14), which mandate severance pay if a worker is dismissed afier 
thirteen weeks of employment. 



Chapter Seven 

Workfare Temporaries: 
The Rise of the Temporary Employment Relationship and the Emergence of 

Workfare-Driven Social Policy in Canada 

People have this concept of what a job is. A job is sornething where you go 
in and you are now secure. You have tenure, You are there for life, until 
retirement. Jobs no longer exist. Everything nowadays is temporary. It may 
be for an hour, a day, a weeli, a month, five years, but it is still tempormy 
We need to get away from the concept of "job" in the way tliat it used to be 
considered - you know, among the parents and the grandparents - and start 
thinking in terms of w o r k  Work is effort for pay ... Work may turn into a 
job. However, there are very few jobs out there. But, there is a lot of work 
availa ble (RI1). 

An official involved in a new welfare-to-work program in the province of Ontario 

made the preceding remarks in descnbing the changing nature of employment and 

justifjing the shape of this initiative specifically. The program is known as Woryirsi. It 

seeks to match "employable" social assistance recipients with temporary help agencies 

with the objective of reducing the welfare rolls by requiring them to do ternporary help 

work. As such, it reflects what some analysts label "workfarism," a labour market re- 

organization strategy that involves privatizing the design, administration and delivery of 

employment training and placement and marketizing welfare policy; in contrast to 

welfarism, which involved a sustained commitment to the maintaining the SER as the 

~torntarive rnodei of employment (Brodie, 1994; McFarland and Mullaly, 1996; White, 

1995), workfarism seeks to transfomi the institutional and social bases of labour market 

regulation (Jessop, 1993; Peck, 1996).' Given the findings of Chapters Four through Six, 

examining Workfisi represents an appropriate means of concluding the empirical 
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dimension of this study since the shape of this program provides a glimpse of the tiiture 

and an opportunity to probe the nature of the Canadian State's role in legitimizing the 

spread of the TER. Indeed, the implicit aim of Woryirst is to condition marginalized 

workers for a volatile labour market, where wage-relations offer even less security and 

fieedom than in the past, so they wiIl be more willing to accept work outside the 

boundaries of the S E R . ~  

This study has documented the rise and spread of the TER by probing the host of 

micro-, meso- and macro-level forces contributing to its ascendancy; in examining what is 

driving prevailing employment trends, it has drawn special attention to the changing 

employrnent practices and marketing strategies that the THI first ernbraced in the late 

1970s and early 1980s, shifting employment noms and the unprecedented openings at the 

regulatory level beginning in 1966 (Chapters Three and Four). It has also shown that, 

even thouçh the TER amounts to a precanous mode1 of employrnent, this tnanplar 

employment relationship has considerable formal legitimacy at the international level in the 

late 1990s; the de-regdation of pnvate employrnent agencies that is presently occumng in 

Canada and the provinces and the absence of measures designed to reguiate the TER only 

reinforce this conclusion (Chapter Six). Shifiing our focus to the level of social policy, 

however, has the potential to deepen these findings. 

This chapter probes the nature of the Canadian State's response to the TER by 

describing and analyzing Worÿirsl. It illustrates that, in the case of WorMrst, the State is 

not only sanctioning the nse of the TER but situating this employment relationship as a 
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new employment norm. In so doing, the chapter addresses the growing convergence 

between shifiing employment noms and new directions in social policy, a development 

that not only provides firther evidence of the contraction of the SER and growing dualism 

in the labour market but rerninds us of the ever-present danger in capitalist labour markets 

of reducing workers, not just their labour power, to the status of mere commodities. The 

chapter develops this argument in four sections. Section 1 introduces Workfirst and the 

brcader Otzfario Works program to which it belongs, and connects it to the movement 

away from welfare-oriented towards workfare-dnven social policy in Canada. Moving to 

the heart of the case study, Section II explores the design of Woryirsf at the level of 

municipal policy and practice, focusing specifically on the degree to which it reflects the 

emergence of workfare-driven social policy in Canada and builds on shifiing employment 

noms. Section III then tums to examine the delivery of FVork$rsf. By detailing the half- 

day orientation sessions hosted by oficials from the TH', where social assistance 

recipients are socialized to accept the TER as a new norm, it describes the conditioning 

process built into the design of Woryirst. Finally, Section IV assesses the larger 

significance of emerging programs like Workfirsf, that link the provision of social 

assistance to participation in highly precarious forms of non-standard employment, in light 

of the leading premises of this study. It suggests that, in the case of Workfirst, prevailing 

employment trends and new directions in social policy are effectivety forcing social 

assistance recipients to compete for and accept precanous types of paid work (Le., forms 

of paid work that are based on a TER and, therefore, lack a cornprehensive set of social 
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benefits and entitlements) rather than jobs (Le., stable employment relationships that 

resemble the SER and its associated package of benefits and entitlements). It also argues 

that programs like Wor&?rst signal growing coercion in the Canadian iabour market. 

T hese conclusions reinforce the need for measures designed to regulate the TER in 

Canada, such as those proposed in Chapter Six. 

1. Origins 

Wori-first is one of several municipally-operated programs that falls under the 

Ontarzo Workr scheme. Hence, prior to discussing the design of the program, it is usefùl 

to review the legislative measures facilitating the introduction of workfare in Ontario and 

the provincial policy guidelines flowing from these measures that link O~l~orio  Works to 

the shift away from welfare-oriented towards workfare-driven social policy in Canada. 

Ot~tario Works was first legally established under Regdation No. 537, a general 

regdation to the General Welfare Assistance Act (1958) of Ontario. Since the scheme 

was introduced, however, there have been significant legislative changes to the provision 

of social assistance in Ontario, changes that are dramatically re-shaping the design and 

delivery of social assistance in the province. As of May 1, 1998, the Ontario Works Act 

(1997) replaced the Family Benefits Act (1967) and the General Welfare Assistance Act, 

the two pre-existing welfare Iaws in the province, and formally created Canada's first 

workfare program (Bezanson and Valentine, 1997; Ministry of Social Services, June 12, 

1997; National Council on Welfare, 1997: 69)' 
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With respect to the arguments advanced in this chapter, specifically the contention 

that the emergence of prograrns like FYorkfirst signal growing coercion in the labour 

market, the introduction of the Ontario Works Act is significant for three key reasons. 

Fint, and most centrally, the Act formally introduces a harsher and more punitive welfare 

regime, which confers a more onerous set of obligations on social assistance recipients and 

institutes a more imposing application procedure. For example, the Act allows 

municipalities to establish a system of fingerprinting applicants for welfare (although it 

does require that such measures 'be implemented) and it also allows them to require aZZ 

adult dependents of welfare applicants (e-g., spouses and children residing in the same 

household) to sign application forms and consent forms before processing applications 

(Ontario Social Safety Network, 1998: 5; Ministry of Social Senrices, June 12, 1997: 4). 

Second, it undermines the rights of social assistance recipients by, for example, replacing 

the Welfare Appeal Board with a small tribunal with reduced scope and forcing sole 

support parents to participate in workfare unless publicly-funded education is unavailable 

to their children (National CounciI on Welfare: 69; Ministry of Social Services, June 12, 

1997: 4).4 Third, the Act establishes an explicit legal framework for the privatization of 

welfare services to an extent that was not legally possible previously, a cornponent of the 

Act that the provincial governrnent clairns will assist in streamlining delivery at the 

municipal leveL5 The introduction of this last measure was particuiarly crucial to 

establishing Worwrst at the municipal level given its requirement for a pnvate sector 

broker to deliver core components of the program. 
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Building on t hese and ot her related legislative changes, the Ottfario Works scheme 

is composed of several streams that form a continuum of workfare-type programs that 

range fiom 'pure' workfare programs to 'new style' worldare programs. Although 

'workfare' is conventionally defined as mandatory work in exchange for welfare payments 

(i.e., 'pure' w o r ~ a r e ) , ~  in contemporary Ontario, the term is also increasingly used to refer 

to a broader set of work-related obligations such as training, job-seeking, schooling and 

cornmunity work (i.e., 'new style' workfare), where the social assistance recipient either 

receives direct or indirect income transfers from the  tat te.' Thus, in the case of the 

O~~tario Worki scheme, the notion of a Woryare continuum is useful as a conceptual tool 

since it has the potential to encompass the wide-range of programs linked to the coercive 

and/or restrictive work incentive strategy presently emerging in Ontario (Lightman, 1995). 

The three streams incorporated into Ontario Worh are community participation, 

employment support and employment placement. The set of programs most closely 

resembling 'pure' workfare fa11 under the community participation stream (McCrossin, 

1997). This stream involves the direct exchange of unpaid work for welfare benefits fiom 

the State; under the current provincial guidelines, social assistance recipients must work 

for up to seventy hours per rnonth in either a project created by the municipality or a 

private non-profit organization (Ministry of Community and Social Services, August 

1996: 9-1 1). In contrast, the ernployment support stream entails structured job-search 

assistance activities, which include basic education or job-skills training programs in 

exchange for welfare benefits and basic assistance with job-search as well as the provision 
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for expenses (Le., child care and travel) required to engage in a job-search (Ministry of 

Community and Social Services, August 1996: 2) .  These support programs target those 

social assistance recipients who face formidable bamers to entry into the labour market. 

Finally, employment placement programs, the focus of this chapter, deal with 

"employable" social assistance recipients who are first prepared for private sector 

unsubsidized jobs in exchange for welfare benefits and then forcefully directed into these 

jobs (Ministry of Community and Social Services, August 1996: 16). This third stream of 

Otrtario Works encourages municipal social assistance departments to enlist the services of 

pnvate employment açencies to help place social assistance recipients in paid 

e rnp~o~ment .~  The selected agencies are compensated, ". ..on a performance basis using a 

share of the funds that would othenvise be paid out in social assistance to the participant" 

(Ministry of Community and Social Services, Auçust 1996: 2, my emphasis). In effect, 

they are rewarded a percentage of the savings incurred from matching social assistance 

recipients with ernployers.g 

Regardless of the stream to which they are assigned, under the 0111nrio Wmks 

guidelines, eligible social assistance recipients are obligated to participate in some form of 

workfare and they are strongly encouraged to sign a participation agreement, in order to 

continue to receive their social assistance benefits. This "voluntary" agreement outlines 

the new conditions for receivinç social assistance in Ontario and serves as a tool for 

monitoring the progress of social assistance recipients involved in any municipally- 

operated program that falls under Ot~~nr-io Works. While a standard participation 
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agreement exists, case workers have a significant degree of discretion in tailoring 

agreements to individual sociaI assistance recipients. Municipal officiais may also design 

participation agreements to suit the parameters of specific projects or programs under any 

of the three streams (Ministry of Community and Social Services, August 1996: 23).1° 

II. Design 

Initiated in the Regional Municipality of Peel, in the Greater Toronto Area, in 

October 25, 1995, Wbt@7rs~ falis under the employment placement Stream of 011fario 

Works. Besides the participation agreement that normally exists between the social 

assistance recipient and the social assistance department, the program involves a service 

agreement between the municipal welfare department and a pnvate sector broker that is 

"experienced in the provision of labour to private sector employers" (Minutes of the 

Human Services Committee, January 3 0, 1996: 2).  Together with the participation 

agreement, this partnership confers responsibilities (and obligations) on t hree parties: the 

municipal social assistance department, the broker and the program "participants". 

As the public administrator of Woryirsi, the municipal social assistance 

depanment was initially charged with designing and irnplementing a program to reflect 

Regulation No. 53 7 to the General Welfare Assistance Act, which permitted Oiltario 

Works to emerge. As interpreted at the municipal level, Regulation No. 537 first required 

people receiving social assistance, except people with disabilities, seniors and sole support 

parents, to accept offers of community placement, training and/or employment support or 

placement as an ongoing condition of eligibility (Ministry of Community and Social 
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Services, August 1996: 1-2). However, with the passage of the Ontario Works Act, the 

obligation to participate in the Otrrnrio Works programs, such as Woryirsf, expanded to 

include a larger group of single parents formerly eligible for Family Benefits and people 

who are 60 to 64 years of age (Ontario Social Safety Network, 1998: 6) .  Since the 

mandate of Woryirst is to match "employable" social assistance recipients with temporary 

help agencies, for the social assistance depanment, adapting fira to Regdation No. 537 

and then to the Ontario Works Act itself, has meant making it mandatory for a specified 

group of "employable" social assistance recipients to register with temporary ernployment 

agencies in their job search process (Minutes of the Human Services Committee, January 

30, 1996: 1). The work of the social assistance department initially involved selecting a 

pnvate sector broker to administer the program and then overseeing the program as it was 

phased-in. However, as the program becomes self-sustaining, the municipal govemment 

predicts that the role of the social assistance depanment will diminish. If the 

govemment's predictions corne to fruition, ongoing responsibilities of the department will 

fa11 mainly on case workers who will assign social assistance recipients to the program, 

rnonitor their participation and advise the broker when "participants" are no longer 

receiving social assistance. In the long run, municipal authorities expect that the 

administrative branch of the department will be involved only in paying the broker and 

undertaking penodic reviews of the Woryirst program (Legal Agreement, July 3 1, 1996: 

s.4). 



43 7 

Uniike the role of the municipal social assistance department, which aims 

ultimately to limit its involvement in administering Woryirst, the responsibilities of the 

broker are far-reaching. At the time that the qualitative research for this chapter was 

conducted (August 1996-July 1997), the broker was responsible for providing regular 

orientation sessions on temporary help work to ccparticipants", registenng them with at 

least three local temporary help agencies, tracking their success at being placed in 

temporary help work and reporting to the social assistance department on the success of 

placement (Minutes of the Human Services Cornmittee, January 30, 1996: 5-6). Its 

services included providing three pre-approved training facilities to host the orientation 

sessions, appropriate stafing and materials for half-day orientation sessions, confidential 

computerized referral and tracking to temporary help agencies, computerized reporting to 

the region, and training and certification in basic health and safety procedures for selected 

"participants" (Legal Agreement, July 3 1, 1996: s.3). 

The obligations conferred upon social assistance recipients selected for Worhflrst 

are far more extensive than under pre-existing municipal welfare guidelines. Reflecting 

provincial regulations first introduced under Regulation No. 537 and later entrenched in 

the Ontario Works Act as well as policy guidelines established at the municipal level, al1 

social assistance recipients selected for Waryirst were initial1 y required to attend a half- 

day orientation session, register with at least three temporary help agencies recommended 

by the broker within five working days of the session and be "willing to accept any work 

which the agency recommends is suitable" to remain eligible for social assistance (Minutes 
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of the Human Semices Cornmittee, Sanuary 30, 1996: 3)." Since the inception of 

Wo~?$rst, the obligations of the "participants" have changed slightly because the contents 

of the half-day orientation sessions are now incorporated into two briefing sessions, one 

fiom case workers and another fiom the broker itself However, the tenor of the 

obligations conferred upon "participants" remains the same: they must register with the 

temporary heip agency and accept the work that they are offered or face punitive 

sanctions. 

It is these penalties for non-compliance established at the provincial level and 

implemented at the municipal level which make the proceeding requirements binding to 

"participants". Under al1 three streams of Otifario Works, the refusa1 to accept work, 

referral to a placement or an offer of a placement are grounds for a loss of entitlement for 

up to three months for a single social assistance recipient or a reduction in entitlement for 

social assistance recipients with dependents (R.R.O., 1996: Reg. 537 S. 4.3 (7) & (9)). 

Under Workkjirst, social assistance recipients are also subject to sanctions if they quit 

temporary help work or they are fired without an acceptable reason. For the sicgle social 

assistance recipient, the penalty for quitting without a justifiable reason or being fired for 

an unacceptable reason is ineligibility for three months. For the social assistance recipient 

with dependents, the penalty is a reduction in their entitlement for three months. 

Funhermore, if "participants" refuse to accept employment, referral to a placement or an 

offer of a placement more than once, they become ineligible for social assistance for six 

months (General Welfare Assistance Policy Directive, August 1, 1996: 3). 
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Given the penalties for not complying with Workfisf rules, it is hardly surprising 

that the municipality expected to reduce its social assistance expenditures drastically 

through Workfrst. Initially, the municipality outlined three potential sources for 

expenditure reduction. The first source was indirect as it was to corne fiom the incorne 

that "participants" receive from placement in employrnent since it would have the effect of 

reducing the sum total of social assistance payments. The second source was to result 

fiom "participants" who fail to make reasonable efforts to find employment; in the context 

of the initial policy guidelines, failing to make "reasonable efforts" to find employment 

included refusing to attend a Workfirst orientation session and/or to register with a 

designated temporary agency. The third source was to corne from participants who are 

found ineligible for General Welfare Assistance because they refuse work (Ministry of 

Community and Social Services, August 1996: 41). During the first eight months of the 

program (August 1996 to April 1997), the broker placed 296 "participants" in temporary 

help work and reduced social assistance payments by $200,000.~~ According to the 

rnunicipality, these reductions were obtained both through ernployment placement and by 

temporarily disqualifying "participants" from social assistance due to their failure to make 

what the Region referred to as, "reasonable efforts" in seeking employment or their refusa1 

to accept offers of work (Human Services Cornrnittee, April 16, 1997).14 

The potential for expenditure reduction for the municipal social assistance 

department makes taking part in the delivery of Woryirst a lucrative venture for the 

broker. As the provider of the service, the broker receives a percentage of the value of the 



440 

reduction in social assistance credited to Wor&7rst; this percentage is calculated based on 

savings resulting from increased eamings only. The terms and conditions of Wori$rsst 

currently entitle the broker to 10 percent of the first $l,8W7150 saved in increased 

eamings and 12.5 percent thereafier (Minutes of the Hurnan Services Committee, January 

30, 1996: 6) .  Furthemore, general program guidelines for Otztario Works permit brokers 

participating in the employment placement strearn of the provincial scherne to charge 

supplementary fees, "if the Ontario Works participant is retained by an employer other 

than the employment placement agency and is retained as a direct result of the actions of 

that agencyN(Ministry of Cornmunity and SociaI SeMces, August 1996: 41). In other 

words, these guidelines do not prevent buy-outs between the brokerlagency and its 

prospective customers; nor do they require the brokerlagency to alter its typical fee 

structure. 

TTze Design of Workfirst, the Rise of Workfnre-Driven Social Policy and the 
Contraction of the SER 

While Wory7rst is not 'puref workfare, the design of this 'new style' welfare-to- 

work program is consistent with the movement towards workfare-dnven social policy in 

Canada. The new provincial legislation formally establishing workfare in Ontario, the 

Ontario Works guidelines, municipally-devised policies and practices and the legal 

documentation surrounding Wurh.rsî refiect the harmonization of training policy and 

welfare policy and the marketization of welfare; together, they are contnbuting to 

reconfigunng the institutional forms and forces that are immanent in the labour market 

(Peck, 1996: 188). Central to the larger argument of this study, the design of Workfirst 
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also reflects shifting employment noms; it reinforces the erosion of the SER and 

introduces a highly precarious employment relationship as one among several alternatives. 

This is not to suggest that Woryirsr gidelines aim to completely replace the SER with a 

TER but to indicate that the TER is emerging parallel to the SER as the core of standard 

workers in the Canadian labour market is shrinking. 

The design of Woryisst makes participation in training/ registration with 

temporary help agencies and accepting temporary help work compulsory for "employable" 

social assistance recipients. It therefore denies social assistance recipients the nght to 

refuse work andor  training for welfare. Consequently, the design of the program builds 

on the recent cancellation of the federally-based Canada Assistance Plan. As Scott 

McCrossin (1997: 177) aptly notes, "[tlhere is an inherent lack of voluntariness in this 

arrangement. " 

It also signals an attempt by provincial and municipal govemments to alter what is 

perceived to be not only acceptable but ideal employment for social assistance recipients in 

Ontario. Under the General WeIfare Assistance Act regulations, social assistance 

recipients in Ontario have ahrnys been legaliy obligated to seek and accept any full-time, 

part-time or casual employment which they are physically capable of undertaking. 

However, actively placing social assistance recipients into temporary help work has never 

before been a structural component of social assistance design in Ontario. In this way, the 

design of Workfirst signals a dramatic shift in emphasis on the part of the State, one that 

has significant implications for unemployed workers drawing on vanous sources of State 
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support ranging from training subsidies and Employment Insurance to social assistance. 

Pnor to the design of Workf;rst, social assistance administrators normally viewed attaining 

a permanent job as the ultimate goal of the welfare-to-work transition. However, the 

design of Woryirst turns the assumption that a permanent job (ideally, one with benefits) 

is the most suitable alternative to welfare (or unemployment) on its head by making 

temporary help work the object of the program. In making participation in Wor@rst 

compulsory for "employable" social assistance recipients, the program guidelines convey 

the message that recipients who have not actively sought temporary help work in their job- 

search process are rnissing out on suitable opportunities for employment (Minutes of the 

Human Services Comrnittee, January 30, 1996: 2).16 

In addition to casting temporary help work as a more viable alternative to welfare 

than in the past, Workfirst also privatizes social assistance in a number of crucial respects. 

Most centrally, it opens the delivery of social assistance to private sector actors and 

engages a broker to provide training and placement to social assistance recipients. Quite 

ironically, there is still an implicit assumption within the Workfirst guidelines that private 

employment agencies operate along the sarne pnnciples as their counterparts in the public 

sector; however, unlike the public employment service, these agencies obviously operate 

for profit. As the Wor@?rst broker noted,"[w]e want to be successful in doing this 

because we want the program to work. Obviously we want to be able to take the program 

to other Reçions and we want to guide those programs because its business for us" (M4). 

Moreover, while the legal agreements between the social assistance department and the 
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broker recognize that they have distinct roles to play, standard-setting is essentially 

devolved to the private sector in the design of Woryirst. The broker orients participants 

to the domain of temporary help work, detemines where (i-e., in which types of 

employrnent) "participants" are best placed and matches them with its customers. 

Finally, by simultaneously reducing the role of the State in the provision of social 

assistance and elevating the TER as a desirable alternative to welfare, the design of 

Woryirst also contributes to lowenng the level of social protection accorded to many 

workers during the post-World War II era. As demonstrated in preceding chapters, 

temporary help workers rarely have access to the Full range of social security benefits, 

such as ErnpIoyrnent Insurance coverage, matemity benefits and extended health benefits, 

attached to the SER. As well, the relatively Iow wages, the degree of insecurity and the 

legal arrangements conventionally associated with temporary help work (which minimizes 

employment-related responsibilities for both the agency and the customer) make the TER 

a highly precanous mode1 of employment. Given its explicit objective of selecting a large 

group of "employable" social assistance recipients for the program, WorlIfirst not oniy 

aims to provide an expanded pool of workers for the TH1 to draw upon but it also actively 

poses temporary help work as a suitable alternative to social assistance. Faced with the 

potential loss of entitlement for refusing temporary help work, this pool of workers may 

be forced to accept lower wages and presumably even worse working conditions than the 

existing pool of temporary help workers currently enjoy, not only lowering the bottom of 

the labour market as a whole but also the bottom of the TH1 itself. One agency manager 
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characterized the advantage of WorXflrst as follows: "...[Wou now have this Iarger pool 

of workers that you can cal1 upon. Some people see it virtually as a lirnitless pool of new 

workers" (M4). 

III. DeIivery 

Since the preceding analysis of the design of Workjkst only partly reveals the tenor 

of the Ontario govemment's response to the nse of TER, the ensuing section examines the 

delivey of the program. In so doing, it considers the following three related questions: 

does the delivery of the program take the precanous nature of the TER as given? If so, 

what methods does the broker use to socialize the participants into this "new world of 

work"? If Wor@rst manages to achieve its stated objectives, how and to what extent 

could it contribute to undennining the SER as a rzormahe mode1 of empl~yrnent?'~ To 

address these questions, this section describes and interprets the rnodel used in the 

orientation session for the first 2 1/2 years of the program and the response of 

"participants" to WorQrst. As indicated previously, its leading premise is that Workfirst, 

specifically the initial orientation session and the two sessions that have replaced it, 

syrnbolizes an important turning point in the provision of social assistance in Ontario: it 

introduces the positioning of social assistance recipients at the bottom of the labour 

market as a structural component of social assistance delivery, one that advances the 

provincial govemment's goal of achieving immediate labour market re-entry among 

"employable" social assistance recipients. In this process, the broker andor 

representatives of the TH1 are not doing anything newpcr se. Rather, their role in 
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WorXflrst involves adapting the techniques of moraI regdation already practiced on the 

workers (Le., temporary help workers) that they deal with on a regular basis (as descnbed 

in Chapter Five) to a new group of potential temporary help workers. 

When Woryirst was first introduced, the broker held half-day orientations to 

acclirnatize participants to temporary help work.18 Prior to attending the orientation, 

selected social assistance recipients were assigned to a specific session and told that they 

must attend the orientation and register with three temporary help agencies in order to 

continue to receive social assi~tance.'~ At this stage, they were offered only limited 

information on the design of the program and how it reflected Iarger changes in the 

provision of social assistance in Ontario. As one "participant" noted: 

They don't tell you anything. You just get this little thing in the mail telling you 
that you have to report on such and such a day to such and such a place and that's 
it ... 1 mean its really threatening. It tells you that you either do it or you don? get 
any money ... If you dont go, you're cut off for three months apparently (T 10). 

Thus, the broker was lefi to explain the purpose and the guidelines of the program at the 

orientation session. 

The three-hour orientation session was divided into three distinct parts: 

Introduction and Check-In; The Pre-Interview Process; and The Employment Agency 

InteMew. While "participants" were encouraged to ask questions, the bulk of the session 

was reserved for a presentation from the instructor. 

Introduction and Check-In 

The substantive portion of the orientation session to Wor@rst commenced after 

the instructor took attendance. The instructor began these sessions by describing the state 
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of the economy and how things have changed over the last twenty-five years. In this pan 

of the session, the ernphasis was on dispelling the myth of the 'life-long job'. One 

instructor introduced his session by noting: "We are out of work not because of a stupid 

govenunent or a stupid employer but because of a global phenornenon. You can parailel it 

to the industrial revolution. Lifetime jobs used to be the nom but now they aren't" 

(Fieldnotes, February 7, 1997). Another noted, "You guys are going to have to hustle. 

Be prepared to look for work over and over again over the years" (Fieldnotes, February 7, 

1997). In this pari of the session, "participants" were not blamed for their unemployed 

status yet they were encouraged to adopt a particular view of the labour market, one that 

required them to take a new approach to the job-search process. This view of the labour 

market involved understanding that there are at least three types of employrnent today: 

core jobs, which are the closest thing to the life-long job, full-time and part-time contract 

work, and full-time temporary help work. The "participants" were told that, "the core is a 

synonym for the part of the operation that gets benefits, eye plans, health plans and 

pension plans ..." (Fieldnotes, Febniary 7, 1997). They were also told by instructors that 

the next best thing to being part of the core is being on contract and then there are "the 

people that are rented out from agencies" (Fieldnotes, February 7, 1997). 

While getting into the core was touted as a possible outcome of participating in 

Wor&rst, instructors asserted that attaining this outcome involved a great deal of 

commitment and investment and a lot of luck. They also indicated that the best way to get 

into the core is by recognizing that there is a hidden job market. They stated repeatedly 
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that very few employers advertise for personnel in the newspaper anymore and even fewer 

accept hand-delivered resumes. Rather, most employers deal with pnvate ernployment 

agencies to fil1 their vacancies or they search for the suitable candidate inside their own 

operations. Consequently, one of the best ways to get access to the core is by working 

through a temporary help agency. One instructor noted accordingly: 

There is always a way to get into the core. The core is always a living, breathing 
thing. It's always evolving. People die, get sick, get promotions or move. That's 
your chance. This is your opportunity when you are working for an agency. This 
is your chance to impress someone. Usually, she [the human resource manager] 
can't advertise. It's more likely that she'll hire intemally ... Only one per cent of 
people who work at agencies get to work in the core but its still a chance. It's 
still better than buying a Fottery] 649. It's one in a hundred not one in a million - 
- now this is my estimate. 1 know one guy who got one. Core jobs are out there. 
They do happen (Fieldnotes, February 7, 1997). 

Thus, "participants" were urged to monitor company job boards for permanent positions 

when placed in a temporary assignment because interna1 advertisements have the potential 

to give them access to the core. In this way, instructors still posed the SER as an elusive 

goal while simultaneously casting the TER as an emerging employment nom.  

Once the instmctors established the similarities and differences between core jobs 

and temporary help work, they descnbed the role of temporary help agencies and 

atternpted to dispel rnyths about these agencies. For example, they assured the 

"participants" that employment agency personnel are honest business people. While the 

client pays the agency a fee, the worker is not directly penalized. One instructor noted: 

"There is this idea that ernployment agencies skim things off the top. Not tme. There is a 

fee -- agencies dont work for charity -- but the clients pay. You won't be paid less than if 
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you were hired directly by the company" (Fieldnotes, February 3, 1997). Despite efforts 

to make "participants" cornfortable with registering with temporary help agencies, 

instructors also repeatedIy reinforced the differences between private employrnent 

agencies and public employment services. Private employment agencies were depicted as 

businesses geared to their customers not to the workers that they place. Distinguishing 

between temporary help agencies and public employment services, one agency manager 

and occasional Workfirst instmctor reported that he routine1 y wamed workers: 

. . . @3]ontt go in there [to a temporary help agency] expecting that these people are 
now devoted to finding you work. A iot of people assume that employment 
services -- their function is to find you a job. Itls not. Their fhnction is to find 
clients and to find workers for their clients. Okay? So they're working on behalf of 
their clients. They are not working on your behalf. Ail right? So what that means 
is that the effort is still on the part of the candidate. The candidate can't just simply 
walk in, hand in their resume and then sit back and wait for the phone cal1 (M4). 

Instructors also encouraged "participants" to unleam many of the out-dated job-search 

methods prescnbed by the social assistance department, indicating that Woryirst was 

contracted-out to a private employment agency because agencies are more efficient at 

direct placement than the public employment service. Throughout the orientation 

sessions, "participantsyy were told that the social assistance department is in the payment 

business, to provide financial support for people who are either experiencing short bouts 

of unemployment or people with long term disabilities, not in the placement or skills- 

matching business. 
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f re-In terview Process 

M e r  introducing Wot-kjit-s~, instructors devoted a significant amount of time to 

positioning the TER as an alternative to social assistance. Central to the deliveiy of 

Woryirst, the pre-interview process was where the conditioning process was most 

apparent. During this component of the orientation session, instructors raised 

"commonsense" issues such as dressing appropnately, arriving on time and making eye 

contact; several "participants" reported that these discussions were degrading (Tg, T10). 

At the outset of the pre-interview component of the orientation session, 

ccparticipan:s77 were given a check-list to use in preparation for the interview; this check- 

list was intended to remind the participant to bnng a resume, a Wur/kfirsf registration form, 

a social insurance card, photo identification, the location of the employment agencies and 

a pen to fil1 out the application to the interview. Once the instructor went over the check- 

list, dhe identified three key issues that were important to consider when preparing for the 

interview with the agency. Instructors first stressed the importance of making a good first 

impression. Second, they described "appropriate dressing and grooming habits7' and 

provided a hand-out for future reference. "Participants" were told to "wear clean 

clothes", "shower and use deodorant" and women are told to "avoid excessive jewelry" 

(Fieldnotes, February 3 and 7, 1997). These instructions were reinforced with a hand-out 

given to al1 "participants" entitled "Dressing and Grooming" . Instructors asserted that 

dressing appropnately is particularly important for women in the TH1 since they are likely 

to be placed in clencal positions and they may have to deal with the general public. For 
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example, one instructor noted: "In the summer, ladies could Wear open-toed shoes so long 

as they match their dress" (Fieldnotes, February 7, 1997). Later in the session, the same 

instmctorjoked about fancy attire stating that employers, "have a problem with people 

who are ncher than they aret' (Fieldnotes, February 3, 1997). As well, participants were 

told to Wear the clothes that they would Wear on the job because they, "could be johmy- 

on-the-spot" and be required to take up a position immediately following the assessment, a 

practice which is acceptable under the program guidelines (Fieldnotes, Febmary 3, 1997). 

As a general rule, men were encouraged to dress in casual work clothes since they would 

most likely be placed in light industrial work and women were to "dress for the office", 

exempliQing the interna1 sex-segregation in the TH1 descnbed in Chapter Five. The overt 

gender-bias in the dress instructions prescribed by orientation leaders is particularly 

significant given that more women, especially single mothers, are being introduced into the 

Ontario Korks caseload. Not only do these instructions have the potential to reinforce 

sex-segregation in the THI, whereby women comprise the majonty of clerical workers and 

men the bulk of general labourers, they highlight the real danger of positioning women 

social assistance recipients in highly segmented areas of the labour market where there are 

few prospects for job advancement. Finally, instructors told anecdotes that stressed the 

importance of amving at the interview on time. 

The Employrnent Agency Interview 

The conditioning process continued when instructors discussed the employment 

agency interview, the 1 s t  substantive pan of the orientation session.20 In this segment of 
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the session, instnictors talked about "the art of interviewing", which involved preparing 

"participants" for commonly asked questions, providing strategies for discussing one's 

strengths and weaknesses in the interview-setting and coaching "participan?sn on how to 

express their willingness to leam new skills. In this segment of the session, instmctors 

stressed the importance of diflierentiating between "skills" and "experience". They had 

"participants" identify so-called hidden skills, important skills that are ofien omitted frorn 

resumes. In an interview, the agency manager who doubled as an instmctor suggested 

that female panicipants would be wise to tap into skills associated with "women's work" 

and emphasize al1 of their household duties: 

A lot of the people that come through Worrkfit have no resurne at all. Part of the 
reason for that is because they dont recognize their own skills. Part of what we do 
during this process [the orientation session] is try to help people realize that there's 
a difference between skills and expenence.. . What ernployers are looking for now 
is what you can do based on the skills that you have. So somebody for example 
who did mthir~g over the pas! l O years olher thatz stay at home - I'm talkhtg you 
kmw single mothers, si~rgle falhers, atzybody. actrrally - has signrfrcan! ~trrmber 
of marketable skills. They car1 baiance budgets. They ca» nrattage a hozrsehold. 
So there k mme organizational skills i t ~  ~here. The very fact that ihey cal1 talk on a 
telephotte, ?hose are ie[epho?ze skkill These are skills that, if they're presented 
appropriately inside of a resume, can be marketed (M4, my emphasis). 

Standard to every orientation session, the discussion of "hidden skills" was riddled with 

stereotypical assumptions about social assistance recipients. Combined with a discussion 

of "appropnate dressing and grooming" and "amving on time", discussing hidden skills 

served to remind "participants" of their "place" in the labour market. It reflected an 

additional, yet somewhat concealed, objective of Woryirst and one that cornplemented 



452 

elevating the TER as a suitable alternative to welfare; namely, to place social assistance 

recipients in highly precarious foms of temporary help work. 

Once instructors concluded the orientation to the employment agency inteniew, 

they placed a list of potential jobs in front of "participants". Indicative of the objective of 

placing social assistance recipients in particular types of ternporary help work, this list only 

included jobs that fell under the categones of so-called light industrial work (Le., general 

labour) and clerical work." There was no space on the agency application form for 

Woryirst "participants" to register for jobs outside these two narrow categories, which 

reflect the most precanous form of the TER. In one session, the following exchange took 

place between an instructor and a participant. It represents a clear example of how 

Woryirst socializes "participants" into accepting employment in specific segments of the 

labour market, even if they have extensive skills, qualifications and expenence. And, it 

also highlights the racialized division of labour, frequently legitimized by the claim that 

rnost employers require "Canadian experience", common to the TH1 as a whole. 

Participant: 1 am an engineer. 1 was an engineer in India. 
Instructor: 1 have a lot of people like you. Through the agencies, they don't help 

you a lot in this kind of work. You might have to go through other 
professional agencies. Use the Yellow Pages to find them. 

Participant: They always ask for Canadian experience. How can 1 resolve these 
problems? 

Instructor: Right now, you're going to have to accept this [the possibility of 
obtaining a light industrial placement] and continue to look for other 
ones. You have to try. Thatfs al1 that 1 can tell you ... Aiso, sometimes it 
pays to have two resumes - because sometimes companies will Say 
that you are over qualified -- one with simple qualifications and another 
with al1 your qualifications (Fieldnotes, Febmary 3, 1997). 
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M e r  this exchange, the instructor proceeded to describe a situation where a former 

Woryirst "participant" worked for free for two weeks in order to prove that he was the 

best person available for a temporary light industnal job. By telling this anecdote, the 

instmctor was sympathiring with the "participant's" situation while, at the same time, 

reminding him that he must accept any type of work in order to maintain his entitlement to 

social assistance. When the same "participant" asked whether he was eligible for skills 

assessment, the instmctor indicated that Workf~rst is an employment placement program 

not a training program.22 Thus, under Workfirst. the only option for "participants" is to 

apply for either light industrial or clerical positions and the orientation leaders were careful 

to make "participants" aware of this rule. 

Still, throughout the entire Worwrst orientation session, instructors reminded 

"participants" to think positively. With the moral consensus about the desirability of 

forcing social assistance recipients into the labour force behind them, they acted as 

cheerleaders whose roles were to encourage "participants" to find temporary help work 

and to remind them of the penalties involved in refusing miy type of work which is on 

offer. Although instructors provided "participants" with a sense of optimism on the 

surface, this optimism was ternpered with another message about the changing nature of 

employment. Every orientation session began ended with the following quotation from 

Charles Handy's popular book The Aee of Unreason (199 1): "It has been said, that by the 

end of the decade, less than half of the work force in the industnalized world will have 

full-time jobs, the rest will be part-tirne, temporary workers or unemployed" (Fieldnotes, 
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February 3 and 7, 1997). As with the rest of the session, this quotation aimed to socialize 

participants into accepting the increasingly precanous nature of employment, to encourage 

them to use pnvate employment agencies and to begin to accept the TER as an emerging 

employment nom. 

The Delivery of Workfrst, the Rire of Workfare-Driven Social Po licy and tJze Rise of 
the TER 

During the various components of the orientation session, instnictors delivered al1 

the rnandated content set out in the design of Woryirst. However, they delivered several 

other messages as well. Reinforcing the decline of the SE& one message is that social 

assistance recipients must recognize and accept the increasingly volatiIe nature of the 

labour market. Another equally important message is that they have no choice but to 

accept their location at the bottom of the labour market: low-waged, casual industnal 

work and de-skilled clerical work are the most viabIe alternatives to social assistance. 

Thus, Woryirst, as it is delivered by the broker, matches and elaborates upon its design. 

Although WoryNsf is not 'pure' workfare, it is consistent with the move towards 

workfare-driven social policy in Canada. While the design of JYorkfirs~ creates a State- 

sanctioned space for the TER in the labour market, the delivery of Woryirst -- both the 

orientation session upon which it was first based and the strearnlined orientation process 

which is now in place -- is a means of introducing unfamiliar forms of compulsion into the 

eligibility criteria for social assistance. Through its delivery, Woryirst reconstitutes 

welfare as wodfizre to social assistance recipients themselves by tuming what was once 

the de facto status quo (Le., encouraging social assistance recipients to except whatever 
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type of work is on offer) into a structural component of the reçulation of marginalized 

workers. It introduces "participants" to the "new world of work", where the SER is 

presented as an anomaly and wage-relations are charactenzed by growing insecurity. 

As a new-style welfare-to-work program, Wor&rst is not only forcing 

"ernployable" social assistance recipients to exchange their benefits for precarious forms of 

work, it is situating the TER as a cornpanion to the contracting SER. Despite the 

substandard conditions of employment normally attached to temporary help work, the 

prograrn openly positions the TER as a parallel normative model of employment of the 

future. In so doing, it is contributing to altenng the institutional bases of labour market 

regulation by abandoning the conventional bilateral ernployment relationship as the ideal 

model and introducing the tnangular employment relationship associated with the THX as a 

viable competing model.'-' 

IV. Conclusion: The Larger Significance 

Woryirst represents one among many new welfare-to-work initiatives ansing from 

the movement away from welfare-oriented social policy at the federal level in Canada, 

marked by the erosion of the right to refuse work for welfare formerly accorded to social 

assistance recipients in the now defùnct Canada Assistance Plan (for other examples, see: 

Low, 1996; McFarland and Mullalay, 1996). However, the significance of the program 

goes wel1 beyond the unconventional approach that it takes to the provision of social 

assistance by linking benefits more closely to narrow work-related obligations. In the 

context of this study, what is particularly notable about Worwrst is that it ties social 
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assistance recipients' eligibility for benefits to their willingness to compete for and accept 

temporary help work and, it therefore, signifies the Ontario govemment's affirmation of 

the TER as a model employment relationship for worken at the margins of the labour 

market. The fact that the provincial government is endorsing such a precarious model of 

employment without first devising a coherent set of protections to surround it is also 

striking, especially because many temporary help workers face substandard conditions of 

employment and eam lower wages than workers engaged in SERS (Chapter Five). 

Although Ontario or, more accurately, the Regional Municipality of Peel is only 

promoting this type of employment relationship for a well-defined group of social 

assistance recipients, Woryirsl offers a gIimpse into the fùture, one that is highly 

instructive in light of this study, but also very troubling. The design and delivery of the 

program provide evidence of the erosion of the SER as a nom, adding to the 

documentation presented in Chapters Four through Six. They also signal the decline of 

the profound, though highly gendered and racialized, mediation of an inherent tension in 

capitalist labour markets -- the tension between encouraging the sale of labour power 

while maintaining suficient constraints on capital so as to enabie workers to move freely 

in the labour market -- that arose out of the capital-labour accord in Canada in the post- 

World War II period. But, even more than the evidence of the precanous character of the 

TER presented in Chapter Five, an examination of Workjirsr demonstrates ciearly that the 

danger of reducing labour power to the status of a mere commodity is present in the 

contemporary Canadian labour market. It also contributes to deepening two core 
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arguments in this study: first, the clairn that temporary help workers, whose ranks are 

growing, are particularly vulnerable to being treated like commodities given the shape of 

the TER; and, second, the related contention that the cornmodity status of labour power, 

howeverpendiar, becomes increasingly evident with the decline of security and freedom 

in the wage-relation. Indeed, Workfirst "participants", who now face an unprecedented 

number of limitations on their legal-politico freedoms as a consequence of the Ontario 

Works Act, have even Iess freedom to circulate in the labour market than workers 

occupying the bottom tiers of the THI. 

Wur&rs~ harnesses a welfare-to-work initiative to the TER, thereby revealing the 

mutually-reinforcing relationship between shifiing employment noms and workfare-driven 

social policy and, in so doing, it further undermines the capacity of social assistance 

recipients to move freely in the labour market. As established in Section 1, participation in 

the prograrn is mandatory for "employable" social assistance recipients and the penalties 

for non-compliance are either reductions in social assistance benefits or ineligibility for a 

finite penod. Additionally, once they are engaged in the Woryirst program, the 

"participants"' mobility within the TKI itself is even more constrained: the only types of 

work on offer are clencal and light industrial work. Thus, the provincial government of 

Ontario is not only delimiting the terms of unfreedorn amongst Workfirs~ "participants" 

(Miles, 1987: 182-83; Satzewich, 199 1: 41), it is exercising a coercive role by 

conditioning social assistance recipients to accept the TER as a nom. Given the two 

narrow types of work that social assistance recipients are placed into, the composition of 
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the group of workers participating in the program, which according to program oficials, 

customers and "participants", comprises mostly women and recent immigrants, and the 

substandard conditions of work common in the bottom tiers of the THI, there are some 

stnking similarities between Woryirsf "participants" of the present and workers engaged 

by private employment agents at the turn-of-the-century (Fieldnotes, February 3 and 7, 

1997; Ml, M4, C3; Persona1 Communication, informant Peel Social Assistance 

Department, June 17, 1998). Both groups of workers are situated in the margins of the 

labour market and the TER (and its precursors) is the cornmon denominator for their 

subordinate location. However, if developments in Ontario are indicative of larger trends, 

then the Canadian State is beginning to treat the present manifestation of the TER (and the 

agencies positioned at the helm of this tnangular employment relationship) quite 

differently than it treated its precursors. The govemment virtually ignored the question of 

regulating p h t e  employrnent agencies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

until organized labour and immigrant communities took political action. However, at 

present, the provincial govemment of Ontario is taking an active role in legitimizing the 

activities of private employment agencies (including temporary help agencies) and the 

TER more generally. In the case of Worwirsl, it is Iimiting options for social assistance 

recipients: coercion is replacing consent as a rneans to secure their participation in the 

labour market. 

Workfirsf is only one example of the govemment's response to the rise of the TER. 

Neverîheless the design and delivery of this program underscores the need for a 
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comprehensive package of benefits and entitlements surrounding the TER, even though 

most provincial govemments (except Quebec) are not only reticent to take such measures 

but are moving in the opposite direction. Even more crucially, it highlights the importance 

of organizing temporary workers collectively. M e r  all, temporary help workers are more 

vulnerable to downward pressure on wages and working conditions than most groups of 

workers, especially standard workers, by virtue of the fact that they are rarely unionized 

and that there are few avenues available for coI1ective representation of any sort. This 

makes them less abIe to resist the introduction of welfare-to-work initiatives in their 

industry than, for example, public sector workers who have the capacity to organize 

against the introduction of such policies because they are backed by strong unions. 

To recall, the comprehensive package of protections surrounding the SER and the 

measures that curtailed the activities of private employment agencies came about through 

stniggle on the part of individual workers, organized labour and other segments of civil 

socieîy, not simply through the Canadian State's tepid endorsement of the sentiments 

behind the maxim "labour is not cornmodity" (Chapters One and Two). There is evidence 

of this in the Canadian context, where immigrant workers complaints' led to the Royal 

Commission on the Immigration of Italian Workers to Montreal (1905) (and their 

testimonies of abuse sparked widespread public criticisrn of the pnvate employment 

agency industry) and where designates of organized labour successfully lobbied for stncter 

regdations goveming the activities of these actors (Chapter Two). 
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Based on the findings of preceding chapters, the Conclusion argues that the TER is 

not new per se; rather, there are many precursors to its current form. Indeed, there is a 

historical basis for this type of employrnent relationship and, as the Postscnpt illustrates, 

history may also provide some lessons in how to minirnize the coercive dimensions of its 

newest manifestation. 



' ~orne  scholars sympathetic to Regulation Theory associate workfarism with the decline 
of the Keynesian Welfare State and the rise of the Schumpetenan Workfare State. As 
Peck (1 996: 19 1) notes: "broadly speaking, these strategies prornote innovation and 
structural competitiveness in economic policy (hence Schumpeter) and fl exibility and 
competitiveness in economic policy (hence workfare)." In contrast, the  findings of this 
study suggest that the emergence of workfare-driven social policies neither represent a 
radical break from past practices nor the emergence of a completely new State form. 
Rather, in the Canadian case, the State has historically deployed a range of strategies to 
move social assistance recipients off the welfare rolls; the primary distinguishing feature of 
the present penod is that social assistance recipients no longer have the formal rïght to 
refùse work for welfare formerly accorded to al1 Canadians under the now defhct Canada 
Assistance Plan, leaving considerable space open for intensifying the coercive nature of 
welfare. Correspondingly, temporary help agencies and their precursors have always 
targeted workers at the margins of the labour market, although to greater and lesser 
extents. What is unique about this era, at least in the province of Ontario, is that the 
govemment is not only accepting temporary help agencies as legitimate labour market 
entities, it is involving them in its own efforts to move social assistance recipients into the 
labour market and thereby positioning the TER as a viable alternative to the SER. 

Despite this caveat, this chapter borrows the term "workfansm" from Jessop and 
Peck, since it has considerable salience as a tool in describing and analyzing new directions 
in sociaI policy. 

2 To be clear, the purpose of this chapter is to examine the Ontario govemment's role in 
legitimizing the TER through an analysis of Worvrst .  For this reason, the ensuing 
discussion devotes only limited attention to situating the legal and policy framework of 
0,itario Works in the context of theoretical discussions about workfare, while recognizing 
that there is a large body of scholarship on this subject (for some usehl theoretically- 
grounded discussions of workfare in Canada, see: Sayeed (ed)., 1995; Lightman, 1995; 
Schragge, 1997). Nor does it examine the relationship between Onfario Works (and the 
various programs that it is generating) and Canada's liberal weIfare state regirne (for 
fùrther discussion on Canada's unique status as a liberal welfare state, see: Bakker and 
Scott, 1997; Myles, 1988; Scott, 1997; see also Esping-Andersen (1990) for a 
comprehensive typology of welfare state regimes). Rather, building on the three 
theoretical lenses developed throughout this study, the chapter takes Workjirst as a case 
study in probing the means by which the TER is attaining greater normative preeminence 
in Canada and the consequences of this development for workers at the margins of the 
labour market. 

 or a detailed description of the history of the Farnilv Benetits Act (1967) and the 
General Welfare Assistance Act (1958), pIease see: Scott, 1996. 



4 Under the Act, single mothers of children as young as three years of age may be required 
to participate in workfare. 

5 AIthough the legislation facilitating the privatization of administration and delivery of 
programs falling under the Ontario Works Act is still open to a range of legal 
interpretations, sections 45,46, 48 and 49 of the Act allow the public administrator to 
"delegate" its "powers and duties" to third-party delivery agents (s.46). 

6 Ernie Lightman's (1995) generd definition of workfare conforms with the definition of 
'pure workfare' offered here. Following Martin Rein, Ligthman (1 995: 154) argues that 
workfare is "a coercive or restrictive [work incentive] strategy, which uses sanctions and 
requirements to induce labour market participation." By his definition, workfare m u t  
satis& two conditions, although the first is more critical than the second: first, it must be 
mandatoty; and second, work or other approved activities (e-g., training, job-search, 
apprenticeship, career counseling etc.) must be done in exchange for, rather than in 
addition or as a supplement to, the welfare payrnent. 

7 Still, as Patricia Evans (I995a) notes, it is important to recall that social assistance has 
never been an 'entitlement' (Le., an unconditional benefit) in Canada. Rather 'need' and 
'available resources' have been used to detemine eligibility throughout the history of the 
Canadian welfare state; this is not surprising given that most provincial social assistance 
programs pre-date the emergence of the Keynesian Welfare State. In most provinces, 
social assistance recipients have also had to f i l  fil1 two work-related requirements to 
receive assistance: a work availability requirement and an employrnent preparation 
requirement (Evans, 1995a: 6) .  

What differentiates 'new style' workfare programs from the types of obligations 
formerly existing at the provincial level in Ontario (Le., before the introduction of Qtzturio 
Works) is that, to borrow from the insights of Lightman (1995) once again, they reflect a 
"coercive or restrictive strategy" that uses punitive sanctions and requirements to induce 
labour market participation. In this way, although they do not neatly conform with the 
second condition that Lightman (1995) attaches to his formal definition of workfare, 
these programs flow from the same type of work incentive strategy that he associates with 
workfare. 

'ln this way, the employment placement programs falling under Ontario Works are not 
'pure workfare', although they do reflect a restrictive work incentive strategy given the 
penalties for non-participation to be descnbed below. 

%otably, while the stated objective of the employment placement stream is to place social 
assistance recipients in employment, labour standards legislation may not cover workfare 
participants since it is debatable whether they are the genuine employees of the fims in 



which they are placed (McCrossin, 1997: 144). In the case of WorLfwst, the employment 
status of participants is further complicated by the existence of a triangular employment 
relationship associated with the TER. 

'O~rorn this point onward, this chapter shall refer to the social assistance recipients 
selected for WorlrJrst as "participants". 1 intentionally place the word "participants" in 
quotation marks because the Ontario govemment's usage of this term suggests that social 
assistance recipients have a degree of choice where participating in Wor@rst is concerned 
when this is, in fact, not the case. Rather, selected social assistance recipients are now 
obligated to take part in O~ztario Works to continue to receive social assistance. 

11 Upon reviewing the project, oficials in the social assistance department recommended 
that the role of the broker be extended to placing "employable social service recipients in 
temporary employment opportunities" and reporting to the social assistance department on 
their success (Human Services Comrnittee, April 1998: 2). They proposed this change, in 
consultation with the broker, since it was determined that a direct relationship with the 
placement agency would "result in the highest chance of being able to closely monitor 
client [Le., "participant"] compliance and the success of the project" (Human Services 
Cornmittee, April 1998: 2). In May 1998, the Regional Municipality of Peel fomally 
approved this change, altering the placement portion of the program by elirninating the 
continuous panicipation of other temporary help agencies. Thus, the responsibilities of  
the broker now include placing participants directly in employment, where possible. 

12 According to the social assistance department, requiring "participants" to register with 
temporary help agencies to maintain eiigibility is ethically acceptable since: 

The agency will be paid by the employer, not by the Region or the Broker, and 
will only place recipients in work that it believes is appropnate given the 
applicant's work experience and abilities. The Broker will not receive a fee from 
the placement agencies (Minutes of the Human SeMces Comrnittee, January 30, 
1996: 3)- 

130bviously, it is not possible to measure, in any true sense, how much the social 
assistance department "saves" by placing a given social assistance recipient into a job 
because it is impossible to know whether the person in question would have found work 
on their own. Still, documenting the savings reported by the department provides 
important insights into how the municipality is measuring the effectiveness of the program. 

'Vhe social assistance department stopped collecting data of this type after the first 8 
months of Wor@rst. It now only collects data on the number of participants that are 
deemed unemployable, refuse job offers or are placed on assignment through temporary 



help agencies (Hurnan Services Comrnittee, May 6, 1998). Unfortunately, no longitudinal 
data is available on "participants" placed in employment. 

" ~ h e  training component of Woryirst was onginaily the orientation session to be 
descnbed below and entails two separate sessions designed to introduce "participants" to 
the program, one with a case worker and another with the broker, as indicated above. 

16 Although Workfirst effectively redefines the conditions of eligibility for welfare by 
making registration with temporary help agencies mandatory for "employable" social 
assistance recipients, the municipality's acceptance of the TER as an alternative to social 
assistance is not total (M4, 02). In the Regional Municipality of Peel, some policy- 
rnakers are still somewhat wary about both the reliability and the availability of temporary 
help work. Therefore, under Workfirsi, social assistance recipients who gain access to 
temporary employrnent are not oficially removed from the weifare rolls until they indicate 
to the social assistance department that their employrnent is "ongoing' (General Welfare 
Assistance Policy Directive, August 1, 1996: 4). 

17 It is important to emphasize here, once again, that municipal govemment officiais do not 
ac~iraliy deliver many of the mandated components of Woryirst. Aithough the content of 
al1 segments of the program is approved by the social assistance department, most of the 
core elements are contracteci-out to a third-party delivery agent (i-e., the broker). This 
practice undoubtedly affects the content and tone of cenain dimensions of WorS<irst since 
the broker has a different set of interests than the State. The point, however, is that when 
it cornes down to the larger objective of perpetuating growth and expansion in the TH, 
their interests converge. 

L 8 The rernainder of this section draws on in-depth interviews with participants, orientation 
leaders and managers of temporary help agencies involved in Workfirst conducted in the 
Regional municipality of Peel between August 1996 and April 1997 as well as fieldnotes 
fiom two orientation sessions that 1 observed, 

As noted earlier, the roles and responsibilities of the broker and the temporary help 
agencies have been combined since the research was conducted. As a result, the 
ternporary help agency that formerly acted as the sole-service broker now administers the 
entire program. In other words, where possible, it places social assistance recipients 
directly into temporary help work without involving other temporary help agencies. At 
present, the broker only requires workers to register with other temporary help agencies 
when it is unable to place them directly. Involving the broker in placement is a notable 
change for a range of reasons but, most centrally, because it gives the broker a potential 
monopoly on placement. As well, the broker no longer conducts regular half-day 
orientation sessions with social assistance recipients. Rather, case workers and 
employment agency personnel orient social assistance recipients to Woryirst either 



individually or in small groups. However, the matenals used in the orientation session and 
the approach initially adopted by the instmctors are incorporated into the modified 
deIivery of the program. Thus, it is still instructive to descnbe this session and the 
conditioning process inherent within it. 

19 Social assistance recipients were first selected to participate in Workfirsr by computer. 
Only those individuals excluded from Wor@irsr (Le., people with disabilities, seniors and 
sole support parents with young children) and a control group of 15 per cent of 
"employable" social assistance recipients were not selected for the program; the control 
group was established by the social assistance department in order to rneasure the success 
of the program after a pre-determined period. Although computer selection is still 
occumng to date, there is no longer a control group since Workjfîrst has been deemed 
successfU1 in achieving its stated aims (Persona1 Communication, informant From the Peel 
Social Assistance department, June 17, 1998). 

"Social service case workers are now responsibIe for discussing the employment agency 
interview and placement process with "participants". However, the means by which case 
workers prepare participants for this process are virtually identical to the orientation 
session described here (Personal Communication, Informant from the Peel Social 
Assistance Department, June 17, 1998). 

' ' ~ t  present, the broker continues to place "participants" in either industrial or clencal 
work. Notably, in the brochure that participants are given about the program, they are 
instructed that they will be "performing office or warehouse duties for various cornpanies 
in the local business community" (Workfirs~ Brochure, April, 1998: 1). Reminiscent of the 
kind of placements comrnon among employment agents operating in the labour market at 
the tum-of-the-century, men are also instnicted to report to the agency, with steel-toed 
boots, lunch and bus fare, at either 6:45 am. or 3:45 p.m. (to account for shift work) in 
order to be available for stand-by positions. 

%ere we see how the privatization of the delivery process has the potential to contnbute 
to narrowing and deepening the "skills deficit" among social assistance recipients: unless 
they are deerned unemployable by the temporaiy help agencies where they are assigned, 
Workjkst "participants" are not offered genuine skills assessment, training andior skills 
upgrading opportunities. 

U ~ y  situating the TER as a prototype, Workfist also sanctions at-will employment as a 
viable alternative to social assistance and it viriually eliminates possibilities for 
unionization since, to tliis day, few temporary help workers are unionized (as discussed in 
Chapter Six and to be further addressed in the Postscript). 



- -- 

The govemment of Ontario also recently drafled a Bill entitled "An Act to Prevent 
Unionization with Respect to Comrnunity Participation under the Ontario Works Act, 
1997" (Bill 22). If adopted, Bill 22 will deny Owario Works ccparticipants" assigned to the 
community piacement stream the nght to join a union and to be covered by collective 
agreement under Ontario's Labour Relations Act. Aithough it does not apply to 
participants in the employment placement stream, Bill 22 underscores the coercive nature 
of the Ontario Works scheme (Ontario Federation of Labour, 1998). 
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Conciusion 

In certain histoncal moments it becomes clear that: (a) not al1 those who want to 
work for a wage can be employed; (b) not al1 those who work for a wage receive a 
wage suEcient to satisfy their histoncally given habits and tastes; and (c) not al1 
work provides autonomous access to the means of subsistence.. . . These problems 
which become politically prominent in particular histoncal moments are in fact 
general and persistent because they are part of the system's basic structure 
(Picchio, 1992: 1 19). 

This study began with the observation that temporary help workers have the 

appearance of commodities that are listed, bought, sold and traded in the labour market. 

Its central objective was to probe the peadiar commodity status of labour power under 

capitalism and the gendered ways that States have dealt with it histoncally through a case 

study of the TER. To this end, Chapters Two through Seven examined the various 

manifestations of the TER in Canada from the tum-of-the-century until the Iate 1990s. 

They traced its evolution alongside the maxirn that "labour is not commodity," finding 

important points of intersection between the history of this employment relationship and 

the forces compelling countries to embrace this principie in the founding Charter of the 

The argument advanced in the study was that capitalist welfare States like Canada 

ushered in the modem labour market by attempting, in part, to mediate tensions 

surrounding labour power's peczrliar commodity status through embracing the maxim 

"labour is not a commodity". In tum, the powemil, though contradictory, sentiments 

behind this rnaxim served as the basis for national and supra-national initiatives designed 

to curtail the activities of private ernployment agencies and to encourage the 

establishment of a system of free public employrnent services beginning in the post- 
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World War 1 era- As the century progressed, these measures also contributed to the rise 

of the SER in advanced capitalist welfare States: this normalive mode1 of employment 

was the product of what was arguably the most profound, though highly gendered and 

racialized, mediation of the tension in the modem labour market surrounding the free 

circulation of labour power. But, while the SER was the nom for a rather lengthy 

period, the regdatory regime that brought it to dominance began to reach its limits in the 

1970s, a trend reinforced by the feminization of employrnent. In the ensuing two 

decades, feminization not only entailed rising female labour force padcipation rates but 

three other central dimensions as well: namely, persisting sex segregation; continuing 

income and occupational polarization between women and men and among women and 

men themselves; and, growing casualization or the 'gendering of jobs'. One consequence 

of this set of macro- and meso-Ievel developrnents is that labour market actors, such at 

the modem ternporary help agency, increasingly treat workers situated at the expanding 

margins of the labour market Iike commodities. 

As this study of the history and evolution of the TER in Canada has argued, the 

tendency to cornmodify labour power is always present in capitalist labour markets and 

this tendency cornes into clearer view with the decline of security and freedom in the 

wage-relation: witness the erosion of the SER and the coincident spread of the TER 

beginning in the 1970s. Thus, the primary contribution of this study lies in highlighting 

thepersiste~tce of an employment relationship throughout the twentieth century, albeit in 

different forms, where workers' labour power is acutely wlnerable to hyper- 

cornmodification. The various means by which States have masked thependiar 
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commodity status of labour power historically are widely documented; for example, the 

way that the Canadian State brokered the competing interests of capital and organized 

labour afker World War II by extending an unprecedented level of security t o  a well- 

defined group of (largely male) workers through the wage-relation, has received 

substantial scholarly attention. In contrast, there has been considerably Iess scrutiny of 

thepersistence of precarious employment relationships like the TER and its precursors, 

especially their coexistence alongside the SE& even though their resilience is equally 

central to understanding labour power's inevitably pectrliar commodity status under 

capitalism and its gendered underpinnings. While there is a tendency among scholars to 

characterize non-standard forms of employment, such as temporary help work, as "new" 

and the regulatory regime developing alongside them as breaking from the so-called 

Fordist paradigm, the history and evolution of the TER demands a more nuanced 

understanding. Indeed, by demonstrating that the central actors in the TER have their 

roots in a pre-existing social formation, this study suggests that its contemporary 

manifestation is a product of both continuity and change, and its most recent variant 

reflects the erosion of the SER as a normative mode1 of employment and the feminization 

of employment noms. 

This chapter briefl y recalls the evolution of the TER in Canada, harnessing the 

theoretical framework introduced in Chapter One and elaborated in succeeding chapters 

to the historical case study. 



In the late nineteenth century, the TER did not exist in its present fom. Nor did 

temporary help agencies. However, intermediaries, such as padrone and general labour 

agents, played a vital role in the Canadian labour market, one that pre-figured the role of 

the "classic" t e m p o r q  help agency and its more mature incarnation in several crucial 

respects. Accordingly, the types of employment relationships engendered by the early 

private employment agency industry served as templates for the TH1 at its inception. 

Indeed, the poor conditions of employment endured by workers engaged by early private 

employment agents at the tum-of-the-century share some striking similarities with those 

experienced by temporary help workers situated in the bottom tiers of the TH1 in the late 

1990s. 

Private employment agents of the Iate nineteenth and early twentieth centuries 

imported workers from abroad with the aim of serving the labour needs of the emerging 

capitalist class, who decried the shortage of agncultural and industrial workers 

throughout this period. Although the agents' recruitment activit ies conflicted with the 

Canadian govemrnent's forma1 nation-building objectives, which involved treating the 

white British agricultural settler as the only tnily "desirable" type of immigrant, in 

reality, they actually complemented the govemment's expansionary project. They 

allowed the govemrnent to advance modem labour market principles on the one hand, 

while still presexving age-old customs, habits and practices that limited the mobility of a 

well-defined group of workers on the other. 
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Indeed, the typical male worker engaged by private employment agents at the 

tum-of-the-century was the Southem and Eastern European industrial or agricultural 

worker. In turn, many women recruited for domestic work by philanthropic agencies 

fiom 1900 onwards emigrated not only from Britain but also fiorn continental Europe 

and the Caribbean (Chapter Two). Hence, the profiIes of these two groups of workers 

differed sharply from the image of the "desirable" British agricultural settler and that of 

the "mother of the nation" respectively. However, many of the workers recruited by 

private employment agents (both male and fernale) either came as "guest workers", 

bound to work in railway construction, agriculture or rnining for the duration of their stay 

in Canada, or, by virtue of their occupation, were not tiilly protected as citizen-workers. 

A sizeable nurnber had also signed contracts abroad that made them quasi-indentured 

labourers; although contracts of this sort were illegal in Canada at the tirne, agents and 

employen often used them to coercive ends and govemment off~cials largely overlooked 

these abusive practices. For example, some workers were even subject to State- 

sanctioned deportation, carried out by the very railway and steamship agents that 

transported them to Canada, if they refused to perform the work that private employrnent 

agents required of them. Given their conditions of employment, these workers resernbled 

what Miles (1987) and Satzewich (1991) label "contract migrants". Many came to 

Canada under faIse pretenses to perform work that was undesirable to the permanent 

settler population and, upon amval, were unable to circulate freely within the labour 

market. 
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At the turn-of-the-century, the Canadian State encouraged the formation of a class 

of Canadian-born fiee wage labourers with British roots. But, at the same time, it relied 

heavily on exploited foreign-boni labourers recniited by private employment agents to 

build an agicultural and industrial proletanat. As documented in Chapter Two, agents 

hired by steamship and railway companies were central to achieving these objectives and 

the Canadian State ignored their coercive practices until organized labour and 

organizations of immigrants took it to task. The success of early private employment 

agents rested on the highly racialized division of labour built into the nation-building 

process. In the early Dominion of Canada, the "sons and daughters of the empire7' 

enjoyed the benefits and protections of the free wage labour market while the largely 

non-British immigrants and migrants engaged b y private employment agents were often 

denied basic freedom of mobility. Thus, the activities of private employment agents in 

this era support the histoncal link, as theorized by Miles (1987), between the process of 

racialization and fonns of labour exploitation where labour power is recruited and 

exploited through various foms of political and legal compulsion. 

Only when it became clear that groups of immigrant workers, opposition MPs and 

organized labour were prepared to challenge the State in order to extend the benefits of 

free wage labour market to a more representative group of primarily male workers did the 

federal government begin to back away from its acceptance of these labour market 

entities. Perhaps the most important tuming point in this process occurred when the 

Roval Commission appointed to inquire into the Immigration of Italian Labourers to 

Montreal (1 905) released its findings. Ernbarrassed by the graphic documentation of 
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abuses perpetrated by private ernpIoyrnent agents acting abroad to recruit workers to 

Canada, MPs began to introduce immigration legislation designed to restrict the activities 

of these labour market entities. Labour legislation, aiming to curtail the activities of 

private employment agencies within and between provincial borders, also expanded at 

this juncture. Still, while a survey of reports docurnenting the implementation of such 

measures and historical works on the subject gives the impression that tough immigration 

legislation eliminated the rnost unscrupulous intermediaries from the Canadian labour 

market by the late 19LOs, the cumulative findings of this study point to a more nuanced 

conclusion. These findings indicate that federal immigration Iegislation and early 

provincial employment agency acts prompted various segments of the industry to decline 

and others to take on new forms. They also suggest that the new types of private 

employment agencies thnving in the labour market by the late 1910s. mainly those 

caterïng to the office sector, owed their success to the narrow group of workers that they 

recruited and placed in employment. By the late 1910s, the workers that these agencies 

placed were not male immigrant workers in agriculture and industry or immigrant women 

domestic workers but, instead, Young, well-educated, Canadian-born, middle-class 

women; for this reason, these agencies did not corne under significant cnticism from the 

organized (male) labour movement, social reformers or the immigrant communities that 

had taken objection to the unscmpulous activities of private employment agencies acting 

abroad andlor engaging immigrants. 

An instmctive example of a group of agencies thriving after the federal 

govemment condemned the activities of padrones and general labour agents acting 
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abroad were agencies run by typewriting companies in the province of Ontario. These 

agencies recruited and placed young women typists and stenographers in businesses 

requiring clerical assistance on a temporary basis with the explicit objective of selling 

typewriter equipment. The agencies' existence provide both a histoncal and conceptual 

bridge between pnvate employment agents operating at the turn-of-the-century and the 

'classic' temporary help agency. The emergence of these agencies and the corresponding 

decline of the more unscrupulous segments of the private employment agency industry 

reveal that, although the form of State intervention into labour market relations changed 

drastically from the late 1800s until the 1930s, neither private employment agencies nor 

employment relationships resembling the TER disappeared from the labour market 

entirely. Instead, the State opted to address the perceived needs of a well-defined group 

of workers by initiating some cmcial restraints on the market circulation of labour power, 

while stilI satisfying employers' demands for casual offrce workers, by carefiilly 

delineating which groups of workers could be recruited and placed by private 

employment agencies. Consequently, at a conceptual level, by the end of the first quarter 

of the century, the newest branch of the pnvate employment agency industry in Ontario 

and elsewhere excharged immigrant workers, whose cost to social reproduction was 

borne largely by the sending country, for women whose unpaid domestic labour 

contnbuted to producing and maintaining the population but whose own social 

reproduction was presumed to depend upon the male wage. Simultaneously, spurred by 

resistance from organized labour and immigrant communities, the State shified its stance 

away from accepting the highly racialized forms of labour recruitment and exploitation 
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practiced by private employment agents acting abroad to tacitly accepting the 

feminization of the pnvate employrnent agency industry. 

Insrnediate Forerun n ers 

Given the findings of Chapters Two and Three, the connection between private 

employment agencies operated by typewriting companies in the 1 9 1 0 ~ ~  a time when the 

private employrnent agency industry was undergoing State scrutiny, and the "classic" 

temporary help agency catering to the office sector in the post-World War II petiod, is 

quite apparent. There is also a striking resemblance between the Young, well-educated, 

Canadian-bom women first engaged by typewriting firms in the province of Ontario and 

the white middle-class married women filling the ranks of the early Canadian THI: given 

the hegemony of the ideology of domesticity, both sets of workers were considered 

secondary breadwinners, "preferring" short-term paid employment where they were not 

required to make a commitrnent to a given employer. Still, in stark contrast to the women 

engaged by employment agencies run by typewriting firms, the women working in the 

TH1 in the 1950s and 1960s had to contend with the rise of the SER as well as the explicit 

marriage bars that accornpanied it. These women were obviously not unfree unwaged 

labourers in the original Marxian sense. However, their perceived role in social 

reproduction, which many scholars, although not Marx himself, have equated with unfree 

unwaged labour, combined with legislative measures designed to exclude married women 

from specific sectors of the economy, prevented them h m  circulating freely in the 

labour market (Armstrong and Armstrong, 1983; Picchio, 1992). Given the wealth of 

scholarly literature on the effects of the marriage bars and other mechanisms designed to 
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limit women's labour force participation in post-World War II Canada, it is reasonable to 

surmise that a substantial proportion of the married women initially working through the 

T l 3  participated in the labour market during the war but were expelled shortly afterwards 

(Chapter Three). Quite ironically, by the very end of the post-World War II era., officiais 

in the T H  came to argue that temporary help agencies provided these women with a 

%ork life re-entry" vehicle, what one prominent industry oficial pejoratively labeled a 

"halhay house" for housewives (Chapter Three). 

On first reading, it seems counter-intuitive that the TH1 emerged as a formal 

entity in the labour market when the SER was rising to dominance, especiaIIy during a 

period in which the State was fairly successful at broket-ing the interests of capital and 

organized labour. Upon greater scrutiny, however, it becomes evident that the THI 

actually played a vital role in upholding this process of mediation: it positioned the TER 

as a app2ement to the SER. For this reason, the industry's very existence was of 

importance to the Canadian State; it contnbuted to enabling the govemment to cernent 

the post-war compromise by rninimizing forms of unfree wage labour in the Canadian 

labour market while embracing other highly precarious forms of employment that 

represent the flip-side of the SER. 

Although the Canadian State, following in the heels of other emerging capitalist 

welfare States, forged an accord between capital and organized labour after World War II, 

tensions between these actors persisted in the post-war era. Even though capital 

participated in the post-war compromise, committing employers to making key 

concessions to a well-defined group of workers, it continued to have a stake in securing a 
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consistent suppty of casual workers. Organized labour was similarly vehement in its 

opposing dernand for extending the SER to a broader group of workers outside core 

sectors of the economy; still, its histonc support for the "family wage" contributed to its 

uneasy relationship with the "wornan question", leading various segments of the labour 

movement to passively accept State policies limiting married women's labour force 

participation (Finkel, 1995; Forrest, 1995; Guard, 1995). Consequently, it more or less 

ignored the THI's strategy of targeting white middle-class married women as its chief 

workers and cIaiming employer status as a means of counteracting the predictabIe 

challenge that temporary help agencies were just like any other private employment 

agencies. 

In light of the demands of employers for casual clerical workers and the veritable 

silence on the part of organized labour on the roIe and fiinction of the THI, the Canadian 

State was vinually silent on the issue of regulating and monitoring temporary help 

agencies through the post-World War II era. For example, at the provincial level, most 

private employment agency acts failed to take the nse of the TH1 into account in the 

1950s and 1960s. This regulatory vacuum is not surpnsing since the TH. crafted a highly 

effective lobbying campaign from its inception into the 1970s arguing that, "a temporary 

help service is an independent organization engaged in the business of providing its own 

employees to perform work, on a tirne basis for its customer firms" (Frornstein, 1978: 

230). In contradistinction to its earliest precursors, or even its immediate forerunners, the 

'classic' temporary help açency did not situate itself as a labour market intermediary. 

Instead, it posed as a labour-only contractor to its customers and an employer to the 
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(largely women) workers that it engaged; thus, given that it placed women workers 

almost exclusiveIy in the office sector on a temporary basis, the temporary help agency 

did not threaten the hegemony of the SER; indeed, it reinforced it. For this reason, the 

M ' s  strategy was very successfu1 in the Canadian context. By the mid- I96Os, then, it 

had attained corlditiorlal legitimacy in the labour market. The TER and the so-called 

temporary help formula becarne the newest manifestation of an old theme and 

feminization (narrowly defined) supplemented racialization as the chief means by which 

the TH1 secured its workforce. 

Current Manifstation 

After the TH1 attained legitimacy by situating the TER as a necessary mpplernerzt 

to the SER in the post-war era, the shape of the Canadian labour market began to change 

dramatically. In the early 1 9 7 0 ~ ~  a host of international and national developments 

contributed to undermining the SER as the riormative mode1 of employment. At the 

national level, the Canadian State moved away from its full-employment objective, which 

was ulways rather tenuous and was never intended to include women, towards embracing 

an anti-inflationary program that spurred the rise and spread of non-standard forms of 

employment and the ferniniration of the labour force (Chapter Four and Five). This set 

of developments opened up a new space for the TH1 in the labour market and, although 

the THI continued to distance itself From other segments of the private employment 

agency industry, it also created a host of possible reconfigurations for the private 

employment agency industry as a whole. Not only had it survived the post-war era 

unaffected by the norms surrounding full-time permanent employment, the THI emerged 
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ftom the 1960s with a bold new image, an image that was suficiently strong that the TH1 

no longer had to rely on its prior mediating role (Le., upholding the SER as a n o m  while 

giving a well-defined group of women the opportunity to engage in paid employment 

within strict confines) to preserve the legitimacy of the temporary help work. 

Consequently, the THI abandoned the role that it had played in the post-World War II 

labour market and began to situate the TER as an alteniutive, as opposed to a sirpplement, 

to the SER. In this way, it built upon the dramatic changes in the labour market, the 

exceptionally stable regulatory regime surrounding private employment agencies, the 

removal of explicit marriage bars and the diminishing force of the ideology of 

domesticity more broadly. 

At the level of industry strategy, temporary help agencies shifted their ernphasis 

away from supplying "stop-gap" workers to selling "stafting services" in the post-1970 

period (Chapter Four). The larger aim behind this shift in strategy was to appeal to a 

broader cross-section of workers, including not only married women with family 

responsibilities but also workers displaced frorn the SER as well as young people 

entering the labour market. In tum, the THI began to seIl its services as a way for 

employers to abdicate employment-related responsibilities, including those related to 

hiring, dismissal, payroll and the administration of benefits, in the short-run and getting 

out of the business of "managing labour" in the long-run. By implication, the popular 

image of the "Kelly Girl" became less central to driving the success of the THI even 

though the "feminized" character of the TER still rernained. Indeed, the Tm's 

transformation from a female-dominated industry to an industry where sex-parity is 
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emerging reveals that neither its "feminine" face nor its role in supplementing the SER 

were fixed, despite the powerfùl imagery that it initially relied on to secure legitimacy. 

The THI adapted its strategy to suit shifting employment norms, to respond to the 

successes and failures of organized labour and to conforrn with the changing manner in 

which the State chose to broker the competing interests of capital and organized labour in 

this era. The distinct forms that it took in countries such as Germany, where it 

successfulIy argued that its business involved "lending-out" employees and Japan, where 

it charactenzed temporary help agencies as belonging to the "worker-dispatching" 

business, versus Canada in the post-1970 period reveals its striking capability to adapt to 

different regdatory environrnents (Chapter Six). 

A particular variant of the TER persisted alongside the spread of other types of 

non-standard employment relationships from the 1970s onwards, just as specific 

variations had endured from the tum-of-the-century to the inter-war years and in the post- 

World War II era. However, in contrast to the two-and-a-half decades immediately 

following World War II, when many advanced capitalist welfare States (including 

Canada) took significant measures to protect workers from market forces, the high degree 

of security and freedom associated with the wage-relation began to collapse; indeed, 

beginning in the early 1970s, States de-regulated national labour markets and abandoned 

supra-national measures originally designed to protect workers moving within and 

between borders. The decline of security and durability in employment relationships was 

most apparent for workers either expelled frorn the SER or from core sectors where the 

SER (and its associated package of protections) had prevailed since World War II: a key 
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example here is the sharp decline of men's employment in Canadian manufactunng in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s. However, the transformation of the TH, particulariy its 

emphasis on moving companies out of the business of "managing labour", exposes 

another dimension of this complex set of developments, offering insights into the future 

trajectory of employment relations and the changing mode of State intervention into 

labour relations. 

The history and evolution of the TER in Canada reveals that there has a l w q s  

been dualism in the labour market; as numerous scholars have dernonstrated theoretically 

and histoncally, dividing workers on the basis of ascriptive characteristics and their 

presumed roles in the sphere of social reproduction is central to the fünctioning of 

capitalist labour markets (see for example: Peck, 1996; Picchio, 1992; Rubery and 

Humphries, 1984). Still, with the decline of security and freedom in the standard wage- 

relation, evidenced by the erosion of the SER and the ferninization of employment, the 

newest manifestation of the TER offered by the TKi threatens to exaggerate existing 

divisions in the labour market. At the micro-level, temporary help agencies are 

"promising flexibility" to the workers that they engage, many of whom continue to be 

women, immigrants and workers belonging to other marginalized groups, but they are 

"delivering precariousness" (Chapter Five). Moreover, when the persistently precarious 

character of the TER is examined in light of macro-level employment trends associated 

with the feminization of ernployment broadly defined, the larger significance of its spread 

signals more than simply the extension offen~it~ized employment relationships to a 

growing diversity of working people: indeed, if developments in the THI are indicative 
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of broader changes in the labour market, then the spread of the TER signifies the 

feminization of employment nornrs. 

Chapter One argued that the notion of the TER is useful as both a descriptive and 

an analytic concept because it has the unique capacity to capture persisting dualism in the 

Canadian labour market (evidenced by the diversity among non-standard forms of 

employment) and, at the same time, convey the expansior: of precarious jobs at the 

bottom of the labour market. After completing the empirical dimension of this study, 

however, it is now possible to assen quite confidently that the spread of the TER signals 

the growth of precarious forms of employment in the current period, particularly among 

women and immigrants, and the extension of a highly precarious mode! of employment to 

workers in a growing number of sectors and occupations. The absence of a 

comprehensive regulatory framework surrounding the TER both in Canada and at a 

supra-nat ional level (Chapter Six) and the growing evidence of the government's embrace 

of the TER in its shift frorn welfare-onented to workfare-driven social policy (Chapter 

Seven) only reinforces this conclusion. This is not to suggest that temporary help 

workers are unfree wage labourers because most retain the forntnl' right to circulate 

freely in the labour market.2 Woryirst "participantsy' represent the key exception here 

since this group of social assistants recipients is bound by a restrictive and coercive work- 

incentive strategy that requires them to register with temporary help agencies and to 

accept whatever types of work they are offered or face punitive sanctions. In this way, 

their status in the conternporary labour market resembles that of the many immigrants 
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and migrant workers engaged by early private employrnent agents at the tum-of-the- 

century3 

Despite this important qualification, the spread of the TER in the late 1990s and 

its increasingly precarious character d l 1  underscores the inherent contradiction in the 

rnaxim "labour is not a commodity" first etched into the ILO's founding Charter and later 

used to limit the activities of private empioyment agencies in the labour market. As this 

study has argued, labour power is inevitably a most pecziliar commodity under 

capitalism, but its cornmodity status cornes into full view with the decline of security and 

fi-eedom in the wage-relation. It is for this reason, that ternporary help workers more than 

perhaps any other category of workers in the contemporary labour market have the 

appearance of commodities. These workers, particularly wornen, immigrants and other 

marginalized groups confined to the bonom rungs of the THI, are subject to a highly 

feminized and racialized variant of the TER, one whose precarious character shall persist 

until organized Iabour and the State are moved to action. 
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Notes 

'1 place the word "formal" in italics here as a reminder of Marx's (1976: 4 15) early 
assertion that, "the period of time for which he [the worker] is fiee to sel1 his labour- 
power is period for which he [sic] is forced to sel1 it," a claim that this study takes as a 
leading prernise. 

'Still, the insights of Miles (1987) and Satzewich (1991) are quite instructive in 
theorizing the relationship between workers engaged by private empfoyment agencies at 
the tum-of-the-century and workers situated in the bottom rungs of the T'HI in the late 
1990s since the process of raciahzation remains key to their location in the division of 
labour inside the TH1 (Chapter Five) and within the labour market as a whole. 

'Since Workfirst "participants" lack many legal and political freedoms enjoyed by their 
counterparts in the TKI and workers in the broader labour market, their status also 
conforms more closely with the expanded conception of a unfree wage labour adopted by 
Miles (1987) and Satzewich (199 1). 



Postscript 

The Challenge of Limiting Labour Market Fragmentation: 
Prospects for Organizing Temporary Help Workers 

This study into the evolution of the TER in Canada and the gendered ways that 

the State, capital and organized labour have responded to its various manifestations has 

offered insight into why temporary help workers have the appearance of comrnodities in 

the contemporary labour market. It has also attempted to increase our understanding of 

thependiar commodity status of labour power under capitalism. But, beyond making 

these contributions, the findings of this study also reveal why the spread of the TER is so 

very threatening to the working population as a whole. In this way, they highlight the 

inability of organized labour and its allies at both the supra-national level (e-g., the ILO) 

and the national level to bring about stricter regulations goveming private employrnent 

agencies and other measures aimed at protecting workers engaged in non-standard forms 

of employrnent. 

Like their predecessors, contemporary temporary help workers face considerable 

obstacles to resisting their substandard conditions of employment. In the early part of the 

twentieth century, many workers engaged by private employment agencies confronted 

barriers to organization because, as immigrants and migrants, they lacked ful l  social 

citizenship rights. Furtherrnore, rather than agitating for protections for these workers, 

core segments of the organized labour movement pursued an exclusionary strategy fiom 

the turn-of-the-century until well into the 19 10s and beyond, one that conformed with the 

highly racialized nation-building discourses espoused by the Dominion government 
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(Chapter Two). Similarly, from the inter-war years until the early 1970s. temporary help 

worken expenenced significant irnpediments to unionization since the THI situated the 

TER as a "supplement" to the SER; consequently, these predominantly white middle- 

class married women had virtually no access to the benefits frrst forrnally accorded to 

(largely male) blue-collar workers by Order-in-Council PC 1003. Here, too, most 

branches of organized labour took a relatively passive approach to the question of the 

THI specifically and extending collective bargaining rights to workers engaged in non- 

standard foms of employment more broadly. In the late 1990s, fiindamental obstacles to 

organizing temporary help workers persist due to the prevailing work site-based regirne 

of colIective bargaining, where standard workers still benefit most from unionization. 

Temporary help workers are unquestionably a very difficult group of workers to unionize 

within conventional stmctures since they work in multiple locations, have shorter job 

tenure than the standard worker and belong to a wide array of occupational groupings. 

StilI, even though it requires a paradigm shift at the level of union policy and State 

policy, the need to cultivate "new" models for organizing workers falling outside the SER 

is quite compelling given the continued existence of atypical employment relationships 

like the TER. 

To this end, this Postscript examines the prospects for organizing temporary help 

workers in an attempt to contnbute to ongoing scholarly discussions about building more 

inclusive forrns of unionism in North   me ri cal and with the hope of stirnulating funher 

feminist research and intervention in this area. It begins by examining the limits and 

possibilities of the prevail ing regime of collective bargaining in Canada, where temporary 
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help workers and other non-standard workers are concerned, and offering a typology of 

alternative models. After presenting this brief review, it makes some preliminary 

recommendations with a view to organizing temporary help workers. 

Collective Bargain ing in Canada 

The prevailing regime of collective bargaining in Canada has its origins in Order- 

in-Council PC 1003, a legislative instrument that was inspired by the Amencan Wagner 

Act (1944), which brought the "New Deal Model" of industrial relations to dominance in 

North America (Forrest, 1995; Gonick, Phillips and Vorst, 1995; OIGrady, 199 1; Russell, 

1995). This regime introduced cornpulsory union recognition and the right to bargain 

collectively in Canada. For this reason, it was widely touted as a victory for organized 

labour. In substance, PC 1003 brought certification by cards or majority vote; exclusive 

bargaining-agent status defined by bargaining units; protection against "unfair practices"; 

and enforceable obligations on employers to bargain in good faith (OIGrady, 1991: 157). 

But despite its obvious merits, PC 1003 set considerable constraints on the bargaining 

process in Canada, limits that continue to exist in the late 1990s. 

The central distinguishing features of PC 1003 contnbuted to the emergence of a 

highly decentralized mode1 of collective bargaining, one that is premised on the 

assumption that bargaining will not occur at a sectoral or regional level (see also: 

Cameron, 1995: 165 O'Grady, 199 1 : 158). Not surprisingly, therefore, the regime of 

collective bargaining originally fostered by PC 1003 was highly gendered (Forrest, 1995; 

Fudge, 1993; MacDonald, 1998a and b). As Ann Forrest (1995: 140) notes: 
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P C  1003 J accorded rights to men (but not women) because it codified an 
'industrial model' of workers' rights. What emerged in the 1940s was a 
compromise designed to quel1 unrest among blue-caller workers in the mass- 
production and resource industries. As a practical matter, therefore, the promise 
of compulsory collective bargaining was made (only) to industnal workers and 
men. 

Although it did not explicitly exclude women workers from coverage, this legislation was 

designed to serve the interests of male workers in industrial sectors, many of whom could 

not sustain single-breadwinner households at the time that it was enacted. Moreover, the 

narrow and highly gendered lenses through which labour relations boards have 

interpreted this legislation have contnbuted to a highly fiagrnented stmcture of collective 

bargaining, one that is premised on labour market segmentation rather than on solidarity 

between all workers (Carneron, 1995; Fudge, 1 99 1). This narrowness has also 

perpetuated modes of dividing workers within unions, such as through preserving gender- 

biased seniority rules and creating separate bargaining units for part-time and full-time 

workers in substantially similar occupations, that only reinforce existing inequalities 

(Forrest, 1995; Fudge, 1993; Sugiman, 1994; UrseI, 1992). 

Two structural features, in particular, limit the scope of collective bargaining in 

Canada: bargaining unit determination and the related presurnption that collective 

bargaining wiIl take place at the IeveI of the work site. In the Canadian context, the 

bargaining unit is the basic structural element of labour-law relations (Fudge, 1993: 234). 

Provincial and federal labour relations boards determine bargaining units based on well- 

defined policies and principles. These policies relate to a range of criteria2 that Vary 

provincially but, the "community of interest" criterion (and the legal tests that implement 
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it) is of paramount importance in limiting the possibilities for organizing temporary help 

and other marginalized workers (see for example: Fudge, 1993; Forrest, 1986; 

MacDonald, 1998a and b). The legal test for determining the "comrnunity of interest" is 

significant because, in many respects, it simply reflects employers' decisions about how 

to organize production, decisions that often capitalize by design on dividing workers on 

the basis of their ascriptive characteristics (e.g., age, race, sedgender) and their 

relationship to the sphere of social reproduction (Forrest, 1986; Fudge, 1993 : 23 5). 

As Fudge (1993: 233) notes, the test to determine the "community of interest" in 

Ontario includes six narrow components: the nature of work performed; the conditions of 

employrnent; the skills of employees; administration; geographic circumstances; and 

fûnctional coherence and interdependence. Thus, there are a number of structural 

constraints built into this test beyond its base-line assumption that individual work sites 

are considered "natural" bargaining units. For example, the Ontario Labour Relations 

Board effectively uses these criteria to separate women employed in female-dominated 

workplaces from their male counterparts in similar occupations, a practice that adversely 

affects women's ability to attain comparable wages and conditions of employment to men 

in similar occupations (Ontario District Council Of The International Ladies' Garment 

Workers Union and INTERCEDE, 1993). The well-entrenched policy of defining 

standard units of occupational distinctions compounds the consequences of this practice. 

The Ontario Labour Relations Board differentiates between a standard production unit 

and a standard office unit; except where office workers are located inside or adjacent to a 

plant, the Board normally places office and production workers in different units (Fudge, 
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1993: 235). As well, most provincial labour boards have historicaIly separated part-time 

and full-tirne workers, although this practice is changing  slow^^.^ ~ h e  exclusion of 

homeworkers from bargaining units covering garment workers inside factories is another 

example of how labour boards bargaining unit policies isolate standard workers from 

non-standard workers (Ontario District Council Of The International Ladies' Garment 

Workers Union and INTERCEDE, 1993). Citing case law in Ontario, Forrest (1986: 

846) highlights the gender-biased assumptions of the Board, whose long-time doctrine 

implied that most part-time workers not only choose to engage in this form of 

employment but also were secondary breadwinners: 

[The practice of creating] separate units for part-tirne workers.. . reflects the 
view that these workers generally do not share a community of interest with full- 
time employees. The former are 'primarily concemed with maintaining a 
convenient work schedule which permits them to accommodate the other 
important aspects of their lives with their work and with obtaining short-term 
immediate improvements in remuneration rather than with obtaining life 
insurance, pension, disability, and other benefit plans; extensive seniority causes; 
and other long-term benefits.' Accordingly, part-time workers will be segregated 
at the request of either pany. 

Predictably, the original reasoning behind this policy, which is still worthy of emphasis 

even though the policy is waning, mirrored a comrnon rationale for labour market 

segmentation, identified in Chapter One, where workers who are perceived to have access 

to alternative forms of subsistence are predominant in sectors and occupations 

characterized by limited prospects for job advancement. 

Under Canada's regime of collective bargaining, the policies and practices 

associated with defining the "community of interest" are clearly based on a narrow 

conception of which factors and indices should serve as the basis of workers' common 
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interests. But, beyond playing a role in fragmenting the labour force (as well as union 

membership) by gender, these policies limit the extent of union power as a whole by 

prornoting certification among small bargaining units. Together, the assumption that 

individual work sites are "natural" bargaining units and the convention of separating 

standard and non-standard workers create a number of well-docurnented consequences 

for unions, two of which are worthy of emphasis here: first, they make it extremely 

di fficult for precariousl y emplo yed workers, like the majority of temporary help workers, 

to overcome the hard-bargaining tactics of employers in the long-run because they are 

isolated in small units (Forrest, 1986: 847; Fudge, 1993: 257; MacDonald, 1998a: 257). 

Second, combined with the exclusive representation rights first afforded under PC 1003, 

these practices perpetuate what Fudge (1993: 24 1-42) aptly labels a "syrnbiotic 

relationship" between bargaining unit structure and trade union organization: 

Since the prize of exclusive representation goes to the first union which signs up 
the majority of employees in a proposed bargaining unit, unions tend to accept, 
rather than challenge, the labour-relations boards' standard units. Because unions 
are unwilling to take the risk of proposing new bargaining-unit structures, those 
structures which emerged during the major organizing drives for the 1940s 
through the 1960s (when only a few, unsuccessful, attempts were made to 
organize female-dominated sectors and occupations) are frozen in labour-board 
policy. Ir1 tlris way, the iirstitzrtioizal stmctr[res of uirioin ref7ect the labozrr- 
relations boa& ' policies regarding starrdard zm ils. Iir fact, the boarak ' standard 
bargaining uizits creote a profoutrd bzcentzve agaimt the developmei~t of 
irnzovative orgcznizing stntclzrres by trade zmiom (my em p hasis). 

In other words, the twin assumptions that individual work sites are the most ideal 

bargaining units and that standard and non-standard workers are distinct "communities of 

interest" have led unions to draw jurisdictional lines, in conformance with the customs 

and conventions of provincial labour boards. As a result, unions themselves have 
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contnbuted to elevating one fom of organizing workers over the range of mobilization 

practices that pre-dated PC 1003, a mode of organizing that fails to take into account 

workers engaged in a wide range of employment relationships (Annunziato, 1990). This 

last point is particulariy crucial because opening up a dialogue about of the prospects for 

organizing temporary help workers involves first acknowledging that various elements 

within the labour movement have contnbuted to the rather unfortunate tendency to 

emphasize the organization of standard workers over non-standard workers by focusing 

on the workplace as their primary site of struggle. 

Just as the rise of non-standard forms of employment undermines the 

effectiveness of prevailing labour legislation and regulations that take the SER as the 

norm, it also poses findamental challenges to union structures, policies and practices. 

The project of feminizing unions, in the positive sense of the term (Le., making unions 

more accessible to women and responsive to their interests), has always been important. 

Women have long been marginalized within unions, their militancy frequently under- 

ernphasized and their acts of resistance often misinterpreted (Guard, 1994), and relegated 

to highly insecure segments of the labour market where unionization is virtually 

impossible: witness the historically precarious character of temporary help work, where 

workers rarely benefit from coverage under collective agreements when they are on-site 

with a customer, let alone from basic collective bargaining rights. However, as 

evidenced by the findings of Chapters Four, Five, and Six, this project is becoming even 

more pressing with the fen~b~izntion of employment noms. To cite Fudge (1993: 232) 

once again, the restructuring in the labour market that entails the feminization of 
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employment, "not only threatens our nom of the male worker with a dependent family, it 

threatem ozcr norm of collective bnrgaitiing as the most suitable meuns of improvir~g the 

tems mzd condilioiis of en~pZoyme~I" (my emphasis). The feminization of employment 

translates into more exclusions fiom existing collective bargaining legislation, forcing a 

larger number of workers to rely on minimum standards legislation as their primary 

source of protection under labour law (Fudge, 199 1 ). Correspondingly, intensifying sex 

segregation and incorne and occupational polarization amounts to deepening the inherent 

biases in the existing regime of collective bargaining, which encourages the separation of 

standard office units and production units. Thus, although labour boards are aiready 

inclined to separate workers by occupation, the nature of the work pefonned and the 

ski11 of employees, with the aim of preventing fragmentation within bargaining units, the 

growing polarization in the labour market reinforces these practices instead of breaking 

them down. Finally, the casualization of employment or the appearance of more 

"women's work" in the market means that a shrinking percentage of workers are standard 

workers andor eligible for the comprehensive package of benefits and entitlements 

associated with this SER, fùnher narrowing the already limited scope of collective 

bargaining. 

The prevailing regime of collective bargaining in Canada, which organized labour 

struggled to secure has served rather well its intended targets: namely, (mainly male) 

workers in mass production, primary (non-agricultural) and transponation sectors. 

However, due to its inherent biases, it never met the needs of workers excluded fiom the 

S E S  disproportionately women, immigrants, aboriginal people and immigrants (see for 
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example: Cameron, 1995; Fudge, 1993; MacDonald, 1998b; O' Grady, 199 1). Although 

organized labour has, at many crucial junctures, attempted to extend the net of colIective 

bargaining in Canada, it has never successfully addressed the structural problems inherent 

within it, with the unfortunate consequence of contributing to a system that protects 

standard workers to the exclusion of other important groups of workers (Cameron, 1995; 

Cobble, 1993; Fudge, 1993; Wial, 1993). For this reason, union pdicies and practices 

require refinement and reonentation to suit the needs of the expanding group of workers 

situated at the margins of the Canadian labour market. 

To~vards un A ltern d i re  Model: Lessons from Bronder-Based Burgaining Initiatives 

The difficulties encountered by organized labour in its attempts to address the 

needs of the growing number of marginahzed workers in Canada and United States has 

led a number of scholars to explore alternative rnodels of unionism. In devising 

templates for adapting union policy to better represent what Dorothy Sue Cobble (1993) 

labels the "new majority" (Le., women, immigrants and minority workers), many 

researchers embrace the notion of "broader-based bargaining", a shonhand for a range of 

mechanisms designed to enable unions to protect workers who are unable to organize 

under PC 1003 or the Wagner Act mode1 of industriai relations (Schenk, 1995; 194). 

Consequently, researchers are re-examining unconventionai forrns of unionization 

existing at the regional and local levels in the two countries and beginning to advance 

alternative modes of organizing worken that could be accornmodated within existing 

structures. Thus, it is usehl to describe both prevailing legislation (as well as legisiative 

proposals) that encourages broader-based bargaining in Canada, as well as to develop a 
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preliminary typology of models based on this literature with a view to rnaking 

recomrnendations for organizing temporary help workers. 

Existing Moi.IeIs 

Broader-based bargaining is not completely foreign to the Canadian system of 

collective bargaining even though the work site-based unionism envisioned by the 

drafters of PC 1003 remains hegernonic. Indeed, as noted in Chapter Six, forms of 

province-wide bargaining exist in the construction industry in most provinces, and 

Quebec's Collective Aereement Decrees Act (1 934) and the failed Baigent-Read y 

proposals in British Columbia provide examples of legislation that draw on such 

princi ples. 

Quebec's Collective Agreement Decrees Act (1934) is the best known example of 

legislation designed to encourage broader-based bargaining in Canada. A produa of the 

Great Depression era, this Act enables the provincial government to extend judicially 

some provisions of a collective agreement to both workers and employers in a particular 

location or sector who were not parties to the original agreement (MacDonald. 1998a; 

Schenk, 1995). This legislation was designed to reduce "unfair" cornpetition between 

different employers in the same region or in a specific sector by raising labour standards. 

Under this system, either employers or workers may apply to the Minister of Labour for 

the extension of key provisions of a collective agreement, including those related to 

wages, hours of work and apprenticeships, to non-unionized firms in the same sector. In 

such circumstances, extension is conditional upon these provisions being "voluntarily 

accepted" by a substantial percentage of the industrial sector, a rather imprecise measure4 
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and, once extension occurs, a committee composed of an equal number of employers and 

employees is responsible for enforcing the Decree (Schenk, 1995: 203).' 

The model of broader-based bargaining advanced under the Quebec Decree 

System is particularly relevant to raising standards in srnall workplaces since it requires 

no forma1 certification before negotiations take place. Not surprisingly, therefore, a large 

number of economic sectors covered by Decrees are composed of highly competitive 

small- and medium-sized workplaces (Trudeau, 1998). As Chris Schenk (1 995: 203) 

incisively notes: "The strength of the Decree system is that it offers an intermediate 

between the decentralized model of PC 1003 and mandated multi-employer bargaining. 

In a context of the PC 1003 model of bargaining it provides a vaIuable mechanism for 

reaching unorganized workers in a particular sector." However, aside from the fact that 

Decrees only cover about six percent of Quebec's workers, the most significant weakness 

of the legislation is its undemocratic nature, the enormous discretionary powers it gives to 

the Ministry of Labour over both the introduction and enforcement of Decrees 

(MacDonald, 1998a: 276; Schenk: 205). 

Although it never came to fruit ion, the Baigent-Ready Report (1 992), which made 

recommendations for labour law reform in the province of British Columbia, also 

included proposals for broader-based bargaining certification and collective bargaining6 

This report took the limits of the Waener Act model of industrial relations as its point of 

departure and called for a form of sectoral certification. It recommended that, "unions at 

maII enterprises which have been histoncally under represented by trade unions be 

allowed to amalgamate their bargaining units for the purpose of bargaining jointly with 
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their employers" (MacDonald, 1998a: 269, my emphasis).7 Thus, it encouraged sectors 

composed of low-waged, precariously employed workers to bargain together through the 

introduction of one bargaining unit certification to cover al1 working people in a given 

sector or geographic area, It also allowed for the extension of sectoral agreements to new 

workplaces midway through the life of the collective agreement "if the union could 

demonstrate sufficient support that additional locations within the sector," a feature of the 

proposa1 that became extremely controversial (MacDonald, 1998a: 270). 

While the Baigent-Ready proposal was based on a much more democratic set of 

principles than the Quebec Collective Agreements Decrees Act, it also had significant 

shortcomings, two of which are important to note here. First, it focused exclusiveiy on 

sectors, rather than groups of workers, that were historically trr~derrepreserzted by unions. 

setting clear limits on the number of workers that would actually benefit fiom the 

legislation. Second, its stipulation that each workplace in a given sector could not 

employ more than fifty employees (or their equivalent) set umecessarily strict cnteria for 

certification. As MacDonald (1998a: 274) argues in critiquing this proposal: "[tlo 

address the needs of the restructured labour market," Baigent and Ready should have 

targeted "both those who are employed in small workplaces (as set out in the 

BaigentlReady proposal), and those employed in precarious or contingent forms of 

employrnent (e-g., temporary, contract and seasonal workers)." Had it been 

implemented, this legislation would not have covered temporary help workers moving 

within and between large firms in a given sector or between sectors in a specific 

geographical region. As well, unlike the Quebec Decree System, this mode1 would not 
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have allowed the terms of a collective agreement to be expanded to non-union employees 

and employers.8 

These models borrowed from the type of craft-based model of organizing workers 

that still prevails, at least to some extent, in the construction industryg But, what is even 

more important for Our purposes, the Baigent-Ready proposal and legislation facilitating 

broader-based bargaining, such as Quebec's Collective Agreements Decrees Act also 

took direction from some uncommon or less well-established models of organizing 

workers designed to cultivate unionization (or collective representation of some sort) 

amongst workers in segments of the economy such as the service sector that are virtually 

impossible to organize under the present regime (Cobble, 1992, 1993; Wial, 1993). 

Because they attempt to move beyond the rather static models of work site, enterprise, 

and industrial unionism dominant in North America since the post-war period, these 

"new" models deserve serious scrutiny in devising a set of medium-term proposais for 

organizing temporary help workers." 

A Typology of Morlcls 

Scholarly literature advancing "new" models for organizing workers begins with 

the following basic premise: the work site-based model of collective bargaining is 

outdated because it cannot accommodate workers that move from employer to employer 

and from industry to industry. This job-mobility pathll has always been cornmon among 

women and is increasingly prevalent among low-wage service sector workers as well as 

other types of workers (including professionals) due to the growth of involuntary self- 

employment, contract work and, of course, ternporary help work (Cobble, 1994: 286; 
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Heckscher, 1988: 177; Wial, 1993 : 670). However, after identifying the fundamental 

problem with the regime, scholars follow several distinct paths, examining and evaluating 

different models to suit distinct segments of the working population; the dominant 

scholarly trajectories borrow elements from associational, craWoccupationa1 and 

geographical unionism. 

One trajectory advances a variant of "unionism", which is more reminiscent of a 

professional association than a union per se, geared to workers ranging fiom 

professionals confront ing corporate restructuring to recent 1 y displaced workers seeking 

the type of representation that they once enjoyed from a work site-based union. This 

rnodel, commonly refened to as "associational unionism," was first advanced by Charles 

Heckscher in his book The New Unionism: Emplovee Involvernent in the Chaneing 

Corporation (1988). Heckscher (1988) constmcts a mode1 of decentralized representation 

built around workers' common identification with a sector. a profession or any other 

basis of identity that is appropriate, including race, gender, ethnicity and geography, 

rather than around a single employer or employment contract (Heckscher: 9-1 1). His 

model resembles a service organization or political pressure group more than a traditional 

union. For Heckscher, associations should focus on: pnnciples (e.g., professional 

excellence); interna1 education and participation; diverse forms of representation and 

service (e.g., the provision of benefits and training); pressure and negotiation tactics 

beyond the conventional strike; and "extended alliances" with community groups and 

related organizations (Heckscher, 1988: 188-90). 
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Heckscher's model of associational unionism, as well as other rnodels borrowing 

fiom his proposais, have been sharply criticized both within union circles and amongst 

academics seeking to preserve union structures not only because it eliminates exclusive 

representation on the basis of occupation, industry, employer and work site but, more 

cmcially, since "it dilutes the economic strength of workers" by de-emphasizing 

collective bargaining and introducing multilateral negotiations (Middleton, 1996; Wial, 

1993: 689). In other words, if associational unionism, as it is conceived by Heckscher, is 

to serve as anything more than a transitional model of organizing, it has the potential to 

take the union out of the union structure, making it impossible to take wages and 

conditions of employment out of competition, a necessary and ultimate goal of most 

collective organizing in the twentieth century. Still, as an alternative to the conventional 

professional association and, more importantly, as a tranzsitional model of organizing and 

representing workers, this model deserves some praise since it has the potential to offer a 

measure of representation to workers who are not attached to a single employer in eit her 

a clearly-defined long-term employment relationship or based at a single workplace. 

Given its merits in this respect, a number of organizations representing marginalized 

worken in the United States, such as the Carolina Alliance For Fair Employment (CAFE) 

and, in Canada, such as the Toronto-based Homeworkers' Association run by UNITE 

(formerly the International Ladies' Garment Workers union),12 have taken some insights 

fiom this model in creating pre-union structures. 

A second mode! of unionism that offers an alternative to the work site-based 

model of unionism dominant in Canada and in United States, but is quite distinct from 



501 

associational unionism, is craf'üoccupational unionism. This form of unionism is 

currently common in the construction industry and associated trades and it was once 

prevalent among waitresses and other foodservice workers. Thus, it has considerable 

potential for workers with clearly defined occupational ties as well as workers with a 

clear affiliation to a sector or a trade (Armstrong, 1993; Cobble, 1994; Middleton, 1996). 

CrafVoccupational unionism was the dominant form of union structure in North America 

before the rise of mass production and, at present, there is a growing movement to revive 

this form of unionism to suit the needs of wornen, minorities and low-wage service 

workers, such as waitresses and janitors (Armstrong, 1993; Cameron, 1995; Cobble, 

199 1, 1994, 1996; Fudge, 1997; MacDonald, 1 W8b; Wial, 1993).13 

As Dorothy Sue Cobble (l99 1 and 1996) illustrates, crafVoccupationa1 unionism 

is characterized by four features. First, workers are organized based on a common sense 

of occupational identity14 and loyalty to the trade/occupation rather than the employer. 

Second, the union controls the labour supply in the occupation through administering a 

system based on hiring halls and closed shops. The hiring hall is of particular interest 

here because it takes over the role of the private employment agency by engaging in 

recruitment, placement and monitoring workers' performance, as was the case with 

waitresses and as continues to be common among construction unions." Third, benefits 

and entitlements are extended to workers on the basis of union membership instead of 

work site affiliation. As a result, under a craft/occupationaI-based model, workers do not 

have job security at a particular work site or with a specific employer but the union, 

through the hiring hall, provides them with ernployment security across the industry or 
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sector and employment benefits beyond job tenure. Founh, the union controls 

occupational performance standards through "peer management" and other measures and, 

in so doing, shoulders responsibility for workers' performance and thereby contributes to 

building industry standards as a whole (Cobble, 1996: 345). 

In the conternporary context, craWoccupational unionism offers an interesting 

prototype for service sector workers as weil as for teachers and nurses whose needs 

cannot be met suficiently by either a traditional work site-based union or a professional 

association (Armstrong, 1993; Cobble, 1996; Middieton, 1996; Wial, 1993). However, 

the prirnary critique of this model is that, on its own terrns, it has limitations with respect 

to organizing the growing number of unorganized low-wage workers with Iimited 

occupational affiliations. As Wia1 (1993 : 686) argues, "it is not clear.. . that the crafi 

model of organization is applicable in loto to Iow-wage service worken today," since 

these workers generall y lack the occupational consciousness that has historicall y 

characterized crafi unions. Although this critique has some merits, several variants of 

craft/occupational unionism themselves could ofFer a solution to the problem that Wial 

raises. 

In the early twentieth century, before the New Deal Mode1 of industnal relations 

emerged, there were two transitional forms of craf? unionism in Canada and the United 

States: federated crafl unionism and arnalgamated crafi unionism (Wial, 1993; Savage, 

1971). In a federated structure, craft unions in related fields, such as waitering and hotel 

services, came together to organize and bargain collectivel y but retained autonomy in 

other crucial respects by, for example, running their own hiring halls, maintaining 
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separate seniority rules and operating apprenticeship and training programs exclusively 

for their own membership. In contrast, in an amalgamated structure, workers in related 

occupations merged their separate craft unions into one larger union. Both amalgamated 

and federated structures provide templates that are potentially usefùl in adapting the 

prevailing regimes of collective bargaining to suit unorganized workers, especially given 

the concept of "reiated" fields or occupations that they advance; indeed, the idea of 

"reiated" fields has the potential to unite workers from a range of complementary 

occupational groupings, such as clerical workers, or even workers from a comrnon 

industrial sector, such as garment and textile workers. l6 

Crafl/occupational unionism offers even more potential if combined with a third 

mode1 known as general geographical unionism. Aithough ir is outdated and therefore 

unsuitable for the current period on its own, it is important to describe what is meant by 

"general geographical" unionism specifically before examining the more relevant hybrid 

models that are emerging. Predictably, in its purest form, general geographical unionism 

involves organizing workers according to geography, without regard to their occupational 

location. The most salient historical example of general geographical unionism existed in 

Westem Canada in the early twentieth century. In this era, an entity known as One Big 

Union (OBU) organized miners, lumber jacks and low-wage manufacturing workers in 

British Columbia and Alberta on a general geographical basis and eventually gained a 

foundation amongst similar workers in the Westem United States. As Wial (1993: 690- 

91) notes, the OBU developed an organization based on, "the belief that workers were 

more mobile across occupations and industries than geography and partly out of the 
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belief that worker solidarity would best flourish along geographical lines". 

Consequently, the OBU cut across craft and industrial lines by situating the local labour 

council at its basic organizational unit, although at times it relied on semi-autonomous 

divisions based on industry or occupational affiliation (Savage, 197 1 : 188). However, 

the OBU placed little emphasis on collective bargaining, relying on the general strike as 

its primary economic leverage point;17 for this reason, it is an inappropriate model for 

addressing the challenges posed by the present regime of collective bargaining. 

A fourth alternative to the prevailing model of collective bargaining is an 

amalgam of geographical and occupational unionism, termed "geographical 

associationalism", a mode1 still in its infancy. Best articulated by Howard Wial, 

geographical associationalism is much more the product of several recent and highly 

successful stmggles on the part of service workers, than the result of theorîzing on the 

pan of academics. This model evolved from campaigns by janitors and hotel and 

restaurant employees, such as the "Justice For Janitors Campaign" launched by the 

Service Employees International Union (sEIu).'~ In advancing the hybrid notion of 

geographical associationalism, Wial argues that pure occupational unionism is 

inappropnate for Iow-wage service workers because they lack strong occupational 

consciousness. Indeed, he criticizes Cobble specifically for advocating "peer-based" 

enforcement of work standards for low-wage service workers, which usually results in 

including management in the union, because workers' primary workplace grievances tend 

to be directed towards their immediate supervisors (Wial, 1993: 685-86). Instead of 

adapting conventional models of craft/occupational unionism, Wial sketches an 
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alternative where workers in a specific geographic region unite around loosely-defined 

cornmon occupational interests, based on the concept of "related" occupations or 

industries in attempt to introduce uniforrn wage and benefit stmctures on employers in 

that geographic area. Under this model, unions negotiate regional multi-employer 

collective agreements to Iimit wage and benefit competition, much Iike those 

recommended in the Baigent-Ready proposa1 in British Columbia. 

Certainly, this hybrid mode1 makes valuable proposals for improving the 

conditions of non-standard workers moving from work site to work site, particularly in a 

long-term sense, since it aims to bring wages out of competition, to create uniform and 

employer-financed portable benefits for workers and to "bring the bottom up" more 

generally. However, although few scholars have formally addressed the merits and 

shortcomings of "geographical associationalism," there are two fundamental flaws in this 

rnodel: first, its failure to intervene at the ievel of controlling the labour supply, a major 

difference with conventional crafVoccupationa1 unionism; and, second, the absence of 

suficient mechanisms for workplace representation in the model (Middleton, 1996). 

Because it neither attempts to control the labour supply to ensure that workers engaged in 

different types of employment relationships receive equal treatment (even as an interim 

measure), nor to introduce mechanisms designed to address workers concerns at the ievel 

of the work site, it offers few avenues for workplace representation (Middleton, 1996). 

This latter criticism is rather ironic given that the literature on broader-based bargaining 

attempts to distance itself from the work site as the primary site of stmggle. Still, some 

measure of work site-based representation is necessary in order for geographical 



associationalism to be a viable model. Clearly, precariously employed workers 

(especially those who work alongside full-time and permanent employees) ofken have 

grievances against either their immediate supervisors or their individual employers that 

must be taken into consideration at the level of the work site under any structure of 

unionism. A geographical/associational amalgam of this sort will not provide sufficient 

representation for such workers unless it takes workplace issues more seriously. There is 

also an additional danger: in concentrating on securing multi-employer agreements that 

impose uniform conditions top-down in a given region or a particular sector to the 

exclusion of paying close attention to the nature and shape of the labour supply, rifts rnay 

develop between workers who have loyalty towards a single employer and those who 

move from work site to work site. As the history and evolution of the TER demonstrates, 

the present diversity in employment relationships is partly the product of employers' 

desires to segment work and divide workers. Therefore, it is crucial that, whatever "new" 

models of unionism workers and organized labour choose to adopt, they be attentive to 

the hierarchies generated by employers in their efforts to differentiate the labour supply 

and avoid reproducing unnecessary divisions. 

Options for Orgnnizing Te~~zpornry He@: Some Prelimin nry Proposds 

The broader-based models of unionism described above certainly highlight the 

limits of collective bargaining as it presently operates in Canada and North America more 

broadly. But, what is more important, they also offer some valuable guidance into how 

best to cultivate coliective organizing amongst temporary help workers, a project that 

necessitates fùrther research and (needless to say) a dramatic shift in the political terrain 
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if it is to corne to fmition. Before introducing several preliminary proposals for 

developing mechanisms to organize and represent temporary help workers collectively, 

however, a caveat is in order. Even though the findings of this study point to the need for 

collective representation among workers engaged by the T H 7  organizing temporary help 

workers is a monumental task. Therefore, it is important not to proceed with unwmanted 

optimism. Furthemore, unions are obviously hesitant to organize temporary help 

workers because, in rnany instances, the interests of temporary help workers are 

perceived to conflict with their existing membership and, more centrally, because 

temporary help workers are very difficult to locate and they require a mode of 

organization that transcends the employment relationship itself to include representation 

in recruitment and pIacernent as well as between assignments. These types of structural 

and political obstacles make it dificult to achieve any form of collective representation 

within traditional union structures. Still, with such limitations in mind, insights may be 

drawn from associational, craft/occupational and general geographical unionism as well 

as the emerging hybrid of geographical-associationalism. 

Despite the valid critiques of associational unionism as a coherent mode1 for 

organizing workers, any effort to organize temporary help workers will first require 

introducing an associational-type structure mirronng those currently serving 

homeworkers and domestic workers. Creating workers' associations would address the 

pressing need raised by numerous temporary help workers for a forum for workers from 

the same region or even in the same temporary help agency. Indeed, temporary help 

workers are fiequently isolated in different work sites, with their immediate "peer group" 
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usually cornposed of full- and part-time permanent workers, contract workers or 

temporary workers engaged in bilateral employment relationships. Although developing 

an associational structure would be difficult because the T H  is composed of so many 

small- and medium-sized agencies, one viable approach would involve launching several 

related associations simuItaneousIy, based on loosely-affiliated occupational and sector- 

based groupings; this strategy would take advantage of the substantial degree of 

specialization in the contemporary THI. 

M e r  this parallel pre-union structure of associations is put into place, the second 

logical step would involve initiating a two-pronged program aimed at making labour law 

and union policy more hospitable to temporary help workers, and at facilitating broader- 

based bargaining: first, it would entai1 founding an umbrella association of temporary 

help workers (and their advocates) to lobby for changes that would make labour law 

00th minimum standards and collective bargaining Iegisiation) more sensitive to 

temporary help workers' needs. In advancing a program of legislative reform, many of 

the ideas introduced in Chapter Six, such as extending benefits beyond job tenure, 

ensuring equal treatment for temporary help workers and delineating provisions for 

conversion, would be of assistance in improving minimum standards legislation. 

Similarly, the Quebec Collective Ageement Decrees Act and the Baigent-Ready 

proposa1 could also serve as templates in developing proposais for broader-based 

bargaining to cover temporary help workers. 

Second, once these associations become viable, creating non-profit occupation- or 

sector-based employment açencies based on a hirinç-hall mode1 would become a genuine 
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option. It is instructive to take inspiration from Cobble's (1994: 299) historical work 

here. In describing the merits of the hiring-hall as an alternative to the private 

employment agency and arguing for rnodemizing this institution as a means of "making 

postindustnal unionism possible," she notes that: 

Operating among waitresses, agricultural workers, garment workers, performing 
artists, janitors, teamsters, longshoremen, and many other groups, [non-profit 
employment agencies] raised wages in the local labour market, offered portable, 
high-quality benefits that did not penalize intermittent work force participation, 
and provided workers with control over their hours in work schedules without 
jeopardizing their employrnent security [at the tum of the century]. . . . It is 
important to recopize that hiring-halls have not been sole& the creatzrre of the 
buildi>g trades aiid other male-domil~ated ocnrpatioiis. Historically. îhey served 
the interest of wome~z and mimrities in a wide range of bidtrsrries, inclz~ding 
garn~etit, agricz~liure a d  food-service (m y em p hasi s). 

The significance of creating union- or worker-nin agencies would be even greater for 

temporary help workers than other non-standard workers engaged in bilateral 

employment relationships because establishing these entities would remove the for-profit 

intermediary (i.e., the temporary help agency) from the employment relationship 

altogether. Clearly, the central findings of this study, especially the ovenvhelrning 

evidence that the TER is a precarious rnodel of employment, underscore the merits of this 

type of proposal. Other studies that probe the practices of private employment agencies 

placing domestic workers give fùrther credibility to this strategy. For example, Abigail 

Bakan and Daiva Stasiulis (1 995) demonstrate that private domestic placement agencies 

not only continue to play a pivotal role in negotiating citizenship rights for migrant 

domestic workers, they reproduce highly racialized practices and criteria in the 
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recmitment and placement of female non-citizen domestic workers in Canadian 

households. 

In addition to the obvious possibility of introducing govemment-run temporary 

help agencies, reminiscent of the type of public employment services advocated by the 

IL0 at its inception, several models of non-profit employment agencies are worthy of 

consideration including agencies mn by voluntary associations, worker cooperatives and 

union-nin agencies based on the hiring hall model. It is not feasible to present a 

comprehensive review of the strengths and weaknesses of each model here.lg However, 

establishing either worker cooperatives or union-mn agencies would be most ideal in the 

long-term. Union-mn agencies, in particular, would contnbute to a larger strategy of 

modifying prevailing union policy and State policy to accommodate broader-based 

bargaining. Where it is impossible to create union-run agencies in either the short mn or 

the long mn, worker-mn agencies have the capacity to offer benefits ranging from 

flexible scheduling, where desirable, variety in assignments, on the job training and 

portable benefits. Where they already exist, agencies based on a worker cooperative 

model operate by collecting direct dues from worker-members or by a fixed 

administrative fee charged to each customer; the rnost successful examples of worker-mn 

agencies operate in a well-defined geographic area and confine themselves to a single 

sector (e.g., farm labour, domestic work or landscape work) (Middleton, 1997: 557-559). 

The common problem with these agencies is that they require worker-members to take 

considerable risks by staking their savings, as well as their job, on a single enterprise. 

Moreover, although their existence can enhance temporary hel p workers' conditions of 
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employment, worker cooperatives are usually limited to exerting moral (rather than 

econornic) pressure in calling for better labour standards, because they do not have 

recourse to the same type of economic sanctions as unions. In these respects, union-run 

agencies offer a much more suitable alternative since individual workers are not required 

to make such a significant investment in resources. 

The creation of union-mn temporary help agencies is also preferable to agencies 

whose operations are based on a worker cooperative mode1 since it provides a much 

needed opening for developing a hybird of geographical and cra~occupational unionism 

and extending it to temporary help workers. Once a hiring-hall exists, as was the case 

with waitressing until the 1960s and is still true of the construction industry, the union 

can intervene in creating industry-wide standards, require pre-hire agreements, set wage 

scales for temporary help workers that mirror those of full-time permanent workers, offer 

training and apprenticeship programs and provide portable benefits. Furthermore, a 

union-run ternporary help agency operating as an arrn of a well-established union could 

contribute to breaking down ani ficial barriers between standard and non-standard 

workers - for example, if the Office and Professional Employees International Union 

(OPEILT) opened an agency for workers destined for temporary office work in a 

geographic area where it has a stronghold, it could be highly successful. 

As long as it is twinned with a coherent program of legislative reform, which is 

unfonunately not on the horizon in the late 1990s, the introduction of occupationally- and 

sectorall y-based union-mn ternporary hel p agencies would advance the ultimate goal of 

broader-based bargaining. Indeed, their very existence would contribute to shift ing the 
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locus of organizing workers away from the work site. What is even more important, if 

union-run ternporary help agencies take a long-range view and struggle for parity wages 

and conditions of employment between standard and non-standard workers, they have the 

potential to  contribute to eliminating the TER as it presently exists and, therefore, to 

reducing the force of the feminizarion of employment. The history and evolution of the 

TER demonstrates that the best prospect for improving the conditions of ernployment of 

workers situated at the expanding margins of the labour market is by adapting union and 

State policies and practices simultaneously. 
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Notes - 
1 Before proceeding with this discussion, a caveat in order. There is a growing body of 
scholarship critiquing the dominant models of collective bargaining in Canada and the 
United States kom a feminist perspective (see for example: Armstrong, 1993; Cobble, 
1991, 1993 and 1996; Forrest, 1986, 1993; Fudge, 1993; MacDonald 1998a and b; Wial, 
1993). This postscript does not survey this literature in its entirety. Instead, its primary 
aim is to initiate a much needed dialogue on options for organizing temporary help 
workers by engaging with several proposals made in this literature. 

'Fudge (1993) and MacDonald (1998a) assert that the following principles form the basis 
for bargaining unit determination at the provincial/temtorial level: the "community of 
interest"; the practices or history of collective bargaining; the desirability of separating 
white- and blue-collar employees; the aversion to "fragmentation" within bargaining 
units; agreement between parties; desires of employees; organized structure of the 
employees; geography; and, traditional methods of unionkation. Stitl, their case studies 
of Ontario and British Columbia suggest that the relative significance of each principle 
differs fiom one region to another. 

' ~ n  1993, the NDP govemrnent in Ontario amended the Labour Relations Act, 
overcoming the Labour Board's histonc policy of separating part-time and full-time 
workers; however, with the election of the Tory govemment in 1994, this progressive 
change was reversed in Bill 7. Still, even with the most recent regressive change, in a 
1996 decision, the Ontario Labour Relations Board indicated that, "it was not satisfied 
that assertions about the lack of community of interest between full-time and part-time 
employees ought to continue to be elevated to the level of a labour relations axiom" 
(Fudge, 1996: 256; Caressant Care Nursing Home of Canada Ltd. V. C.U.P.E. Local 
2225.09, [1996] O.L.R.B. Rep. Septernber/October: 748 as cited by Fudge, 1996: 256) 

4 The vague language used in the Act is "preponderant significance and imponance". 

' ~ o r k e r s  in the construction sector were excluded from the jurisdiction of the Act in 
1969, although the Constniction Industrv Labour Relations Act of Ouebec also provides 
for judiciai extension. 

6 ~ o r  a detailed critique of this proposai, please see MacDonald, 1998a. 

'In the proposai, small workplaces included those with fewer than fifty full-time workers 
or the equivalent number of part-time workers. 

% addition, it would have irnposed what Schenk (1995) labels a "double rnajority 
system": the union with "the requisite support a more than one work location within a 
sector could apply for certification of the employees at those locations," but, to be 
certified, it would require majority support through a representation vote et each locatzotz 
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and rnajority support amongst al1 the employees at the work locations where certification 
was sought (206). As Schenk firther argues, on the one hand, this cumbersome system 
could have had the effect of limiting the spread of sectoral bargaining but, on the other, it 
would have ensured that sectoral agreements were not imposed top-down. 

T h e  craft-based model of collective bargaining operating in the construction industry, in 
provinces such as Ontario, Quebec and British Columbia, is organized based on closed- 
shop and hiring-hall arrangements, where construction unions provide training/ 
apprenticeship to workers, place workers in employrnent and establish industry-wide 
standards and, therefore, hold a monopoly over skills. For a discussion of the type of 
unionism operating in the construction industry in Canada historicalIy, one that treats the 
case of British Columbia quite closely, see: MacDonald, 1998b: Chapter Three. Here, 
MacDonald makes a crucial link between forms of unionism dominant in the construction 
sector and broader-based bargaining proposals. 

'The ensuing typology of alternative forms of unionism draws extensively from 
proposals by Dorothy Sue Cobble (199 1 and 1994), Judy Fudge (1993), Charles 
Heckscher (1998) and Howard Wiai (1993). 

"1 follow Howard Wial(1993: 673-74) in adopting the term "job-mobility" path. Wial 
defines a job-mobility path as, "a sequence of jobs through which workers move, with 
some regularity, according to a socially defined transitional stmcture." He uses the term 
to demonstrate that job mobility is channeled through social relations amongst workers 
and employers and between workers and employers whether or not it occurs within a 
single firm or between firms. Preferable to the notion of a "career-line", the concept job 
mobility path is a usefùl term for describing the work histones of workers without well- 
defined occupational affiliations. 

'%or detailed discussions of these models, please see: Borowy, Gordon and Lebans, 
1993; Cameron and Mak, 199 1; Fudge, 1997; Ontario District Council of The 
International Ladies' Garment Workers Union and INTERCEDE, 1993. 

L3Scholars who are associated with this movement take different approaches to adapting 
the craft/occupational model to suit these workers. Still, most are quite critical of the 
existing literature, emerging largely from schools of management and business 
administration, which argues that unions must change course drastically if they are to 
accommodate the growing number of workers confronted with "new" forms of work 
organization and situates the "professional association" as a suitable prototype. In 
criticizing common assumptions made in this literature, Dorothy Sue Cobble (1994: 292) 
puts forward the following forcefùl counter-daim, an assertion that is worth repeating 
here: 



. . . [Tlhe argument goes, if industrial unionism is obsolete, so is unionism per se. 
This historical amnesia hampers attempts to create new forms of collective 
representation. Postindustrial unionism does not need to be invented out of whole 
cloth: it can be re-assembled, re-shaped and extended fiom elements of past, and 
current institutional practice. 

'4Referring to the case of nurses, Pat Armstrong (1993) uses the complementary terrn 
"vocational identity" to express a similar idea. 

"Citing the case of waitresses in the early twentieth century, Cobble (1991: 423) notes 
that, "[tlhose desiring work had to meet the approval of the union dispatcher and were 
required to be hlly qualified union members 'in good standing'. Unlike the employment 
agencies against which the union hiring-halls competed, union-run agencies prided 
themselves on offering free service to workers and employers." 

15 Interestingly, even thoogh he is critical of the craft/occupational mode1 of unionisrn as 

an ideal-type, Wial(1993: 688), hirnself, notes: 
The federated amalgamated craft structures could be applicable to low-wage 
service sector workers who remain within the loosely defined occupation or group 
of occupations for extended period of time by the lack the strong occupational 
consciousness that the peer craft model requires. Food-service workers, for 
example, might move between any of the number of tasks related to the 
preparation, serving, and selling of food (e-g., short-order cooking, serving, 
cashiering). They do not typically have strong occupational consciousness with 
respect to any of the tasks or with respect to the "food-service occupation" as a 
whole. These workers might find and amalgamated union structure desirable. 
For occupations that are more sharpty differentiated from one another, but are still 
"related" (e.g., a set of occupations that makes up part but not al1 of an industry, 
such as the non-professional occupations in health-care), a federated structure 
might be appropriate. 

"For a detailed description of OBU and other forms of revolutionary unionism prevalent 
in the early part of the century, please see: Savage, 1971: Part II. 

I80riginating in Silicon Valley California, this campaign aimed to address the needs of 
workers (in similar occupations) engaged by contractors to perfonn service work in 
different work sites. It involved eschewing contractor-by-contractor organizing and 
instead targeting building-owners; the strategy of pursuing industiy-wide minimum 
standards by targeting building-owners was based on the rationale that these entities 
controlled the work. The end result of the campaign was the negotiation of a 
geographicall y-de fi ned master contract establishing standardized wages for al1 work sites 
in the region (for an extended examination of this campaign, see: Middleton, 1996). 



T o r  a detailed review of worker-mn employment agencies currently operating in the 
United States, please see: Middleton (1996). 

Another union-initiated temporary help agency recently opened its doors in the 
state of New Jersey. Known as the United Labour Agency of Bergen County, this agency 
will run as a non-profit community-based temporary help agency for its first three years 
of operation. M e r  three years, the organizers intend to review the idea of making direct 
links between the agency and the union movement (see: United Labor Agency of Bergen 
County, New Jersey, 1997). 



Apnendix A 
Ounlitative Methodolow 

The qualitative dimension of the research conducted in this study involved open- 
ended interviews; a two-week observation at a local branch of a major international 
temporary help business; and observation at two haif-day orientation sessions for the 
Wor&rst program. It grew out of a research plan that I developed in consultation with 
my supervisory committee in Summer of 1996. 

Between June 1996 and August 1997,I conducted formal interviews with a total 
of twenty-four individuals including ten temporary help workers, five branch managers, 
representatives fiom five client firms using temporary help workers, two industry 
oficials and two participants at the International Labour Conference, June 1997 
(Appendix C). With the exception of the two Wor@rs~ participants, al1 the temporary 
help workers, clients firrns and branch managers were contacted (using a snowball 
sampling) through the temporary help agency where 1 conducted the observation in 
December 1996. 1 intentionally sought interviews with temporary help workers of both 
genders in as wide an array of occupations as possible. 1 also deliberately chose to 
interview clients firms from five different sectors. Similarly, 1 selected branch managers 
to interview based on the specialty of the agency that they represented. The rationale 
behind interviewing temporary help workers, managers and representatives fiom client 
firms was to deepen existing understandings of the shape of the TER in practice; thus, the 
interview questions themselves were designed to probe the relationships between t hese 
three sets of actors and thereby expose the similarities and differences between the SER 
and the TER (Appendix B). Although al1 the formal interviews were based on the 
interview schedules contained in Appendix B, the interviews themselves were open- 
ended; as such, the topics discussed did not necessarily remain within narrow parameters 
of schedule. 

In conducting the open-ended interviews, 1 also collected specific demographic 
information about the participants based on Statistics Canada's General Social Survey 
However, since several of the participants did not complete the demographic 
questionnaire, 1 have chosen only to report the sex, occupatiodtype of work and date that 
the interviews took place (Appendix C). 

Each interview was recorded, with the consent of the participants, and 
subsequently various segments of the interviews were transcribed. Notes were also taken 
during the interviews with the permission of participants. Throughout the research 
process, 1 also took extensive fieldnotes. These notes were used to record the day-to-day 
operations of the temporary help agency where 1 undertook the two-week branch 
observation and the Woryirst orientation sessions, although these sessions were also 
taped; the fieldnotes were extremely valuable in reconstructing the daiiy operations of the 
TH1 and the interactions between agency personnel, temporary help workers and client 
firms. 

The volume of qualitative data collected posed a considerable challenge. To sort 
the data, 1 identified themes by listening to tapes, transcribing and re-reading interviews 
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and fieldnotes. 1 then used the "cut and paste" method of  transcript coding described by 
Kirby and McKenna (1989). At an intermediate stage in the data collection process, 1 
prepared a preliminary analysis of the data organized by therne for consultation with my 
supervisory cornmittee. M e r  completing the qualitative research, 1 revisited this 
analysis, deepening existing themes and adding new dimensions, in preparation for the 
final write up. 

As indicated at in the Introduction, the qualitative data collected do not provide, 
nor were they intended to provide, a comprehensive picture of the THI. in operation. 
Rather, they represent one slice of the multi-faceted methodological approach adopted in 
study. 



A ~ p e n d i x  B 
Interview Schedules 

Branch Managers, Industry Oîficials, IL0 Ofllcials (Section I) 

I .  The Role and Status oftJze THI  NI Canada and Internationally 

1. What is the role of the manager of a ternporary agency? 

2. How long have you been working as a manager in the temporary help services 
industry? 

3 .  Have there been many changes since you began working in this field? Has technology 
had an effect on how you do business? If so, what role has it played? 

4. Tell me about the organization of the work in the office. Who does what? 

S. How and to what extent is your office connected to the head office in Canada? 
Abroad? 

6 .  How is the temporary help services business doing in Canada? Can you estimate its 
size (Le. number of firms, number of employees, number of temporaries, scale of 
revenue)? Are new firms opening up? Are new branches opening up within your firm? 

7. How would you compare your Company to other prominent companies in the 
temporary help services industry? What are its unique features? 

8. How do you define success in this industry? To what do you owe the present success 
of your firm? 

9. Given the changing nature of employment, ifyou could look into the future, what do 
you see as the role of temporary help services in the twenty-first century? 

IL The Relntionslzip Behveerz Temporary Help Agency and Client FirmF 

1. Why do client firms use temporary help workers? 

2. What is your relationship to client firms? What responsibilities are yours and what 
responsibilities rest with the cIient? 

3. How do clients find you? 
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4. Re-purchasing. Do clients ever use more than one agency or are they relatively loyal 
to the temporary help firms that they use? Why? 

5. What types of clients use temporary help worken? (e-g., firm size, sector, industry 
group etc.) 

6.  What are clients looking for in a temporary help worker? 

7. Do clients usually get what they are looking for in a temporary help worker? 

8. What is the average length of an assignment? Are most assignments short or long 
t errn? 

9. Do firms ever hire people from temporary to permanent? If so, approximately what 
percentage of firms do this? (What is involved in this procedure?) 

10. Do firms ever cal1 back and request specific ternporary help workers? 

11. Do you have an evaluatiodaudit process geared to assess client satisfaction with the 
temporary help worker? If so, could you please describe this procedure? 

12. Do companies ever make requests that are difficult or impossible to fill? (Are they 
very precise in their requests?) What would constitute a difficult request for your agency? 
Do you ever refùse clients requests? 

13. Can you anticipate what type of requests clients will make of temporary help services 
in the future? Are there any emerging trends with respect to the needs of clients? What 
sectors do you anticipate will be key targets in the future? 

III. TTze Relniionslzip Between Tenzporary He@ Agency and Tenzporary Help Workers 

1. Why do people seek temporary help work? 

2. What type of assignments are they looking for? Describe the ideal type of assignment 
fiom the perspective a ternporary help worker? 

3 .  What type of schedule are temporary help workers usually looking for? 

4. Describe the range of people who come to you in search of work? What is the age 
range of your temporary help workers? What about their skill levels? 

5. Do you provide training? Other benefits? 



52 1 

6. What type of skills do temporary help agencies look for in an employee? 

7. What type of personality traits are desirable and undesirable in a temporary? How do 
you make an assessrnent of a temporary help worker's personality, given the time 
constraints of the interview process? 

8. Do you provide any guidelines to the temporary help workers before they go on their 
first assignment? What about subsequent assignments? 

9. Do you get to know the temporary help workers who work for you? If so, how? 

10. Do many people corne in to sign-up with the agency? How many sign-up dunng an 
average weak? 

1 1. Approximately what percentage of the workers who sign up with you go out on a 
given day? Does this Vary seasonally? 

12. Could you describe the process of determining who gets an assignment? What 
factors are involved in making the best match between the temporary help worker and the 
client? 

13. What is a typical assignment like? How long is it? Is it usually full-time or part-time? 

14. If there are problems between temporary help workers and clients, how are they 
handled? 1s there a specific procedure? 

15. What is the gender breakdown among temporary help workers? (follow up: Why is 
that?) 

16. Are there any differences between male and female temporaries? Are there age 
differences? What about differences in educational background? 

17. Do you think that temping holds any specific advantages or disadvantages depending 
on whether you are male or female? 

IF? Wrop 

1. Is temping on the rise? If so, why? Does changing technology make a difference? 
What about the growth of contracting-out (e.g. in the public sectors)? 

2.  What are the most important challenges that temporary help agencies are facing 
currently? What do you anticipate the challenges to be in the future? 
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3 Are there any ways in which you are altering the delivery of your services to meet the 
needs of a changing economy (e-g. tech-change; just-in-time production)? 

4. As an industry expert, what kind of advice would you offer to young people entenng 
the job market? How can they appropriately prepare themselves for this job market? 

5.1s there anything else that you would like to discuss? 



Client Firms 

I.  The Role and Starus of Be  T M  in Canada and lnternationally 

1. What sector do you work in? 

2. 1s this your only location? Are their other offices or branches of your firm? 
1s there a head office? If so, where is it? 

3. How is your business doing over al1 (e.g. profit-wise, downsizing)? How is your 
industry doing? 

4. How large is your firm (Le. number of employees, number of branches, nurnber of 
clients) tocally? Nationally? Globally? 

5 .  Describe how your office, industry, or sector works? 
For manufacturing: Do you produce the goods corn stan to finish? Assembly line 
production? Team production? 
Construction: Do you have a core group of permanent on-cal1 workers and rely on 
temporaries in an emergency or do you rely on ternporary workers on a routine basis? 
For office work: Where do temporanes fit in? Are they behind the scene or up front? 
Banking: Where do temporanes fit in? Are they behind the scene or up front? Do they 
do similar work to permanent staff or different work? 
Service Sector: Where do temporaries fit in within the company? Are they integrated 
into more than one part of the company? 

6. What are the range ofjob types within your firm? Where are temporary help workers 
placed? 

7. What percentage of your employees are temporary help workers? How many 
temporary help workers did you use last month? (1s there seasonal variation? If so, is this 
blc your industry experiences seasonal variations?) 

8. What type of jobs (Le. part-timelfull-time, ternporary/permanent, life-long 
empIoyment/frequent career shifts) do you see in the future? Do you anticipate rhat the 
employee make-up in your firm will change in the fbture? If so, how? 

I .  The Relntionship Bchveen tlze Tenlpornry Help Agency and the Client Firm 

1. How did you corne to use ternporary help workers? 

2. List the reasons that you use temporary help workers? (i.e., Do you use them during 
periods when you have a high level of demand so that you don't have to hire more 



524 

permanent workers and then lay them off! Do you use them to find suitable permanent 
employees?) What kind of work do you use them for (Le. Do you use them to perform 
short tasks that other employees would prefer not to do)? Do you view temporary help 
agencies as providing a service (Le. by taking care of benefits and training etc. for 
temporary workers) for you? Which reasons are most and least central? 

3. How would you characterize your relationship to the temporary employment 
agency(ies) that you deal with? (Do you deal with more than one simultaneously or have 
you tned out several?) What responsibilities do you hold versus the agency? 

4. Do you ever use more than one agency? If so, why? If not, why not? 

5 .  Do you usually get what they are looking for in a temporaty help worker? (If you are 
happy with a particular temporary worker, will you request them the next time that you 
use the firm or will you hire them back without operating through the firrn?) 

6. Do the firms that you deal with have an evaluation process to ensure that you are 
satisfied with the temporary help worker that is assigned to you? 
Do you assess the performance of temporary workers? 

7. What is the average length of an assignment? 

8. Where do you put temporary help workers in the office? Do they mix with permanent 
workers or do they mix arnong themselves? 

9. What kind of management and supervision do you provide to temporary help workers? 
Who deals with health and safety? 

10. Do you ever hire people from "ternp to perm"? How often? What procedures are 
involved? 

11. Do you ever deal with a temporary help agency in anticipation of hiring a permanent 
employee? If so, how does this process differ from when you only intend to engage a 
temporary for a set period of time? 

12. Do you ever make requests that are difficult or impossible for temporary help 
agencies to appropnately fill? Could you please provide some examples? 

13. Have you drawn on temporary help workers more or less in recent years than in the 
past? 
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14. Can you anticipate what type of use you will make of temporary help services in the 
future? Are there any emerging trends within your organization that will affect your use 
of temporary workers? 

III. n e  Relntionslzip Behveen tlze Client Firni and the Tenzporary He@ Worker 

1. What type of assignments do you give to temporary help workers? 

2. What type of hours do temporary help workers usually keep within your organization? 

3. In your experience, are temporary help workers suficiently trained? Does your firm 
provide training? (Describe) 

4. What type of skills does the average temporary help worker need to work in your 
organization? 

5 .  Do you provide temporary help workers with any benefits or is that the responsibility 
of the ternporary help agency? 

6 .  Do you ever hire temporary help workers directly? If so, under what circumstances? 

7. Do you get to know the temporary help workers who work for you? 

8. Describe the charactenstics of an ideal temporary help worker. 

9. What is the gender breakdown among the temporary help workers that you hire? 

10. In your experience, are there any differences between male and female temporary 
help workers? 

t 1. Frorn the perspective of the temporary help worker, do you think that temping holds 
any specific advantages or disadvantages depending on whether dhe is male or female? 

1. What are the emerging economic challenges in your field of work? How does the 
existence of the temporary help services industry help or hinder in meeting these 
challenges? 

2. 1s there anything else that you wouid like to discuss? 



Ternporary Help Workers 

1. What type of employment did you do before you began working as a ternporary help 
worker? What were the advantages and disadvantages of this type of work? 

2. Why did you start work as a temporary help worker? 

3. Why are you doing temporary help work now? 

4. What do you enjoy about temporary help work? What do you hate about it? 

5 .  How long have you worked as a temporary help worker? 

6. How long do you anticipate working as a temporary help worker? 

7. What factors would contribute to your discontinuing your work as a temporary help 
worker? 

IL Beconzing A Tempûrmy Help Worker 

1. How did you first get work (Le. assignments) as a temporary help worker? 

2. How do you get assignments now? 

3.  How many agencies do you work with? 

4. How did you find the agencies that you work with? 

S. When you corne in for an interview, what happens? 

6 .  Describe the testingkcreening process? 

7. Once you are placed in an assignment, how do you know how you are doing? 1s there 
an evaluation process? (Describe) 

8. What do agencies tell you about being a temporary help worker? In your experience, 
is what they tel1 you accurate? 

9. What type of work did you tell the agency that you wanted to do? 
What type of assignments did you get? 



10. Do you get many assignments? 

11. Do you feel free to refuse assignments? What happens if you do? 
What happens if you get stuck with a bad boss? 1s that an acceptable reason to refuse 
work? 

12. What is the typical flow of assignments? How long does the average assignrnent last? 
What about the space between assignments? 

13. Do you get assignments from more than one agency? If so, do demands ever clash? 

14. Do you ever get called back repeatedly to one workplace? 

15. Does temporary help work enable you to meet your responsibilities outside work? 

16. Does temporary help work enable you to meet your income needs? What about 
benefits? 

17. How do you get paid? (Le. By day or by week? By the temporary help agency or the 
firm where you are placed?) Do you get paid as soon as you start to work? 

18. Does temporary help work satisfy your career preferences? 

19. Do you feel that you have the necessary training for the work you do? If so, where 
did you get that training? If not, does the agency or client ever provide training? 

III. The Work Itself 

1. What do you actually do in your assignments? 

2. How does the work that you do compare to the work that you expected to do? 

3. On any given assignment, do you fully understand what you are doing and how it fits 
into the work of the oftice/firrn/industry where you are working? 

4. How do temporary help assignments compare to the work that you did before 
becoming a temporary help worker? Please consider how interesting the work is, the 
length of assignments, variety in assignments, your relationship(s) with CO-workers and 
employers. (1s variety in assignments good or bad?) 

5. When you are on assignment, where within the client firm do you work? With whom 
do you work (Le., other temporary help workers, other temporary workers, contract 
workers, permanent workers etc.)? 



6.  a. How do the other (permanent) employees treat you? Do you usually make 
connections/friendships with permanent employees? 
b. Where do you have lunch? Do you have lunch with other people? 

7. Describe the amount of work (Le. intensity) of work that you do on an assignment? 

8. 1s the amount of work too much or not enough? 

9. Describe the Pace at which you work Compare it to the Pace of other employees (Le., 
other temporary help workers, ternporary workers, contract workers, permanent workers 
etc.) and your previous jobs? 

10. Can you request assignments that are close to where you live? 

11. Can you think of any problerns that you routinely encounter as a temporary help 
worker? How do you deal with them? (Le. through the temporary help agency, the client, 
with CO-workers) 

12. If you could change anything about your work, what would it be? 

13. If you could keep anything about your work, what would it be? 

IV: The Relaiionslzip Behveen the Client and iJze Ten porury Emp loy ee 

1. Who is your boss? 

2. Who do you report to? If it is more than one person, describe when and on what issues 
do you report to each boss? 

3 .  Describe you relationship with your boss(es)? Are your bosses fair? Do they expect 
diEerent things from you than they do fiom permanent workers? 

4. Do your bosses treat you with respect? 
Do you ever get harassed on the job? Is it a common occurrence or is it rare? 

5. Do you feel that you get more or less supervision as a temporary help worker than you 
would as a permanent worker? 

6.  Over all, what do you like and dislike about your relationship with your boss(es)? 

7. If you encounter a problem, do you feel at ease approaching your boss? 
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8. How does your relationship with on-site supervisors compare with the jobs that you 
held prior to becoming a temporary help worker? 

Y.  The Rclationslr ip Beh ueen tJze Agency and the Tempormy Help Worker 

1. Describe your relationship with the agency(ies) you work with? 

2. Does the agency value you as an employee? How do you know? 

3.  How regularly are you offered assignments? 

4. Have you ever tumed an assignment dom?  1s turning down an assignment perceived 
to be acceptable by the agency? What are acceptable grounds for turning down an 
assignment? 

5. What constitutes a "good" agency? 

6 .  1s there anything you would like to change with regard to your relationship with an 
agency? If so, what? 

1. As an experienced temporary help worker, what are the three most important things 
about temping that I should know? 

2. Given your occupation, what are the advantages and disadvantases about being a 
temporary help worker? 

3. Do you think that temporary help work holds any specific advantages or 
disadvantages depending on whether you are male or female? 

4. Do you intend to continue working as a temporary help worker? If so, why? If not, 
why not? 

5. Has doing temporary help work been a good thing for you in the long mn? 

6.  If you could look into the future, what do you see as the role of temporary work in the 
twenty-first century? 

7. 1s there anything else that you would like to discuss? 



Appendix C 
Interviews 

Temporarv HeIp Workers 

Type of work: Administrative Assistant, advertising firm 
Sex: Female 
Date: November 20, 1996. 

Type of work: Computer Programmer/Graphic Designer, large 
broadcasting firm 
Sex: Male 
Date: December 9, 1996. 

Type of work: Clerical Worker, small manufacturing business 
Sex: FemaIe 
Date: December 10, 1996. 

Type of work: Pans Assembly, large multinational manufacturer 
Sex: Female 
Date: December 12, 1996. 

Type of work: Executive Secretary, srna11 engineering firm 
Sex: Female 
Date: January 7, 1997. 

Type of work: Sales Representative, large service sector employer 
Sex: Male 
Date: January 7, 1997. 

Type of work: Sales Representative, large call-centre 
Sex: Female 
Date: January 4, 1997. 

Type of work: Equipment Mechanic, pharmaceutical manufacturer 
Sex: Male 
Date: January 30, 1997. 

Type of work: Marketing and Sales Assistant, large multinational 
Company 
Sex: Female (former social assistance recipient) 
Date: January 17, 1997. 



Client Firrns 

Cl 

Branch Manapers 

Type of work: Sales 
Sex: Male (social assistance recipient) 
Date: Febniary 20, 1997. 

Type of organization: Light Manufacturer 
Position: Human Resource Manager 
Sex: Female 
Date: December 1 1, 1996. 

Type of organization: TeIecommunications Firm 
Position: Human Resource Manager 
Sex: MaIe 
Date: December 16, 1996. 

Type of organization: Bank (call-centre) 
Position: Manager 
Sex: Female 
Date: March 1 1, 1997. 

Type of organization: Pharmaceutical Firm 
Position: Human Resource Manager 
Sex: Female 
Date: Febmary 13, 1997. 

Type of organization: Heavy Manufacturer 
Position: Human Resource Manager 
Sex: Female 
Date: January 37, 1997. 

Specialization of agency: Bilingual ClericallLight Industrial/Sales 
Sex: Female 
Date: December 6 ,  1997. 

Specialization of agency: Materials Handling/Trucking/Heavy 
Industrial 
Sex: MaIe 
Date: December 1 1, 1996. 



Industrv Officinls 

S pecialization of agency: SaledLight Industriai 
Sex: Female 
Date: January 7, 1997. 

Specialization of agency: General 
Position: Representative of Workfirst Broker 
Sex: Male 
Date: January 29, 1997. 

Specialization of agency: Outplacement Services, General Labour 
and Clericat 
Position: Co-owner 
Sex: Male 
Date: January 29, 1997. 

Sex: Male 
Date: January 29, 1997. 

Sex: Male 
Date: February 28, 1997. 

Position: Employer Representative 
Sex: Male 
April 22, 1997. 

Position: Worker Representative 
Sex: Female 
June 17, 1997. 

Persona! Communication 

Luc Desmarais, Conseiller en development de politiques, May 22, 1997. 

Elizabeth Majweski, Statistics Canada, March 13, 1998. 

Helen Moussa, World CounciI of Churches, July 7, 1997. 

Informant, Social Assistance Department, Regional Municipality of Peel, June 17, 1998. 



Appendix D 
List of Acronvms 

APP A: 

EC: 

ESSAC: 

E W S T A T :  

ILO: 

KWS: 

NAFTA: 

OECD: 

OPEN: 

SEA: 

SER: 

TER: 

TH1 : 

UI: 

Association of Professional Placement Agencies 

European Community 

Employment Staffing Services Association of Canada 

European S tatistical Agency 

International Labour Organization 

Keynesian Welfare State 

North American Free Trade Agreement 

Organization of Economic Cooperation and Development 

Office and Professional Employees International Union 

Single Europe Act 

Standard Employment Relationship 

Ternporary Employment Relationship 

Ternporary Help lndustry 

Unernployment Insurance 
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