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Foreword
History tells us that societies are slow to recognize the point when economic change requires a
rethinking of policies and institutions. When workers flocked to cities to work in the factories of
the industrial revolution, for example, governments did not observe the deterioration in health
and well-being until they needed to recruit armies for a military campaign. This happened first
in Bismarck’s Germany and later in Great Britain, when the men who volunteered turned out to
be undernourished and sickly. Suddenly, the cost to society of poor nutrition, bad housing, and
inadequate public health services, such as clean water, air, and sanitation facilities became a
national problem, and it brought about a revolutionary change in the way governments conceived
their responsibilities.
Over the past 25 years, labour markets in North America and other industrial countries have been
changing in response to important social and economic forces. The image of the family with one
wage earner (typically male) working full-time in a permanent job with a single employer has
been replaced by a mix of two-earner or single parent families, with many working part-time or
in temporary employment, sometimes combining two jobs in order to make ends meet. Selfemployment has become much more prevalent.
Over the same period, disparities in earnings from employment have widened. The well paid
have experienced earnings gains, while market incomes at the low end of the spectrum have
stagnated or even declined. These trends leave many Canadian workers in a vulnerable position,
meaning that their participation in the labour market leaves their well-being at risk. A large part
of the labour force finds it difficult to access work that provides a decent income and working
conditions that meet societal norms.
To map the nature of vulnerability in the labour market and to explore the policy implications,
CPRN launched in 2003 a series of studies on vulnerable workers. The first paper in this series,
Defining Vulnerability in the Labour Market, outlined the key concepts and set out the research
agenda. Other papers are exploring such issues as: the nature and extent of low-paid work in
Canada; policy instruments to assist low-paid workers; and best practices in achieving
compliance with statutory employment standards. When this work is completed, we will publish
a synthesis of the key findings.
The current report, prepared by Richard Chaykowski of Queen’s University, examines the
relationship between non-standard work and vulnerability in the labour market. The analysis
focuses on two of the main forms of nonstandard employment – part-time and self-employment.
Chaykowski looks at the size of nonstandard employment in Canada, how it has changed over
the past 20 years, the factors driving its growth, and the extent to which non-standard workers
are covered under basic employment standards (such as minimum wage or overtime pay) across
Canadian jurisdictions. He also provides new data on the links among worker characteristics,
types of work, and low earnings.
This report is being released at the same time as the study by Guylaine Vallée of the University
of Montreal of ‘platforms’ that may be used to assist more workers obtain access to basic
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employment protections (such as minimum wage and overtime pay) and benefits (such as
extended medical insurance). The two papers are companion pieces: the one documenting the
growth of non-standard work and the vulnerability of many non-standard workers, the other
outlining broad avenues for responding to the policy challenge.
I would like to thank Dr. Chaykowski for this important contribution to our understanding of
vulnerability in the labour market. I would also like to thank the Law Commission of Canada, the
R. Howard Webster Foundation and the Canadian Labour Congress for their financial support for
this project, as well as the participants in a November 2004 Roundtable which reviewed and
critiqued an earlier draft.

Judith Maxwell
March 2005
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Executive Summary
While high wages, access to a range of employment benefits, and job security characterize a
substantial core of the labour force, other workers in the labour market have jobs characterized
by low pay and few benefits, few prospects for advancement, and considerable risk in terms of
employment security. Vulnerable workers who are of lower skill, who may suffer from
discrimination in the labour market, or who face other constraints (e.g., family responsibilities;
inability to finance training that would enhance skills) may have limited economic opportunities
and be restricted in their choices in the labour market. Moreover, they may not have access to
union or other forms of representation, or the jobs for which they are most eligible may not be
covered by standard labour standards legislation. In other cases, even if covered by such labour
legislation, state enforcement may be minimal or ineffective. These individuals may be
characterized as being “vulnerable workers.”
The main purpose of this report is to characterize the state of economic vulnerability (low
earnings) of workers as well as the types of institutional protections available to them in the
labour market. The focus is on the extent and depth of low pay and the nature of the employment
relationships (typically nonstandard employment arrangements) experienced by vulnerable
workers. The analysis proceeds with a description of workers generally considered to have
employment characteristics that are associated with vulnerability, focusing on two of the main
forms of nonstandard employment – part-time and self-employment. Basic issues considered
include the size of nonstandard employment in Canada, how it has this changed over the past 20
years, and the factors driving the growth of non-standard work. Workers’ coverage by
employment benefits (such as extended health care, dental care, insurance, insurance, and
pension plans) is also examined.
Other dimensions that are critical to characterizing workers’ economic vulnerability include their
access to and coverage by institutional protections. The report therefore considers the extent to
which vulnerable workers are covered under basic employment standards (such as minimum
wage or overtime pay) across Canadian jurisdictions and the extent to which workers who are
vulnerable in the context of the labour market, such as low-income non-standard employees,
have access to collective representation, and how collective representation may be related to
access to employment rights and benefits.
In order to provide a further basis for quantitatively assessing the extent of key aspects of
economic vulnerability among workers, the report includes an analysis of earnings and income
data from the 2000 Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID). This permits a
characterization of economic vulnerability by specific characteristics of workers and
employment (e.g., age, sex, earnings level; employment status; region; availability of pension
plan) as well as according to types of work arrangements (part-time and self-employed workers).
Some of the salient findings include:
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•

The proportion of all individuals with some paid employment in 2000 that had low
earnings (below the Low-Income Cutoff) was 34 percent. On average, the low-earnings
group fell 18 percent below the LICO threshold.

•

The self-employed experience a much greater incidence of low earnings than do
employees. For example, the proportion of full-year, full-time (FYFT), self-employed
workers with low earnings was 42 percent, compared to 11 percent for FYFT employees.

•

The incidence and extent of economic vulnerability is greater among those employed
part-time (compared to full-time);

•

Low earnings are much more prevalent among women (16 percent for FYFT employees)
than men (7 percent).

•

As one would expect, the incidence of low earnings is relatively high for young workers
(aged 16-24). For FYFT employees in this age group, the rate is 38 percent.

•

Education matters. About 18 percent of FYFT employees who did not graduate from high
school had low earnings in 2000; for those with a university degree, the figure is only 4
percent.

The results of the empirical analysis for 2000 therefore suggest that workers’ employment status
as nonstandard workers (especially part-time and self-employed) and their job stability (e.g.,
part-year and part-time, or full year and part-time) are associated with the degree of economic
vulnerability experienced by workers. Specifically:
•

Both part-time and self-employed workers experience, on average, a greater incidence of
low earnings. Non-standard workers may also be at risk on account of limited coverage
by unions or employment standards. Thus a large segment of non-standard workers,
including part-time and self-employed workers, may have a number of the characteristics
that, taken together, are often associated with labour market vulnerability.

•

Not all non-standard workers are vulnerable and some workers in ‘standard’ employment
relationships (full-time, permanent) are vulnerable.

•

Workers’ job stability matters a great deal; individuals who only work part-year tend to
have a greater incidence of low earnings.

•

Workers may have a variety of other characteristics that are associated with economic
vulnerability. Young workers, and workers with low levels of education, are also often
subject to low pay.

Therefore, a number of factors can intersect to give rise to economic vulnerability.
The findings suggest that the segment of the labour force that may be characterized as
economically vulnerable is sizeable—about a third of all individuals who do paid work over the
course of a year; about 11 percent of those who are employed on a full-time basis throughout the
year. In addition, based upon a review of broader indicators, the labour force segment that is
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vulnerable appears not to be declining in size. In particular, the proportion of jobs paying under
$10 per hour (in 2001 dollars) has remained the same between 1986 and 2004.
The main policy concern about the vulnerable segment of the labour force is that it appears to be
quite substantial, and that it is a long-term phenomenon in the labour force. The policy problem
is that vulnerable workers are typically characterized as having the least ability to influence the
terms and conditions of their employment, while many remain, in practice, outside the reach of
existing policy frameworks. The marginalization of these workers, from a policy perspective, is
further highlighted by the observation that the reach of existing labour policy frameworks has
been challenged by changes in the economy, labour market, workplaces and employment
relationships. As examples, average firm size has declined, nonstandard forms of employment
have increased substantially, including part-time, casual, temporary, or self-employed as
examples, while work is no longer necessarily spatially tied to particular work sites. These
developments have called into question the reach of traditional labour relations policy and,
indeed, that of labour standards generally.
Vallée (2005) outlines what “platforms” may be used to enhance workers’ access to employment
rights and benefits. They include broadening the scope of coverage under current labour law,
improving access to collective representation, and providing certain rights or benefits on a
universal basis, rather than relying upon paid employment as the basis for entitlement. Some of
the options that she considers would require a fundamental reconsideration of current approaches
to labour policy.
One policy alternative is to strengthen the existing labour relations policy framework to facilitate
the extension of union coverage, especially to vulnerable workers. The extent of union
representation is, however, a function of several factors, including the interest of vulnerable
workers in union representation, the interest of unions in organizing vulnerable workers, and the
extent to which the labour relations legislative framework does, or does not, facilitate the
organization of vulnerable workers. Another policy option is to provide some impetus for nonunion forms of employee representation that complement the traditional collective bargaining
system. Finally, current approaches to addressing labour standards issues across national
boundaries, such as through the mechanisms of the International Labour Organization or through
labour side accords to international trade agreements, ought to be carefully re-examined with a
view to assessing their potential for providing effective protections for economically vulnerable
workers.
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1.

Introduction

A fundamental assumption underlying the operation of labour markets in industrialized countries
is that workers will have the opportunity to find meaningful employment, improve their
economic well-being over time, and work in the context of employment relationships and
workplaces that offer safe environments and equitable terms and conditions of employment.
While these conditions appear to hold for some segments of the workforce, for others the labour
market instead seems to offer the prospect of low pay and few benefits, little opportunity for
training or advancement and, therefore, limited potential for the improvement of their economic
well being. There is also concern that workers with these job characteristics bear considerable
risk, in terms of employment security, exposure to unfavourable conditions of employment, or
downward economic mobility – hence the evolution of the term “vulnerable workers.”1 My
concern here focuses mainly on workers’ economic well being as one key aspect of labour
market vulnerability.
On the other hand, many observers have acknowledged the rise of the “knowledge worker.” 2
The knowledge worker is representative of the segment of the labour force that tends to be more
skilled and highly educated, commands high wages and benefits, holds full time long term
employment contracts with relatively low levels of employment risk, and has opportunities for
advancement both within organizations and in the broader labour market. The shift in favour of
the more highly skilled and educated has arisen because of both shifts in the composition of
industrial activity in the economy as well as rising skill requirements in the production processes
associated with Canada’s “old” industries. Thus the increased demand for more highly skilled
and educated workers is a fairly broad-based one within our economy, but one that has impacted
various segments of the labour force differently. In short, while there is, of course, a spectrum of
economic and employment conditions, there are concerns that the labour market has become
significantly bifurcated between those with “good” jobs and those with “poor” jobs.3
The ability of individual workers to obtain reasonable terms and conditions of employment is
rooted in their bargaining power with employers in the labour market. It was, however,
acknowledged early on by Adam Smith that individual employees are generally at a fundamental
disadvantage in negotiating the terms and conditions of their employment with employers.4
Indeed, one of the primary reasons why trade unions arose, and why contemporary labour policy
in Western industrialized nations has supported the ability of workers to form unions, is to create
a fairer balance of power in the employment relationship in both economic terms and in terms of

1

2

3

4

See R. Saunders (2003) for a discussion of the scope of the term “vulnerable” in the context of workers. For
Canada see Morissette (2002) on vulnerable families; for the US, see Danziger and Gottschalk (1986) on the
working poor.
On the increasing importance of skills and education in the labour force, see Baldwin and Beckstead (2003),
Masse, Roy and Gingras (1998), and Lavoie and Roy (1998).
For Canada, see Adams, Betcherman and Bilson (1995) on the “good jobs – bad jobs” issue. For the US, see
Kalleberg, Reskin and Hudson (2000) on “bad jobs.”
See Adam Smith, 994. An Inquiry Into the Nature and Consequences of the Wealth of Nations. New York:
Modern Library. (1st edition 1776):75 Book I, Chapter VIII.
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fostering industrial justice.5 Similarly, labour standards have arisen to ensure that a basic set of
employment conditions prevails in the workplace regardless of either the bargaining power of the
worker in relation to employers or a worker’s economic well being.
Vulnerable workers who are of lower skill, who may suffer from discrimination in the labour
market, or who face other constraints (e.g., family responsibilities; inability to finance skills
training) may have limited economic opportunities and be restricted in their choices in the labour
market. Moreover, they may not have access to union or other forms of representation, or the
jobs for which they are most eligible may not be covered by standard labour standards
legislation. In other cases, even if covered by such labour legislation, state enforcement may be
minimal or ineffective.6
The policy concern is that the vulnerable segment of the labour force appears to be quite
substantial, and that recent trends are moving in the direction of a long-term consolidation, if not
growth, in this portion of the labour force. The policy problem is that vulnerable workers are
typically characterized as having the least ability to influence the terms and conditions of their
employment, that their economic and workplace well-being is at the very low end of the
economic spectrum, while many remain, in practice, outside the reach of existing policy
frameworks.7 The marginalization of these workers, from a policy perspective, is only further
highlighted by the observation that much of the existing labour policy frameworks have been
challenged by changes in the economy, labour market, workplaces and employment
relationships.8 In particular, the current labour relations and labour standards framework was
designed to match the requirements of the ”industrial model” of production and traditional
employment relationships, both of which no longer predominate. Average firm size has declined,
nonstandard forms of employment have increased substantially, including part-time, casual,
temporary, or self-employed as examples, while work is no longer necessarily spatially tied to
particular work sites. These developments have called into question the reach of traditional
labour relations policy and, indeed, that of labour standards generally.9
A main objective of this study is to document the state of employment and labour market (i.e.,
economic) vulnerability of workers as well as the types of institutional protections available to
them in the labour market. The focus is the labour market experience of workers. I therefore
concentrate on the economic conditions (typically low income) and nature of the employment
relationships (typically nonstandard, precarious employment arrangements) experienced by
5

6

7
8

9

2

By industrial justice we mean, for example, fair treatment on democratic principles and with regard to due
process in the case of disputes arbitrary treatment of employess, or discrimination. Also, on the role of unions in
promoting greater balance in power, see Weiler (1983); on the role of unions in securing democratic justice in
the workplace, see Shapiro (1999).
The issues of noncompliance with labor standards and is weak enforcement is acutely exemplified by the issue
of child labour, which persists in most countries. See Basu (1999) for a thorough review of the evidence on this
issue. For an inciteful analysis of labour standards, noncompliance and enforcement in the US apparel industry
see Weil (2002).
See Saunders (2003).
On the challenges to policy posed by changes in the labour market and in workplaces, see Bethcerman and
Chaykowski (1996), Gunderson and Riddell (2000), and Chaykowski and Gunderson (2002). For an analysis of
the marginalization of pay equity policy, see Chaykowski (2004).
For example, see the assessments of labour policy by Langille 2002, Lowe 2002 and Trudeau (2002). Also see
Chaykowski (2005).
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vulnerable workers. These dimensions are critical to documenting workers’ economic
vulnerability.10 In the case of institutional protections, I briefly consider the extent to which
vulnerable workers are, or are not, covered under current standards legislation, labour relations
legislation, or other labour policies that may afford them protection or security in the workplace
or broader labour market. Basic issues explored here include the scope of coverage of basic
employment standards (such as minimum wage, overtime pay, paid vacations, notice of
termination, and maternity/parental leave) across Canadian jurisdictions and the implications for
workers of being excluded from such coverage.
In Canada, an important vehicle for generating employee rights, protections and improvements in
economic well being is representation by unions. Unions have continued significance in
Canadian society, and current labour policy frameworks place substantial weight on affording
workers the right to collective representation. Issues of the relevance and significance of union
and other forms of employee representation in relation to nonstandard workers are accorded
special attention in this study. Specifically, I consider the extent to which workers who are
vulnerable in the context of the labour market, such as low-income non-standard employees,
have access to collective representation, and how collective representation may be related to
access to employment rights and benefits.
I begin this analysis by providing a portrait of workers generally considered to have employment
characteristics that are associated with vulnerability, focusing on two main forms of nonstandard
employment – part-time and self-employment. This analysis is drawn from published sources
including research articles and published Canadian survey data. Some of the basic issues
considered include the size of nonstandard employment in Canada, how this has changed over
the past 20 years, and the factors driving the growth of non-standard work. I also examine
workers’ coverage by employment benefits (such as extended health care, dental care, disability
insurance, life insurance, and employer-sponsored pension plans), the extent to which
nonstandard workers are covered by such benefits, and whether or not there is evidence of a
change over time in the scope of benefit coverage.
The overview of the economic trends associated with vulnerable workers is drawn from a variety
of studies and surveys that, with few exceptions, were not intended to specifically consider
vulnerable workers. To provide a further basis for quantitatively assessing the extent of key
aspects of economic vulnerability among workers, and provide a clearer picture of the extent of
economic vulnerability, I also analyze the extent of economic vulnerability among workers,
using the 2000 Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID). The unique characteristics of
the SLID permit an analysis of economic vulnerability along several specific dimensions (e.g.,
age, sex, earnings level; employment status; region; availability of pension plan). As noted
above, the focus of the analysis is on two of the main groups of nonstandard workers – part-time
and self-employed workers. Although not an exhaustive examination of all categories of
nonstandard workers, by using one comprehensive micro-data base, the analysis of vulnerability
10

It is worth emphasizing that workers in nonstandard employment arrangements need not be precarious in their
employment circumstances; neither are they necessarily vulnerable. Moreover, some standard workers (fulltime, permanently or indefinitely employed) are vulnerable. I conceptualize this along the lines of a Venn
diagram in which the set of nonstandard workers, set of precarious workers, and set of vulnerable workers
overlap, but not completely.

Non-standard Work and Economic Vulnerability

3

provides an inclusive and internally consistent analysis of the state of economic vulnerability
across key employment types. It will, therefore, also contribute to better policy-oriented insights.
The plan of the study is as follows. In the following section, I provide an overview of some of
the key considerations involved in identifying vulnerable workers. I also define the key
dimensions of workers’ vulnerability that I use in this report. In the third section, I provide a
broad characterization of vulnerable workers, based on the existing research literature. I also
present a portrait of key aspects of economic vulnerability, based on the analysis using the SLID.
In the concluding section I consider the main results and conclusions of the survey of workers
economic vulnerability in the labour market, discuss aspects of the current reach of a range of
labour policies in relation to the economic vulnerability of workers, and make some assessment
of the (in)adequacy of current labour policy.

4
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2.

Vulnerability in the Canadian Labour Market

2.1 Scope of the Analysis of Economic Vulnerability
The main aspects of vulnerability that form the focus of this analysis are those that arise with
respect to the economic experience of individuals who participate in the labour market.11 In
general, the degree of vulnerability that a person experiences is expected to be dependent upon
both their own labour market experience as well as the nature of the (economic) family to which
they belong. For example, a young worker with a low paying, part-time job in an unstable
industry, with few opportunities for training on the job, may be considered economically
vulnerable in their own right. However, if this worker were a member of an “economic family”
in which there are one or more high-earners, then the degree of economic vulnerablility that they
experience on their own may be mitigated by their favourable “economic family” circumstances.
I adopt the approach of considering the economic vulnerablility of workers independent of the
characteristics of their economic family. This approach is followed for two reasons. First, an
individual’s economic vulnerability, generated in the labour market, ought to be evaluated in its
own right, independently of whether such vulnerability is compensated for by the economic wellbeing of others in the same family unit. The relevant issue here is whether individuals experience
economic vulnerability – not families. Secondly, the composition and structure of families is
now much more dynamic than it has been in previous decades.12 As a result, policies aimed at
alleviating economic vulnerability that attach to families, or that evaluate well-being in a family
context, may not adequately account for shifting family circumstances of individuals over time.
There are two over-arching and inter-related dimensions of workers’ economic experience that I
am concerned with. The first includes the employment and labour market outcomes that may be
associated with workers’ vulnerability and the second includes the labour market and workplace,
or institutional, arrangements that can give rise to workers’ vulnerability. In this section, I
consider workers’ vulnerability in the labour market as a function of a combination of three
elements.
The first element determining economic vulnerability is workers’ employment outcomes,
including wage and earnings levels and access to various benefits. Other outcomes, particularly
employees’ employment, unemployment and turnover experience, are also critical to their
economic well-being because they affect earnings both at a point in time, as well as over the long
term. For example, the degree of employment continuity can affect other labour market
outcomes, such as access to training that can affect earnings over the longer term. A large
number of workers’ personal characteristics (e.g., skill, education, age or sex) may determine
individual earnings levels.

11

12

The broader discussion of vulnerable workers follows in the spirit of Saunders (2004). Of course, more
generally, an individual’s economic vulnerability in the labour market can arise from a variety of personal,
social, political, and economic factors that shape or condition their experiences and economic situation in the
labour market.
Refer to Jenson (2004; Table 1, p.6) for data that document growing family instability.
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The second element determining economic vulnerability is workers’ employment arrangements.
Full-time workers are expected to be less vulnerable, all else being equal, than many of the
workers that fall into one of the growing number of non-standard work arrangements (e.g., the
main categories include part-time, self-employed, and contract workers). In addition, nonstandard workers may differ in terms of the degree of employment stability that they have (i.e.,
they may be full-time, part-year, or subject to a fixed term of employment). The combination of
these two dimensions (i.e., type of arrangement and degree of employment stability) yields a
large number of outcomes that may generate quite different degrees of economic vulnerability. In
this analysis, I focus on two of the main types of non-standard employment arrangements,
including part-time and self-employed workers, for which data is more readily available.
Finally, a third element determining economic vulnerability is the degree of workplace
protection available to workers. Workplace protections arise out of institutional arrangements in
the labour market. While recognizing that there are many labour market and workplace
institutional arrangements that can determine workers’ economic well-being, in this section, I
concentrate on trade unions and on workplace protections of the sort provided through standards
legislation.
Thus workers’ earnings level, employment arrangement, and access to collective representation
and workplace standards, taken together, are expected to determine the extent of workers’
economic vulnerability (their degree of economic disadvantage). For example, workers
employed at a low wage, who are of low skill, who are employed in non-standard work
arrangements, and who are not covered by formal collective representation, whether by unions or
some other form of association, are expected to be more likely to be vulnerable. Understanding
the nature of economic vulnerability provides both a context for understanding the reach of the
current labour policy framework as well as a basis for evaluating whether or not alternative
platforms can provide enhanced access to employee rights and benefits.
2.2 Employment Outcomes and Labour Market Vulnerability
The main employment and labour market outcomes that I focus on are wage and earnings levels
and access to benefits. Other important considerations include workers’ unemployment and
turnover experience, the impact of personal characteristics such as sex and race on individual
earnings, and the characteristics of the family unit to which they belong.
Low Compensation

Compensation levels are, perhaps, the single most significant employment outcome of concern in
terms of gauging a worker’s economic vulnerability. Robust measures of individual
compensation levels, defined as wage earnings plus benefits, are generally not available. The
approach here is to consider earnings levels separately from access to various benefits.
In 1999, roughly 30 percent of employees had hourly earnings of less than $12 per hour; 23
percent of male and 37 percent of female employees had hourly earnings of less than $12 per

6
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hour.13 In 2000, approximately 17 percent of all workers were low earners and, of these, about 54
percent were female.14 Not surprisingly, low earners were distributed toward the lower education
levels; and low earners were somewhat evenly distributed across age groups until the 50-54 age
category, after which the proportion declined. Moreover, evidence is emerging that share of low
paying jobs in the economy is not going down. Morissette and Johnson (2005) report that the
proportion of jobs paying under $10 per hour (in 2001 dollars) has remained the same between
1986 and 2004.
Aggregate data on the availability of benefits associated with workers of different employment
status is available and does provide some insight into how workers of different wage levels fair
in terms of access to benefits. The total value of the benefits package often forms a large
proportion of total compensation (at least one-third of total compensation) and certain benefits
are widely acknowledged as being of significance in terms of an individual’s economic wellbeing, including, for example, pensions, or certain types of health insurance. It is, therefore,
useful to consider whether or not workers have access to certain types of key benefits.
Data for 1999 show that almost 60 percent of employees earning less than $12 per hour had no
benefits, just under 30 percent of employees earning $12-19 per hour had no benefits, while only
about18 percent of employees earning $20 per hour or more had no benefits (see Figure 1).15
Figure 1 Absence of Nonwage Benefits By Hourly Earnings,
1999
Percentage of Workers In the Wage
Category

Hourly Wage

100
80
60
40
20
0
$0-11.99

$12-19.99

$20 +

Source: Statistics Canada. (2001) Workplace and Employee Survey Compendium. 1999 Data. Catalogue No.
71-585-XIE. Table 15

13

14

15

Source: Statistics Canada. (2001) Workplace and Employee Survey Compendium. 1999 Data. Catalogue No.
71-585-XIE. Table 15.
Source: Statistics Canada. 2001 Census: Analysis Series. Earnings of Canadians: Making a Living in the New
Economy. Cat. No. 96F0030XIE2001013. (March) pp.27-28. Based on Census data for 2000. The workers
considered included those working full-year for at least 30 hours per week and earning less than $20,000.
Source: Statistics Canada. (2001) Workplace and Employee Survey Compendium. 1999 Data. Catalogue No.
71-585-XIE. Table 15.

Non-standard Work and Economic Vulnerability

7

In addition, across types of benefits, a slightly larger proportion of males tend to have access to
any particular benefit (refer to Figure 2).

FT Male

Group RRSP

Employer
pension plan

Suppl.
medical

Dental care

100
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
Life/disability

Percentage

Figure 2 Benefits Among Full-time Male and Female Employees in Canada, 1998/99

FT Female

Source: D. Comfort, K. Johnson, D. Wallace, Part-time Work and Family-friendly Practices in Canadian
Workplaces. No. 71-584-MIE No. 6 (Ottawa: Minister of Industry) (June 2003) p. 29, Table 1.6.

Figure 3 Unemployment Rates Among Youths Relative to All Workers,
By Sex, 1976-2002

Unemployment Rate

25
20
15
10
5

Unemployment Rate of
Unemployment Rate of
Unemployment Rate of
Unemployment Rate of

2001

1999

1997

1995

1993

1991

1989

1987

1985

1983

1981

1979

1977

Year

0

Women Aged 15-24
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Source: Statistics Canada. 2003. Women in Canada: Work Chapter Updates. Cat. No. 89F0133XIE. (May). Table 13.
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Unemployment and Turnover, the Family Unit, and Demographic Characteristics

Unemployment and turnover can affect earnings at a point in time as well as long term earnings
over an individual’s life cycle. Certain groups within the labour market, such as youths, tend to
experience greater unemployment rates (see Figure 3).16 Periods of unemployment clearly
impose direct costs on the workers, and may inhibit their long-term labour market prospects by
limiting work experience that is valued by employers
A certain degree of turnover is desirable, especially when it is associated with gainful job search
that yields better worker-firm “matches.”17 But turnover can also impose costs on both firms and
employees. For example, firms may lose training investments, while employees may lose
training opportunities that are essential to future job prospects and that may underpin future wage
and earnings growth.18 Further research, beyond the scope of this study, is needed to examine the
connection between turnover rates and economic vulnerability.
As noted, above, economic vulnerability can also depend upon the nature of the economic family
unit to which one belongs. In particular, a person’s vulnerability may depend upon whether one
is the sole or primary earner in a multi-individual family, or an unattached individual, or a
secondary earner in a larger family unit. In the mid-1990s, at any one time roughly 10 percent of
individuals lived in low income families, while about 20 percent experienced low income at
some time over a several year period; in addition, persons with disabilities, youths, those with
low levels of education, visible minorities and recent immigrants all tend to have a higher
likelihood of experiencing low income.19 There is also evidence that low income is persistent for
many and that the degree of hardship increased during the 1990s.20 Thus, individuals’ economic
vulnerability is clearly linked to family economic status. While the focus in this report is on the
individual worker, for the reasons outlined above, the relationship between the changing nature
of the economic family and the economic well-being of individual workers linked to families is
an important area for further study.
Finally, economic vulnerability has, historically, been apparent among individuals who are
members of demographic groups in the labour market who have been subject to discrimination.
Females, visible minorities and Aboriginals all have lower average income levels. Visible
minorities and Aboriginals also have significantly higher unemployment rates.21 This economic
disadvantage is at least partly a function of systemic and direct discrimination in the labour
market.22

16
17
18
19
20

21
22

See Gunderson, Sharpe and Wald (2000).
Jovanovic (1979) provides a theoretical treatment of job matching.
See Ehrenberg, Smith and Chaykowski (2004:318-325) and the references therein.
See Morissette and Drolet (2000).
Morissette and Drolet (2000) find that about 5 percent of persons experienced low income for several
successive years. On low-income intensity (degree of hardship) over the 1990s, see Picot, Morissette and Myles
(2003).
Source: Ehrenberg, Smith and Chaykowski (2004: 365, Table 12.1).
For extensice analyses of the discrimination issue, see Becker (1971), Blau and Kahn (2000). See Drolet (2001),
Gunderson (1998) and George and Kuhn (1994) for recent Canadian evidence.

Non-standard Work and Economic Vulnerability

9

Furthermore, workers with low levels of education (and pay) may have less access to training
opportunities than the more highly educated.23 Such low-wage, low-education workers may have
fewer financial resources to make such investments, or be unable to take time away from paid
employment to invest in training or education; on the other hand, employers may focus their
support for training and education on more highly educated or skilled workers because the
returns to this investment may be higher. For example, in 1999, employer supported training
increased with the educational attainment of employees. While the increase across education
levels was modest for on-the-job training, it was more significant for employer-supported
classroom training.24 This could create an “unvirtuous cycle” whereby workers with low skill
and pay enter the labour market, are less likely to receive or obtain training, and then remain in
low-skilled, low-paid jobs.
2.3 Employment Arrangements and Labour Market Vulnerability
Individual workers’ earnings depend upon the wage rate that they can command in the labour
market, their hours of work, as well as the stability of their employment. One of the most
important changes associated with the emergence of the “new economy” has been the significant
change in the structure of employment relationships. The norm arising from the modern
industrial era was full-time employment that typically required standardized hours of work
performed at a specific workplace. The shift in industrial activity in favour of services, the
transformation of production systems and associated changes in work organization, changing
skill requirements, the introduction of new human resource practices, changes in workers’
preferences for hours, and changes in family structures have all combined with technological
advances in ways that have made a variety of employment arrangements other than the
traditional forms both more attractive to employers and employees, and more feasible.25
Traditional forms of employment are in decline relative to non-standard forms. In the period from
1989 to 2002, the proportion of total employment accounted for by full-time permanent
employment relationships declined from 67 to 63 percent overall, from 71 to 66 percent for males,
and 63 to 59 percent for females.26 In contrast, most forms of nonstandard employment increased
over this period and now account for roughly one-third of all workers (refer to Figure 4).

23
24

25

26
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For evidence on the relationship between education and training see Altonji and Spletzer (1991).
Source: Statistics Canada. The Evolving Workplace Series: Employer and Employee Perspectives on Human
Resource Practices, Catalogue 71-584, No. 1, September 2001. For employer-supported classroom training, the
proportion of employees trained increased from about 20 percent for employees with less than high school
education to roughly 49 percent of employees for the university educated.
The transformation of work, production and employment relationships is thoroughly documented and analyzed
in Canada and the United States; see, as examples, Betcherman et al, (1994), Betcherman and Chaykowski
1996), Appelbaum and Batt (1994) and Cappelli et al (1997).
Source: Vosko, Zukewich, and Cranford (2003: 20, Table 1).
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Percentage

Figure 4 Standard and Nonstandard Employment in Canada,
1989-2002
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Source: L. Vosko, N. Zukewich, and C. Cranford. 2003. "Precarious Jobs: A New Typology of Employment."
Perspectives on Labour and Income. Statistics Canada Cat. No. 75-001-XIE. (October). Table 1, p. 20.

This includes the self-employed, part-time workers, temporary or contract workers, and multiple
jobholders.27 In particular, there has been an increase in the proportion of “own-account selfemployed” (that is, self-employed people who do not employ anyone else) and temporary
workers.
One of the most important features of nonstandard work is that it is heavily gendered along some
dimensions. Females comprise the overwhelming majority of part-time workers (at about 70
percent) and, while they now comprise only about one-third of all self-employed workers, the
proportion of females among the self-employed has steadily increased over the past three
decades (see Figure 5).28 Further, while women occupy about 40 percent of full-time temporary
jobs, they take up roughly 60 percent of part-time temporary jobs.29 The sex dimension of nonstandard employment is important given an overall economic context in which women
experience lower average earnings in the labour market.

27

28

29

Our conception of non-standard or precarious employment follows the work of Fudge, Tucker and Vosko
(2002) and Vosko, Zukewich and Cranford (2003), for example, from Canada, and Polivka (1996) for the
United States.
Women comprise a majority of both permanent as well as temporary part-time workers; see Vosko, Zukewich,
and Cranford (2003: 22, Chart C).
Vosko, Zukewich, and Cranford (2003: 22, Chart C).
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(May). Table 7 and 10.

The implications of these changes for workers’ economic well-being and vulnerability in the
labour market, and for employers, are varied and inter-related. In the remainder of this section,
however, I concentrate in some depth upon two key components of nonstandard employment –
part-time and self-employed workers – and the implications of the increased importance of these
non-standard employment forms for workers’ economic well-being.30 In view of the importance
of the sex dimension of non-standard employment, where appropriate, I present profiles for
males and females separately. It is worthwhile emphasizing that a given form of nonstandard
employment may have a number of characteristics that potentially overlap with other forms.
Consequently, the following treatment of the labour market outcomes of part-time and selfemployed workers represents a partial analysis of the relationship between nonstandard
employment and workers’ economic vulnerability.
Part-time Employment

Part-time employment has increased in Canada from approximately 1.2 million workers in 1976
to 3 million in 2003 – or just over 17 percent of the labour force.31 The proportion of women
employed part-time has increased from 23.7 percent in 1976 to almost 28 percent in 2002 (refer
to Figure 5). The male and female shares of total part-time employment have been fairly stable
over this period. Data for 1999, comparing full-time to part-time workers, shows that:
30

31

12

These two groups represent important compoents of nonstandard work. In addition, some of the better
descriptive data on labour market characteristics is available for these two groups.
Source: Statistics Canada. Canadian Economic Observer. Historical Statistical Supplement, 2003/2004. Cat. No.
11-210. p. 29, Table 8.
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•

a larger proportion of females work part-time; that part-time work comprises a larger
share of total employment among the young (at about 38 percent), followed by older
workers (at 17 percent), and then prime aged workers (at about 14 percent); and

•

part-time employment is a more significant feature among the smallest and largest of
firms (see Figure 6).

Not surprisingly, a larger proportion of both male and female part-time workers are in the
youngest age category, relative to full-time workers, and a much larger proportion of total male
part-time employment (at 32 percent) is in the youngest (age 15-24) category compared to
females (at 20 percent). The pattern of part-time employment also varies, as expected, by family
status and sex, with a larger proportion of females with children and lone female parents working
part-time compared to males. The patterns of part-time work across family status types may
reflect workers’ preferences for part-time work when this is needed to accommodate family
responsibilities. However, the difficulty for some of finding affordable child care services likely
accounts for some of this choice, as I explore below in the context of involuntary part-time work.
(Refer to Panels A and B of Table 1 for age and family status characteristics, respectively.)
Figure 6 Percentage of Empolyees in Part-time Work Arrangements By
Selected Characteristics, 1999
100
90
80
70

%

60
50
40
30
20

500 employees or
more

20-99 employees

Establ. Size

45 or more

25-44

< 25

Females

Age:

Part-time

1-19 employees

Full-time

Males

Total

0

100-499 employees

10

Source: Statistics Canada. (2001) Workplace and Employee Survey Compendium. 1999 Data. Catalogue No.
71-585-XIE. Table 12.

Full-time versus part-time work, by sex, varies considerably across several dimensions including
tenure, training and benefits (refer to Panels C, D, and E of Table 1). Employee tenure is an
important indicator of employment stability and it may also be highly correlated with activities
such as employer-based training, which can be an important determinant of a worker’s future
earnings. Among females and males, respectively, larger proportions of full-time workers have
longer tenure than do part-time workers. Comparing part-time males and females, a larger
proportion of males have low tenure (of 4 years or less), a larger proportion of females have
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tenure of 5 to 19 years, but a larger proportion of males have the highest tenure (of 20 or more
years). Interestingly, a larger proportion of part-time females undergo either employer-based
(classroom or on-the-job) or non-employer-based training. Different proportions of part-time
males than females have access to various benefits, but for both males and females, the
proportions are all low, typically in the range of 15 to 20 percent of part-time workers. In
contrast, for most kinds of benefits, roughly two-thirds of full-time workers have coverage.32
Table 1 – Distribution of Full-Time and Part-Time Workers by Age, Family Status, Job Tenure,
Incidence of Training, and Benefit Coverage 1998/99

Panel A: Age
15-24 years
25-34 years
35-44 years
45-54 years
55-64 years
65 years and older
Panel B: Family Status
With spouses
With children under 16 years
Lone parents
No spouse, no children under 16 years

Panel C: Tenure
Less than 1 year
1-4 years
5-9 years
10-19 years
20 or more years
Panel D: Training
Employer-sponsored classroom training
On-the-job training
Non-employer-sponsored training
Panel E: Benefits
Life / disability
Supplemental medical
Dental care
Employer pension plan
Group RRSP

Full-time
Female

Part-time
Female

Full-time
Male

Part-time
Male

8.3
24.5
32.2
26.9
7.5
0.6

20
18.6
26.6
23.2
10.6
1

7
24.6
34.1
24.3
9
1

31.7
18.7
20.4
17.2
8.6
3.5

66.8
34.6
9.6
23.6
Full-time
Female

63.6
37.8
8.2
28.2
Part-time
Female

74.4
46.3
5.6
20
Full-time
Male

48.7
26.1
1.7
49.6
Part-time
Male

3.4
39.1
21.4
25.3
10.9

8
47.2
20.7
18.6
5.6

4
36.7
21.3
22.3
15.7

9.4
52.8
16.2
11.8
9.8

39.7
31.3
9.7

27.7
31.4
12.3

39.7
31.3
9.7

18.5
29.3
10.7

60.4
56
55.3
40.2
18.2

23.6
18.8
19.7
20.4
4.9

67.6
64.9
63.3
45.5
22.6

19.8
20.8
14.2
15.3
5.3

Source: Derrick Comfort, Karen Johnson and David Wallace. 2003. Part-time Work and Family-Friendly
Practices in Canadian Workplaces. (June) Statistics Canada and Human Resources Development Canada.
Cat. No. 71-584-MIE No.6. Table 1.3Table 1.4, 1.6

32
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Here I consider group RRSP and group employer pension plans together since they represent benefits with
similar purposes.
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As noted above, there are a number of structural factors that have led to the rise of non-standard
work. In the case of part-time employment, it may be viewed as a function of both demand-side
and supply-side factors. For the employing firm, part-time employment offers several potential
advantages, including greater flexibility in labour supply (through hours) allowing adjustment to
changes in production requirements, lower unit labour costs because of lower benefits and lower
fixed costs relative to hiring regular full-time workers, in some cases lower commitment to
workers, and increased organizational flexibility. This last consideration arises because many
larger firms have moved to a workforce model that uses a “core” of regular full-time employees
that is augmented by a “peripheral” workforce that may consist of a range of non-standard
employees, including part-time employees.33 At the same time as firms have increased their use
of peripheral workers, many have reduced the size of the regular, full-time component of their
workforces. The overall objective of employers in using this “core-periphery” model is to
increase efficiency. Increased competitive pressures, for example, motivate firms to increase
productivity and lower production costs. Employing non-standard workers, including part-time
workers, is likely simply part of a low-cost strategy. Increased competitive pressures would arise,
for example, domestically through deregulation, and internationally through globalization (or
NAFTA in the regional version).
On the employee side, a number of changes in the labour force have likely increased the demand
for hours flexibility and for jobs with less than full-time, full-year employment responsibilities.
Examples include changes in the structure and composition of families, the increased labour
force participation rate of females, and an increased double-burden on women with jobs (i.e.,
work-family conflict), and increased demand for job flexibility in order to pursue other
objectives, such as training or education.34 A basic problem arises in the labour market ,
however, if the mix of full-time and part-time jobs offered by employers doesn’t match the mix
sought by workers. As a result, some part-time (or, more generally, non-standard) employment is
involuntary. 35
Involuntary part-time employment is much more prevalent among females than males (refer to
Table 2, Panel A).36 Among males, involuntary part-time employment decreases with age
through the prime age years before increasing in the oldest age group. Among females the
pattern is essentially the opposite, increasing through the prime-age years, but then decreasing in
the older working age group (see Table 2, Panel A). For females, this likely reflects the influence
of several factors, one of which is the influence of family responsibilities. Among family types,
the involuntary part-time employment rate is highest (at almost 18 percent) for single mothers
with children.37 What is more, over time, a total of around 40 percent of involuntarily employed
33
34

35
36

37

See the discussion in Chaykowski (2004) and the references therein.
For analyses of work-life balance/conflict issues, including the various sources and consequences of work-life
conflict, see Williams (2004; 2003) and Duxbury and Higgins (2001). For trends in the female labour force
participation rate, refer to: Statistics Canada. Historical Statistics of Canada, 2nd edition, (Ottawa: Minister of
Supply and Services, 1983) Series 220-222. For an international perspective of changes in family structures
over time see Martin and Kats (2003).
On voluntary and involuntary part-time employment in Canada, see Marshall (2001) and Noreau (2000).
The involuntary unemployment rate may be under-estimated, especially for women with children, because those
working part-time because of a lack of affordable childcare may actually prefer full-time employment – yet
report themselves as voluntarily employed part-time precisely because they lack child care.
Source: Noreau (2000: Table 3).
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part-time worker remain involuntarily employed, experience unemployment, or are discouraged
from participating in the labour force (refer to Table 2, Panel B).
Table 2 – Proportion of Individuals in Involuntary Part-time Employment
Panel A: Involuntary Part-time Employment By Sex and Age, 1996
Age
Total
16-24
25-34
35-44
44-69

Males
31.9
39.2
32.2
24.1
29.7

Females
68.1
60.8
67.8
75.9
70.3

Panel B: Employment Status of Involuntary Part-time Workers After 18 Months,
By Sex, 1996 (Who Began a Job Between 1993 and 1996)

Same IPT job
Different job, still IPT
Different job, full-time
Unemployed
Left the labour force

Total
12.2
6.1
25.8
9.6
11.2

Males
9.8
3.3
33.5
9.6
9.9

Females
13.2
7.2
22.7
9.5
11.8

Source: Noreau, Natalie. 2000. Longitudinal Aspect of Involuntary Part-time Employment.
Catalogue No. 75F0002MIE-00003. Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Table 1 and 5. Note that
these data are based on the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics.

Self-Employed Workers

Just as part-time employment in Canada has increased, so too, has the number and proportion of
self-employed: from approximately 1.2 million workers in 1976 (11.4 percent of the labour
force) to 2.4 million (14 percent) in 2003.38 As noted above (see Figure 5), the proportion of the
self-employed that is female has steadily increased over time, so that this form of non-standard
employment also has an important gender dimension. In 2003, females comprised about 34
percent of total self-employment.39
Given the growing importance of self-employment in the labour force, a key issue is how they
are faring in economic terms. In 1999, about 25 percent of all self employed workers earned less
than $20,000; the proportion was much higher among the subset of own-account self-employed,
at roughly 37 percent.40 Roughly 60 percent of the self-employed that have a high school level of
education or less earn under $20,000 per year, and the proportion decreases with progressively
higher levels of educational attainment.41 While a substantial proportion of the self-employed
have coverage by major benefit plans (35 percent have dental, and about 43 percent have each of
38

39

40
41
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Source: Statistics Canada. Canadian Economic Observer. Historical Statistical Supplement, 2003/2004. Cat. No.
11-210. p. 29, Table 8.
Source: Statistics Canada. Canadian Economic Observer. Historical Statistical Supplement, 2003/2004. Cat. No.
11-210. p. 29, Table 8.
Source: Delage (2002: 80, Table B4).
Source: Delage (2002: 80, Table B5).
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supplemental health and disability), the main means by which coverage is obtained is through a
spousal plan. Roughly one-quarter has coverage through their own purchase plans, while about
15 percent have coverage through an association (refer to Figure 7). The reliance on spousal
plans is an important consideration. Given the changing nature of family units and the increased
instability of traditional families over the long term, this means of including the self-employed
under benefit plans may itself be a source of risk for these workers.
Figure 7 Coverage and Source of Selected Benefits for SelfEmployed Workers, 2000
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Source: Benoit Delage. 2002. Results From the Survey of Self-Employmentin Canada. Human Resources
Development Canada. Cat. No. RH64-11/2001E. (January). Tables F1, F2, F4, F5, F7. Note that "other" includes
through a paid job, franchiser or other means.

One of the key characteristics of the self-employed is that they do not typically work in
conventional workplaces (see Figure 8). In 1999, only about 4 percent of all self-employed
individuals (5 percent of own-account self-employed workers) worked at a particular client’s
location, while almost 20 percent (25 percent) were employed at several clients’ locations. As the
self-employed change their client base, their workplace location changes, and they may also have
periods of employment where they do not work at a given client’s workplace. In fact, about 27
percent of all self-employed workers work from home. Taken together, this implies that most
self-employed workers do not carry out their work at conventional work locations but, if they do,
then they may work at several locations and places of work may change quickly over time, so
that they are associated with a given work site for only some transitory period.
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Figure 8 Work Location of Self-Employed Workers
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Source: Benoit Delage. 2002. Results From the Survey of Self-Employment in Canada. Human
Resources Development Canada. Cat. No. RH64-11/2001E. (January). Table B6.

Finally, among the self-employed who have ever worked on a contract basis, only about onethird do so on the basis of a written contract.42
This profile of work and employment suggests that the self-employed are likely to fall outside
the scope of much of the existing workplace-centred labour policy framework, which is aimed
primarily at more regularized employment relationships with identifiable employers.
2.4 Employee Representation and Workplace Protections
Employee Representation

A variety of labour market and workplace arrangements can give rise to workers’ vulnerability.
Many economic aspects of vulnerability arise primarily as a result of employment arrangements
and contracting in the labour market. In these cases, workers are at a disadvantage because they
bear considerable risk, have low pay, or little access to training and education opportunities.
Reder (1994) has suggested that the degree of the power imbalance depends in part on the skill
level of the employee, where the less-skilled are assumed to have much less power.43 To the
extent that low-skill is associated with low pay, then such workers may be vulnerable. As the
Canadian economy shifts toward “knowledge based” economic activity, in which the economic
rewards for high skill and education levels increase, the more highly skilled workers may be

42
43

18

Source: Delage (2002: 80, Table B8).
This accords well with the current popular perception that the most highly skilled workers in the labour market
tend to have a greater ability to negotiate good employment contracts.
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better able to negotiate advantageous terms and conditions of employment.44 This shift toward a
knowledge-based economy stands to place the less skilled at a greater relative disadvantage.
In general, though, the contract is such that the worker, in return for remuneration, gives up a
degree of autonomy and self-control.45 Once employed, particularly in the context of large,
hierarchically structured firms, workers may be subject to arbitrary or discriminatory action
because the imbalance in power relations confers on management the ability to exercise their
discretion.46 Generally, in such firms, in the presence of a power imbalance, workers may
experience a “democratic deficit” in which the rights enjoyed in their daily lives outside the
workplace are not available to them in the workplace – hence the notion that workers’ rights and
democratic justice may be limited under these conditions.47
There are a variety of institutional arrangements used by policy makers to rebalance power
relations in the employment relationship and to provide various degrees of “security” – or,
alternatively, that are aimed at decreasing the degree of vulnerability that workers experience (in
terms of either economic insecurity or workers’ rights). The two institutional arrangements that I
concentrate on are trade unions and labour standards legislation.
Labour relations policy, formulated in the era of the industrial model of production, sought to
create a framework to allow workers to associate in trade unions to enhance their economic
power. The policy objective was redress the balance of power in the workplace to permit
employees to strike a more favourable bargain, in terms of both economic well being and
democratic or industrial justice. While this approach has generally worked in the context of the
industrial model of employment and production, it has become less effective of late.
To begin with, private sector unionism in Canada has been losing ground. Between 1997 and
2003, private sector union density (union membership as a share of the workforce) declined from
approximately 22 percent to 18 percent.48 Many factors are cited to explain the inability of
unions to stem their decline in the private sector, but the end result is that they appear to have
little prospect of reversing this trend.49 Although the degree of unionization in the broader public
44

45

46
47
48

49

On shifts in the composition of skills in Canada, see Massé, Roy and Gingras (1998). There are other factors
that could mitigate the abilityof the highly skilled or educated to negotite good terms and conditions of
employment. For example, this assumes that the changes in the supply of skilled workers, or constraints on
worker mobility, do not limit individual bargaining power.
Coase (1937:391) notes: “The contract is one whereby the factor, for a certain remuneration (which may be
fixed or fluctuating), agrees to obey the directions of an entrepreneur within certain limits*. The essence of the
contract is that it should only state the limits to the powers of the entrepreneur.” (*Original)
See Weiler (1980:30-31).
See Shapiro (1999:167-170).
Sources: E. Akyeampong, "A Statistical Portrait of the Trade Union Movement," Perspectives on Labour and
Income. Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 75-001-XPE. Winter 1997. Table 2; and E. Akyeampong, "Fact-Sheet
on Unionization," Perspectives on Labour and Income. Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 75-001-XPE. 2003.
Table 1.
Some of the factors examined include the effects of industrial shifts, changes in labour policy in some
jurisdictions, employer resistance, and increased competitive pressures through deregulation and globalization.
The factors affecting union membership and density have been widely analyzed; see, variously, Rose and
Chaison (1991) and Riddell (1993) for Canada and the US; Farber and Western (2001) and Kochan, Katz and
McKersie (1986) for the US.
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sector (including both the government and quasi-public sectors like education and health)
remains high, collective bargaining has been constrained by governments to the point where it
has been described as “permanent exceptionalism.”50 Equally important, public sector policies
like privatization and contracting out of services to the private sector have placed significant
strains on unionism.51
A second, and perhaps more important, long-term concern for unions and for labour relations
policy more generally is the rise of the “new economy.” In particular, work is no longer as
spatially anchored as it once was; this makes the workplace focus of legislation less relevant. The
significant rise of nonstandard employment has also been associated with an increased
proportion of employment relationships falling outside the scope of traditional labour relations
policy. As a result, there is concern that many of the key elements of Canada’s labour policy
have been increasingly marginalized in terms of both relevance and reach.52
This presents two, nonexclusive, policy options regarding worker representation.53 The first
option is to attempt to strengthen conventional unionism. If this could be achieved, it would
certainly enhance worker protection. The challenge here is two-fold. On the one hand, unions
remain for the most part associated with specific workplaces, both legally and structurally. Yet
workplaces have, as noted above, been dramatically altered. The rise of nonstandard work poses
a second challenge. Part-time, temporary, or contract workers, for example, are inherently
difficult to organize because their limited attachment to employers or workplaces may limit the
development of a community of interest. These workers may also experience high turnover; or
be subject to easy replacement by other factors of production should they organize.54 In the case
of nonstandard temporary agency workers, it may be difficult to identify the “employer” for
labour relations purposes. These challenges may explain the current low unionization levels for
part-time workers (23 percent in 2002) and non-permanent workers (25 percent in 2002) in the
private and public sectors combined.55
In Canada, examples of non-union forms of employee association have developed outside the
rubric of labour relations legislation. In 1996, some form of formal non-union representation
covered roughly 14 percent of the non-unionized workforce and 10 percent of non-unionized
workers had non-union representation that discussed monetary issues.56 Among self-employed
workers in 2000, for example, 43.8 percent were members of associations that were either

50
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With the exception of the European Nordic countries, union density rates have generally declined across a
number of key industrialized countries. For example, union density among full-time (part-time) workers stood
at 34 (20) percent in Great Britain in 1999, 31.6 (22.2) percent in Canada in 2000, at 15.4 (6.7) percent in the
US in 1999, at 34 (12) percent in Australia in 1998, and at 29.4 (2.2) percent in Japan in 1995 (see Visser (2003:
398-399, Table 11.8).
See Panitch and Swartz (1984) and Swimmer (1995).
See Roberts (2001).
Generally, see Chaykowski (2005), Godard (2003), Langille (2002), and Trudeau (2002). For the implications
of the new economy of pay equity, see Chaykowski (2004).
These options follow closelyChaykowski (2005).
This expected substitution effect would be as a result of increased labour costs associated with unionization.
E. Akyeampong, "Fact-Sheet on Unionization," Perspectives on Labour and Income. Statistics Canada
Catalogue No. 75-001-XPE. 2003. Table 2A.
See Lipset and Meltz (2004:165, Table 10.2); also see Lipset and Meltz. (2000).
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voluntary or that required membership.57 In fact, non-union representation, particularly some
form of employee association, has long been a feature of the Canadian labour market.58 While
some associations tend to be workplace-centred, others tend to provide employees with broader
support in the labour market.
Accordingly, a second policy option regarding representation would be to support a substantial
role for non-union forms of employee representation as a complement to the existing labour
relations policy framework.59 The low union density rates among non-standard workers
generally, and the relatively strong presence of associations among the self-employed, for
example, suggests that policy makers perhaps ought to formally consider the efficacy of
associations, as well as unions, as a means of advancing non-standard workers’ rights and
broader economic well-being in the labour market.
Workplace Standards and Security

Labour standards were devised as a means of mitigating the least desirable conditions of
employment that arose in the context of industrial society. As a policy tool, standards are a
relatively blunt instrument for ensuring that a basic set of employment conditions prevails in the
workplace or in the employment relationship.60 Basic labour standards (e.g., hours of work, or
age restrictions) have been considerably augmented over time by labour policies aimed at
ensuring that basic human rights are protected, making certain that equitable pay and
employment outcomes are achieved across different (demographic) groups (e.g., pay and
employment equity legislation), providing a basic overall standard of living, and mitigating some
of the risk borne by workers in the labour market (provided through elements of the social
security framework).
Fudge, Tucker and Vosko (2002: 92, Figure IV.1) associate labour standards regulation with
governance of the employment relationship, and equity legislation with achieving social justice
in the employment relationship. Following Fudge et al (2002), one may, therefore, view labour
standards as one element of a broader “legal governance regime” that includes common law,
civil law, and collective bargaining. In practice, labour standards, in such areas as hours of
work, health and safety, and vacations and days off, tend to be relevant for the least well-off in
the economy only to the extent that they “reach” or cover such employees in practice. There are
numerous exceptions to the coverage of labour standards that are built into the legislation in
various jurisdictions. For example, while labour standards cover employees, they typically do not
57
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See Delage (2002: 108, Tables H1, H2, H3). The proportion of self employed belonging to associations in
which membership is obligatory was 26.6 percent and in which membership was voluntary was 31 percent.
Among the own-account self-employed, the overall membership rate in either form of association, at 33.3
percent, was lower than the percentage among all self-employed workers.
See the discussion by Taras (2002) and refer to Kaufman and Taras (2000) for various analyses of the
evelopment of nonunion forms of employee representation in Canada and the US.
See Gangaram Singh (2001) Kaufman and Taras (2000) for discussion of the value of nonunion forms of
worker representation as a complement to traditional union representation.
Labour standards are “blunt” as a policy instrument in the sense that they enforce certain standards or
conditions of work through government legislation, as opposed to either creating conditions or incentives for the
parties to a contract to improve the terms and conditions of employment. As such, standards also require an
effective means of enforcement.
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cover independent contractors.61 In practice, these types of standards tend to apply best in
traditional employment relationships and in the context of well-defined workplaces. Both
traditional employment relationships and well-defined workplaces have, however, declined in
importance in the new economy.
In the case of policies aimed at enhancing social justice, both pay and employment equity and
occupational health and safety apply directly to identifiable workplaces. For example, one of the
most important developments in occupational health and safety policy was the mandating within
legislation of joint worker-management health and safety committees in workplaces (e.g., in
Ontario). Employees who perform their work spatially apart from a formal workplace are,
therefore, in an ambiguous position in terms of the practical application of the legislation. The
challenge posed by the rise of non-standard work to the application of pay and employment
equity is equally difficult. Pay equity legislation, for example, is typically aimed at achieving
equity among workers within establishments. The administration of pay equity plans, thus,
requires that job tasks and responsibilities be evaluated and compared. Hence, non-standard
employment challenges the successful application of existing pay equity legislation, a fact made
clear in the recent federal review of pay equity legislation:
The proliferation of contingent forms of work and contractual arrangements
which render it difficult to assess who should be considered an employee
poses a challenge in creating a legislative regime which will be effective in
bringing female workers closer to achieving pay equity. It is important, too,
because many of the workers most affected by these changes—those most
likely to be in contingent jobs, in non-unionized work, in own-account selfemployment—are women, and are therefore part of the class of persons
whom the legislation is designed to protect.62
Policies such as pay equity were established with a view to traditional employment relationships
and fairly well defined workplaces. The problem is that non-standard employment now
comprises such a large proportion of the Canadian labour force as to call into question the scope
and effectiveness of these policies.63
The actual extent of coverage of non-standard workers by various labour policies designed to
provide basic standards and security, such as employment standards, occupational health and
safety standards and processes, or equity legislation, is something of an open empirical question
about which there exists a dearth of Canadian research evidence. Given the size of the nonstandard workforce, determining the extent of noncoverage, and what features of current
legislation lead to noncoverage, is an important preequisute to any policy reform in this area.
There is also little in the way of systematic empirical evidence regarding the extent of noncompliance with existing legislation. There is anecdotal evidence that statutory employment
standards are beyond the reach even of many standard workers because of employer non61
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See Fudge, Tucker and Vosko (2002: 92, Figure IV.1).
Source: Canada. 2004. Pay Equity: A New Approach to a Fundamental Right. Pay Equity Task Force Final
Report 2004 Catalogue Number: J2-191/2003E. Ottawa: Pay Equity Task Force. P. 181.
See Chaykowski (2004).
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compliance. I expect non-compliance to be of greater relevance, though, among non-standard
workers because they are less likely to have the protection of a union. Their employment is more
likely to be precarious and they may not want to risk being fired by lodging a complaint. Low
levels of proactive enforcement by governments can, therefore, create what is, de facto, a
complaint–based system that places the risk upon aleady vulnerable workers. Where standards
violations are found, it is an open question as to whether the penalties are actually applied or
whether they have deterrent value. The entire issue of compliance is also one that requires
empirical investigation.
It appears to be the case that the legislative coverage of standard employees by employment
standards is high across jurisdictions. We also know, from a legal perspective, the coverage of
non-standard workers as a group (as well as specific sub-groups such as the own-account self
employed) is less than that of the regular permanent workforce, and that there is considerable
variation in the coverage of non-standard workers across Canadian jurisdictions.64
2.5 Low Pay, Nonstandard Employment, the Extent of Employment
Protections, and Labour Market Vulnerability
Workers’ vulnerability in the labour market is expected, in general, to be a function of both the
labour market outcomes that they experience, and the impact on their employment and work
conditions of the institutional arrangments within which they work.
Three main elements associated with workers’ vulnerability in the labour market were
considered. The first was workers’ employment outcomes, including their wages and access to
benefits. The second element was workers’ employment arrangements and, particularly, whether
or not they are non-standard workers. The focus was on part-time and self-employed workers.
The third element was the degree of workplace protections available to workers, including access
to collective representation and effective coverage by workplace standards.
Taken together, the evidence reviewed above concerning part-time and self-employed workers –
two of the main groups that are often associated with labour market vulnerability – suggest the
following general results:

64

•

Part-time employment remains a major feature of the Canadian labour market for both
males and females; while self-employment as a proportion of the labour force has
increased only modestly over the past several decades, the number of self-employed has
doubled to about 2.4 million.

•

Part-time employment and self-employment have important gender dimensions: part-time
employment has gradually become more important as a share of total female
employment. Women also constitute an increasing proportion of the self-employed.

See Fudge, Tucker and Vosko (2002: 92, Figure IV.1).
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•

Among part-time workers:
•

•
•

•

•

The age distribution of part-time employees differs significantly between males
and females: among males, youths comprise a large proportion of total part-time
employment, whereas among females, a large proportion of part-time
employment is made up of employees in the middle of the age distribution.
The presence of children is associated with part-time work for females.
Relative to full-time workers, a larger proportion of part-time workers, whether
male or female, have very low tenure levels, a somewhat smaller proportion
undertakes training activity, and a much smaller proportion has a range of typical
benefits. These patterns tend to hold for both males and females.
A sizeable segment of part-time workers would prefer full-time work and only
about one-quarter transit into full-time employment within one or two years.
Females are especially associated with involuntary part-time status.

Among the self-employed:
•
•
•

About one-quarter of the self-employed are in the lowest income category (of
$20,000 or less).
The largest means of obtaining benefit coverage is through a spousal plan.
Most self-employed workers do not work at conventional workplaces, and those
who do would tend either to work at several locations for different employers, or
change workplaces over time. Only about one-third of the self–employed, who
work as an employee, do so on the basis of a written contract.

Taken together, this portrait of part-time and self-employed workers suggests that a large
proportion of them have characteristics commonly associated with vulnerability in the labour
market. Labour policy aimed at mitigating economic disadvantages of workers in the labour
market has traditionally centred on two main pillars.65 The first pillar is a labour relations policy
that affords workers the right to form unions to bargain collectively. The problem, in the new
economy, as we have said, is that union coverage in the private sector has eroded. Many of the
rapidly growing industries in the Canadian economy are largely unorganized and, consequently,
the majority of Canadian private workers do not have access to union representation. The second
policy pillar is a patchwork of labour standards legislation. Labour standards are in place across
Canadian jurisdictions, but the rise of non-standard work may be eroding coverage since most
standards legislation applies to workplaces, and many new forms of employment arrangements
are less spatially associated with work establishments. What’s more, there are serious concerns
about the effectiveness of enforcement of labour standards.

65
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A third pillar, broadly defined as the social safety net, has components that are directly relevant to the economic
vulnerability of workers. As examples, programs that assist individuals in time of unemployment, or that
provide pension benefits, or health care, assist all workers by providing a “floor” of important benefits. While
discussion of this pillar is beyond the scope of this analysis, it is important to note that one characteristic of
some of these types of programs is that they can apply to individuals independent of their workplace. However
some programs, such as those provided through the Employment Insurance system, are also difficult for nonstandard workers to access.
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3.

Analysis of Key Dimensions of Economic Vulnerability
in Canada in 2000

3.1 Basis and Scope of the Analysis
This section makes use of Canadian micro-data for the year 2000 to map out a key dimension of
economic vulnerability of workers in the labour market. In particular, the analysis focuses on the
extent of low earnings and income among employees and the self-employed, respectively. The
analysis also accounts for several types of “job stability,” including full-time, part-time, full-year
and part-year employment. The focus on part-time and self-employment follows the analysis
above; they are two of the main classes of nonstandard employment typically associated with
economic vulnerability.
The analysis also uses standard measures of the extent and intensity of low earnings and income
to assess the degree of low pay experienced by these classes of workers. The analysis continues
the focus on individual workers. However, in some cases, it is replicated using the earnings or
income of the family unit.
This provides a comprehensive and internally consistent analysis of a key dimension of
economic vulnerability – namely low pay – across several key employment types. It also
provides a more rigorous basis for quantitatively assessing the extent of this key aspect of
economic vulnerability among employees.
3.2 Analysis of Low Pay and Job Stability Dimensions of Economic Vulnerability
Measures of Low Pay

In this analysis persons are low paid if their earnings or income are at, or below, the Statistics
Canada’s “Low Income Cut-offs” (LICO). Several points are worth noting. First, using the
“LICO” as a measure of low pay is likely to be a fairly conservative measure of economic
vulnerability. Second, while Statistics Canada’s “Low Income Cut-offs” (LICO) is increasingly
used as a reasonable approximation of a poverty line, there is no generally accepted definition of
a “poverty line” in Canada.66 It is important to remember that the measures based on individual
earnings or income are indicators of individuals’ economic vulnerability, rather than measures of
poverty, because they do not take into account the income of other family members. The reasons
for the focus on the individual are outlined above.
I make use of two descriptive measures of low pay in order to examine the differences in
vulnerability across various characteristics of the workforce. Alternative measures of low pay
have different advantages and disadvantages, so there is no one measure that best captures the
state of vulnerability among workers. By using two measures I can provide a more
comprehensive portrait of economic vulnerability. The two standard measures that I use, the
66

Statistics Canada generally emphasizes that the LICO is not an official poverty line. Even so, the LICO is often
adopted as a measure of the poverty line in Canada.
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headcount ratio and the poverty gap, are drawn from the literature on economic inequality (see
Sen and Foster 1997).
The headcount ratio (V1) is the proportion of workers below the poverty line and is defined as
q/N, where q is the number of workers whose income lies below the poverty line and N is the
total number of workers in the sample. This measure indicates the breadth of low pay (or breadth
of vulnerability). The primary disadvantage with the headcount ratio is that it is not sensitive to
(government) transfers to workers whose income is below the poverty (or low pay) line.67 A
second disadvantage is that it does not provide any “weight” to the "distance" an individual
worker’s income is below the poverty (low pay) line.
I also make use of a second measure of economic vulnerability, the poverty gap. The poverty gap
(V2) is a summary measure or index, defined as the headcount ratio multiplied by the difference
between the average income of workers below the poverty line and the poverty line:
V2 = (q/N)([V-Yv]/V)
where V is the poverty line and Yv is the average income of workers whose income is below the
poverty line. I refer to this measure as indicating the depth of poverty (or depth of vulnerability).
The poverty gap also has a disadvantage. Like the headcount ratio, it is not sensitive to
(government) transfers to workers whose income is below the poverty line. But its advantage is
that it does account for the degree to which workers’ average income falls below poverty line.
The poverty (or low pay) gap is an index, so I compute the magnitude of the poverty (or low pay)
gap in dollars.
The analysis uses a set of mutually exclusive, “job-stability” categories that, taken together, form
a fairly comprehensive picture of alternative forms of employment including: full-time/full-year,
full-time/part-year, full-year some full-time some part-time, part-time/full-year, part-time/partyear, and part-year some full-time some part-time. These job stability categories of employment
are supplemented by the individual’s type of employment (employee or self employed).68 I
define whether an individual’s (or economic family’s) earnings/income is low (i.e., they are
vulnerable) based on whether their income measure is below the LICO.
Given these definitions, the analysis includes descriptive statistics, low income headcounts, and
average earnings (or income) poverty (or low pay) gaps for each employment/job stability
category. Descriptive statistics are provided for each category (where applicable) and are
decomposed by union status, availability of pension plan, public/private sector, the type of parttime work (voluntary versus involuntary), the reason for part-time work, economic family
primary earner status, and the type of economic family. I also define both primary jobs (the job
67
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This is true in the case where income transfers of income to workers would not move them above the line of
economic vulnerability.
Self-employed workers may be either incorporated or unincorporated, and with or without paid help. In
addition, it is important to note that the employment type is defined according to the main activity over the
entire reference year (2000). Therefore some workers classified as employees may have undertaken secondary
work activity on a self-employed basis. Similarly, workers classified as primarily self-employed could have
engaged in secondary work activity as a paid employee at some point during the reference year.
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of longest duration and highest earnings in 2000) as well as secondary jobs, to account for
multiple job-holders.
Data and Sample

The analysis makes use of 2000 data from the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID).
The SLID provides microdata based on an annual national household survey of the civilian
population drawn from a sample of the Canadian Labour Force Survey.69
The data sample used in the analysis includes all workers holding jobs in 2000 who are aged 16
to 69, and who had positive labour market earnings in that year.70 All results are reported in
nominal terms.
The SLID has several characteristics that lend themselves to the current analysis. The data
include information on sources of income, and labour and family variables on persons (16+) in
Canada and their families. The SLID also has detailed job characteristics (see Appendix Table 1)
for the person's main job during the reference year (the job at which the most hours were worked
during the year), such as the work schedule, nature of the part-time work, and wage rates and
work schedule.71 In addition, the SLID has “economic family” data, such as whether the person
is the primary earner, the type of economic family the person resides in, and whether the
economic family income is less than the relevant “Low Income Cut-offs.” 72
3.3 Profile of Low Pay and Job Stability Dimensions of Economic
Vulnerability in Canada in 2000
This section presents a general portrait of low pay in the working population based on aggregate
measures of the headcount ratio and the average normalized poverty gap. Results are presented
in Table 3. These results for the general working population also serve the purpose of providing
a benchmark for considering the detailed analysis that follows.
The proportion of all individuals (economic families) in the population with some paid
employment during the year 2000 and with earnings below the low pay line was 34 (16.1)
percent; 32.1 (13.6) percent had individual (family) market incomes below the low pay line,
while 28 (8.9) percent had before-tax total income below the low pay line. A key dimension of
economic vulnerability is the average normalized vulnerability gap, which is a measure of the
“depth” of low pay. The results for this measure indicate that the percentage shortfall (the
average distance below the low pay line as a proportion of the low pay line earnings (or income))
was larger for individual earnings, market income, and individual before-tax total income,
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72

The SLID excludes the Yukon and Northwest Territories, the military and residents of institutions (e.g., for long
term health care or seniors or corrections) and reserves.
Individuals excluded from the analysis include: the long-term disabled, unpaid family workers, people not
working at all in the reference year (e.g., those unemployed all year), and records for which there is an unknown
job or person id in 2000.
This information is included in the person file.
This information can be linked to the person record. The relevant LICO’s are before-tax and are adjusted for
the size of the economic family and region.
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relative to economic family earnings, market income, or before-tax total income. For individuals,
the low-pay group had earnings on average that were 18 percent below the LICO threshold.
Table 3 – Low Pay Measures for Employed Individuals, 2000

Ind. Earnings
Ind. Market Income
Ind. Before-Tax Total Income
EF Earnings
EF Market Income
EF Before-Tax Total Income

Headcount Ratio

Average Normalized
Vulnerability (Low Pay) Gap

0.33955
0.32091
0.27931
0.16136
0.13596
0.08917

0.18325
0.16613
0.13484
0.07538
0.05921
0.03175

For individuals, the proportions below the low pay line and the depth of vulnerability are quite
high, as expected, because the two measures apply to all individuals employed in any work
arrangement and for any number of hours during the year; that is, either employees or the selfemployed that work full-year full-time, or full-year part-time, or part-year full-time, or part-year
part-time. In addition, the family context is not factored into these measures. The economic
family concept, on the other hand, does factor in the context of family earnings or income.73 As a
result, for example, an individual working part-time and part-year, who on their own would earn
less than the low pay line, but who is a member of an economic family with two earners, where
the other earner is above the low pay line (e.g., who works full-time and full-year), would be
associated with family earnings above the low pay line. The results for economic family clearly
indicate that both the breadth and depth of vulnerability is lower when families are considered.
As noted previously, the issue of measuring the degree of low pay (as a key dimension of
economic vulnerability) of individuals independent of the family, as opposed to in the context of
the family, is an important one. The main focus is on workers’ low pay defined in terms of their
own, independent labour market and employment experience. Individuals who are defined as
having low pay when considered on their own may have that low pay mitigated by being
embedded in a larger family unit with a higher level of economic welfare than that individual has
on their own. I separate the two and focus the analysis on individuals because of the changing
nature of family units, the higher degree of instability of family units today relative to several
decades ago, and because I explicitly wish to assess how individuals fare in the labour market, in
their own right. Having adopted this focus, I also include full results for economic families for
purposes of completeness and comparison.74
In the remainder of this section, I focus on particular sub-groups of the population in order to
draw out a profile of low pay (as a key dimension of economic vulnerability) by key
73

74
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The family concept refers to two or more persons and uses the major earner in the family unit as the reference
person.
The full detailed results are available as Tables upon request. Since the discussion concentrates on only one
segment of these complete results, I emphasize that the detailed portrait of vulnerability may be derived from
the Tables.
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characteristics. The main characteristics across which I examine the breadth and depth of low
pay include employment status (employed versus all self-employed) and various dimensions of
job stability (including full-year full-time, full-year part-time, part-year full-time, and part-year,
part-time). I also analyze low pay across key socio-demographic characteristics, including family
type, sex, age, and education). Since nonstandard employment, for example, is more prevalent in
some industries than in others, I also compare the broad private and public sectors;75 and I
consider low pay in terms of location in rural versus urban areas of different sizes. The union
status of workers is a major determinant of workers’ wages and benefits, so I consider low pay
among unionized and nonunionized workers separately, as well.
I then examine vulnerability measures for workers in voluntary and involuntary part-time
employment, respectively. Finally, I consider workers’ vulnerability among those with pensions
and those without. While the SLID does not provide information on a full range of benefits, the
availability of pensions may be correlated with the availability of other benefits. So I expect to
gain some insight into workers’ vulnerability based upon benefit availability.
“Individual Earnings” and “Economic Family Earnings” Among the Employed
and Self Employed

Considering individual earnings, for each category of job stability, except part-year part-time, both
the breadth and depth of vulnerability is greater among the self-employed (see Figure 9a). For
example, among full-year, full-time workers, the incidence of low earnings for the self-employed is
42 percent, compared to 11 percent for employees. Looking across categories, for both employees
and the self-employed, the breadth of vulnerability is greatest among those employed part-time –
whether full-year (at about 70 percent) or part-year (at about 80-90 percent).
Figure 9a Indiv idual Earnings: He adcount Ratio
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Since we analyze the headcount ratio and other measures of vulnerability across a number of key dimensions,
such as job stability and employment status, we could not reliably disaggregate further by detailed industry.
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The results for the depth of vulnerability are similar, with the percentage shortfall being largest
among part-time workers employed full-year (at 35 to 50 percent) and part-time workers
employed part-year (at around 65 percent). Note that the depth of vulnerability appears to be
much greater among the self-employed for each category of job stability except part-year parttime workers. The difference between employees and the self-employed in the depth of
vulnerability is largest among full-year full-time workers (see Figure 9b).
Figure 9b Individual Earnings: Average Normalized Vulnerability Gap
1

Employee
Self-Employed

0.9

0.8

Percentage Shortfall

0.7

0.6

0.5

0.4

0.3

0.2

0.1

0
Full-Year, Full-Time

Full-Year, Part-Time

Part-Year, Full-Time

Part-Year, Part-Time

Part & Full, Year & Time

Job Stability

The same patterns of results for the breadth and depth of vulnerability for employees and the
self-employed, across categories of job stability, emerge when one considers individual market
income (see Figures 9c and 9d), and individual, before-tax, total income (see Figures 9e and 9f).
The key difference, moving from earnings to market income to total income, is that the depth and
breadth of vulnerability is lower for any given category of job stability; this is expected because
the earnings/income measures broaden.

30
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Figure 9c Individual M arke t Income: Headcount Ratio
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Figure 9d Individual M arket Income: Vulnerability Gap
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Figure 9e Individual Be fore-Tax Total Income : He adount Ratio
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Figure 9f Individual Before-Tax Total Income: Vulne rability Gap
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The corresponding results for each of economic family earnings, market income, and before-tax
family income, are presented in Figures 10a and 10b, Figures 10c and 10d and Figures 10e and
10f, respectively. For each, both the breadth and depth of vulnerability are considerably lower
when families are compared with individuals. This outcome is expected because the economic
family concept factors in the context of family earnings (income), that is, the economic wellbeing of the entire economic family, in determining the breadth and depth of vulnerability. One
major difference arising in this set of results, however, is that, unlike the results for individuals,
the breadth and depth of vulnerability is higher among the self-employed, compared to those
employed part-year part-time.
Figure 10a Economic Family Earnings: Headcount Ratio
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Figure 10b Economic Family Earnings: Vulnerability Gap
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Figure 10c Economic Family M arket Income: Headcount Ratio
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Figure 10d Economic Family M arket Income: Vulnerability Gap
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Figure 10e Economic Family Bifore-Tax Total Family Income: Headcount Ratio
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Figure 10f Economic Family Before-Tax Total Family Income
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Since I focus on annual earnings in this analysis, I expect the degree of vulnerability to be higher
for those individuals working part-year, relative to those employed on a full-year basis, all else
being equal. Therefore, in subsequent sections, I concentrate on the results for individuals who
are employed full-year.76
Individual Earnings By “Economic Family Earner” Status and By Family Type

I expect that whether workers are primary or secondary earners within a family unit, as well as
whether they work full-time or part-time, would play a role in whether they are low paid. Figures
11a and 11b present the headcount ratios and vulnerability gaps, respectively, for major, and
non-major, earner status in the family, for employees as well as self-employed workers, by fulltime or part-time status..
When one considers the economic family unit, one earner will be the “major earner”, while any
other worker in the family unit who earns less will be a non-major family earner. I expect
workers who are not the major family earner are more likely to be vulnerable – especially when
this is combined with self-employment and part-time status. Specifically, I find:
•

76
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Both the breadth and depth of vulnerability is high for self-employed workers who are
not the major family earner, including the self-employed working full-year full-time (see
Figures 11a and 11b).

Detailed results for all job stability categories, including individuals employed part-year as either employees or
self-employed workers, are available from the author upon request.
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•

For part-time workers, the breadth and depth of vulnerability among self-employed
workers who are major family earners is less than the vulnerability among workers who
are not major family earners.

•

For part-time workers, and among the workers who are not the major family earner,
whereas the breadth of vulnerability among employees and the self-employed is similar
(Figure 11a), the depth of vulnerability is less among employees relative to the selfemployed (Figure 11b).
Figure 11a Indiv idual Earnings, Family Earne r Status By Employme nt Status: He adcount
Ratio
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Figure 11b Indiv idual Earnings, Family Earne r Status By Employme nt Status: Vulne rability
Gap
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Individual Earnings By Sex Among the Employed and Self Employed, and by Age
and Education

A workers’ employment arrangement can be a key labour market factor determining their
vulnerability. Perhaps chief among such arrangements is nonstandard work – and the research
evidence suggests that nonstandard work has significant gender, age and education dimensions.
I, therefore, consider the extent of vulnerability among employees and the self employed across
job stability categories by sex (Figures 12a and 12b), age (Figures 13a and 13b) and education
(Figures 14a and 14b).
Among full-time, full-year employees, the incidence of low earnings was 16 percent for women,
compared to 7 percent for men. Looking again at full-time, full-year workers, both male and
female self-employed workers have much greater breadth and depth of vulnerability than their
same sex employee counterparts. For full-year, part-time workers, the breadth of vulnerability is
higher among males when looking at employees, but is about the same for both genders among
the self-employed.
Figure 12a Individual Earnings of Males and Females By Employment Status and Stability:
Headcount Ratio
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Figure 12b Individual Earnings of M ales and Females By Employment Status and Stability:
Vulnerability Gap
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Whether one considers the breadth or depth of vulnerability, workers in the youngest age
category experience substantially higher vulnerability relative to the two older age groups
(Figures 13a and 13b). The proportion of full-year, full-time workers aged 16-24 who have low
earnings is 38 percent, and the greatest vulnerability among the young falls on part-time workers.
Figure 13a Indiv idual Earne r, Age : He adcount Ratio
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Figure 13b Indiv idual Earnings, Age : Vulne rability Gap
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Workers in the oldest age group (65+) experience a greater breadth of vulnerability among fullyear full-time workers and greater depth of vulnerability among full-year-part-time workers
when compared to those in the prime age/mature group (25-64),.
•

The results for education are also revealing (Figures 14a and 14b). As expected, workers
having post-secondary education exhibit lower vulnerability measures compared to
workers with a high school level of education. About 18 percent of full-year, full-time
employees who did not graduate from high school had low earnings in 2000, while, for
those with a university degree, the figure is only 4 percent. But part-time workers fare
much less well, relatively, across all education levels.
Figure 14a Indiv idual Earnings, Education: He adcount Ratio
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Figure 14b individual Earnings, Education: Vulnerability Gap
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Individual Earnings By Sector and Urban Location

Employment in different industries, or sectors, and in rural compared to urban locations, may be
associated with different degrees of economic vulnerability. Comparing the private and public
sectors, as expected, the degree of vulnerability is consistently less in the public sector (Figures
15a and 15b). Comparing employees and the self-employed within the private sector, relative
vulnerability for part-time workers varies depending upon whether one considers the breadth or
depth of vulnerability: Full-year, part-time employees have greater breadth of vulnerability than
the self-employed (Figure 15a), but the self-employed have a greater depth of vulnerability
(Figure 15b).
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Figure 15a Indiv idual Earnings By Se ctor and Employme nt Status: He adcount Ratio
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Figure 15b Indiv idual Earnings By Se ctor and Employme nt Status: Vulne rability Gap
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There are also differences in vulnerability across rural-urban locations. The headcount ratios for
rural as compared to urban areas of increasing size are provided in Figure 16a, for individual
earnings, and in Figure 16b, for economic family earnings. The corresponding results for the
vulnerability gaps are presented in Figures 16c and 16d, respectively. Some of the main results:
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first, within both urban and rural areas, the part-time group displays a substantially higher
vulnerability indicator relative to full-time workers; second, vulnerability of part-time workers
varies little across urban locations of different sizes.
Figure 16a Indiv idual Earnings, Rural-Urban: He adcount Ratio
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Figure 16b Economic Family Earnings, Rural-Urban: Headcount Ratio
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Figure 16c Indiv idual Earnings, Rural-Urban: Vulnerability Gap
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Figure 16d Economic Family Earnings, Rural-Urban: Vulnerability Gap
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As expected, the extent of vulnerability is far lower when one considers family earnings (Figures
16b and 16d); one notable difference in these results is that, while the part-time workers still
have the largest headcount ratio and percentage shortfall as a group, the relative difference
compared to full-time workers is much smaller. This result again points to the importance of the
fact that workers with these types of employment relationships appear to be embedded in
families that have a much less economically vulnerable worker as the primary earner.
Individual Earnings By Union Status Among Employees

Unionized workers, on average, benefit from both wage and benefit premiums. However, while
the union wage premium, for example, has been, on average and over time, in the range of 10-12
percent in Canada, it does vary considerably by industry, occupation, and other workplace
characteristics.77 I also expect that unions will particularly benefit organized workers at the lower
end of the earnings distribution.78 In particular, we know that union density, as well as union’s
ability to confer a wage premium, may also vary by the employment characteristics of workers.
Therefore, I expect that unionization would tend to reduce the vulnerability of workers, but that
its ability to do so will vary according to the type of employment arrangement. The results
indicate that, relative to unionized workers, a much higher proportion of non-union workers are
vulnerable, and that the depth of their vulnerability is also greater (refer to Figures 17a and 17b).
Figure 17a Individual Earnings By Union Status and Stability: Headcount Ratio
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See Verma and Fang (2002), for example.
See Chaykowski and Slotsve (2002).
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Figure 17b Indiv idual Earnings By Union Status and Stability: Vulne rability Gap
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Individual Earnings Among the Part-time and by Pension Availability

One of the commonalities in the above results is that part-time workers tend to display higher
vulnerability. I present results for individual earnings for the breadth and depth of vulnerability,
in Figures 18a and 18b, respectively, workers employed full-year and who are part-time, either
voluntarily or involuntarily. Similar results for economic family earnings are presented in
Figures 18c and 18d, respectively.
Figure 18a Indiv idual Earnings Voluntary Part-time : He adcount Ratio
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Figure 18b: Individual Earnings Part-time: Vulnerability Gap
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Figure 18c Economc Family Earnings, Part-time:Headcount Ratio
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Figure 18d Economic Family Earnings: Vulnerability Gap
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Considering part-time full-year workers as a group, the depth of vulnerability of those working
part-time involuntarily displays little difference from those working part-time voluntarily. There
are some differences between the involuntarily and voluntarily employed when one examines
family earnings – in this case the vulnerability is slightly greater among the involuntarily parttime employed.
Finally, I consider vulnerability among workers with and without pension plans (see Figures 19a
and 19b). While I do not have SLID data on the availability of a full range of benefits, I do
expect pension availability to be positively correlated with both a range of other benefits as well
as high wages – in essence, with “good jobs.” Both the breadth and depth of vulnerability are
greater among workers without pension plans; and part-time workers without pensions have the
greatest vulnerability.
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Figure 19a Individual Earnings By Pension Availability: Headount Ratio
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Figure 19b Individual Earnings By Pension Availability: Vulnerabilty Gap
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3.4 Key Results for Worker Vulnerability in 2000
I have been mainly concerned with individual eanings because I wish to focus on individuals’
own independent labour market experience. The results clearly indicate, however, that both the
breadth and depth of vulnerability is lower when families are considered.79 Some of the main
detailed results for individual earnings include:
•

For both employees and the self-employed, the breadth of vulnerability is greatest among
those employed part-time – whether full-year or part-year.

•

The results for the depth of vulnerability indicate it is greatest among part-time workers.

•

The depth of vulnerability appears to be much greater among the self-employed for each
category of job stability except part-year part-time workers.

•

Lone parents (as a group) seem to experience slightly greater vulnerability than workers
associated with any other major family type.

•

Vulnerability is greater among females, relative to males, for employees and the selfemployed, respectively.

•

Whether one considers the breadth or depth of vulnerability, workers in the youngest age
category experience substantially higher vulnerability relative to those in older age
groups.

•

The degree of vulnerability is consistently less in the public sector, across job stability
categories.

•

Relative to unionized workers, a much higher proportion of non-union employees are
vulnerable, and the depth of their vulnerability is also greater; this result holds across all
job stability categories.

•

Considering part-time full-year workers as a group, the vulnerability of those working
part-time involuntarily displays little difference from those working part-time voluntarily.
(The same holds for part-time part-year workers as a group.)

The overall results clearly suggest that a worker’s work arrangement (given by the job stability
category, or whether they are self-employed) considerably affects their vulnerability. Both selfemployed and part-time workers are especially vulnerable, and the combination of the two can
lead to particularly high degrees of vulnerability. Even so, the degree of vulnerability can vary
according to worker characteristics and circumstances.

79
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On the other hand, in families, both the breadth and depth of vulnerability is high across job stability categories
for self-employed workers who are not the major family earner, including the self-employed who are working
full-year full-time.
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4.

Main Conclusions and Policy Challenges

The main focus of this analysis has been on workers’ vulnerability arising from their economic
experience in the labour market. Both outcomes and institutional arrangements in the labour
market can give rise to economic vulnerability. The main economic outcomes considered here
are wages and earnings and access to various benefits. Employment arrangements are a second
element of labour market outcomes that can affect economic vulnerability. The main
arrangements thought responsible for vulnerability fall under the broad heading of non-standard
employment. The analysis concentrated, however, on two of the main categories of non-standard
workers: part-time workers and the self-employed. Institutional arrangements are another
element of labour markets that can affect workers’ economic vulnerability. Therefore, the degree
of labour market and workplace protections provided by union representation and labour
standards, respectively, are also considered.
The segment of the labour force that may be characterized as economically vulnerable is sizeable
and, based upon a review of broader indicators, appears not to be declining in size. In particular,
an analysis of part-time and self-employed workers suggests that a substantial proportion of them
have labour market and employment characteristics associated with economic vulnerability.
The results of the empirical analysis for 2000 suggest that non-standard employment status
(especially part-time and self-employed) and job instability (e.g., part-year and part-time, or full
year and part-time) are key determinants of the degree of economic vulnerability experienced by
workers.
•

The proportion of all individuals with some paid employment in 2000, that had low
earnings (below-LICO) was 34 percent. On average, the low-earnings group fell 18
percent below the LICO threshold.

•

The self-employed experience a much greater incidence of low earnings than do
employees. For example, the proportion of full-year, full-time (FYFT), self-employed
workers with low earnings was 42 percent, compared to 11 percent for FYFT employees.

•

The incidence and extent of low earnings is greater among those employed part-time
(compared to full-time);

•

Workers with limited job stability (i.e., part-time part-year workers) have substantially
higher incidence and extent of low earnings;

Economic vulnerability is also a function of a range of characteristics:
•

Low earnings are much more prevalent among women (16 percent for FYFT employees)
than men (7 percent).

•

As one would expect, the incidence of low earnings is relatively high for young workers
(aged 16-24). For FYFT employees in this age group, the rate is 38 percent.
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•

Education matters. About 18 percent of FYFT employees who did not graduate from high
school had low earnings in 2000. For those with a university degree, the figure is only 4
percent.

•

A much smaller proportion of unionized workers experience low earnings and, on
average, the low-earnings group falls less far below the LICO threshold.

The empirical results suggest that a large segment of non-standard workers, namely, part-time
and self-employed workers, have a number of the characteristics that, taken together, are often
associated with labour market vulnerability. On the other hand, not all non-standard workers are
vulnerable; nor are all non-standard workers vulnerable across all of the individual dimensions in
which vulnerability can arise.
The results also suggest that workers may have a variety of characteristics that are, in their own
right, often associated with some dimension of economic vulnerability but which, when taken
concurrently, substantially increase the likelihood of a worker experiencing a significant degree
of economic vulnerability. Workers who have low wages or earnings, independent of their
employment status are often associated with economic vulnerability. Non-standard workers,
especially part-time and self-employed workers whose employment may be characterized by a
high degree of risk or uncertainty, may be vulnerable in terms of the degree of their “job
instability.” Thus, nonstandard workers displaying some combination of low wages, few
benefits, a higher risk of employment instability (relative to workers employed in standard, fulltime jobs) and limited unionization or coverage by labour standards are expected to experience a
greater incidence of economic vulnerability.
The disadvantaged economic position of vulnerable workers, arising from their low pay,
relatively high risk in the labour market, and limited workplace protections, means that they are
also among the least able to influence their employment conditions. Moreover, while they are
perhaps the most in need of coverage under current policy frameworks, many appear to be
employed outside the reach of the very policies that should provide them with support and
protections. For example, one of the important features of non-standard employment is the wide
variety of employment modes and combinations of contract characteristics. Non-standard
workers are now found in some combination of full-time, part-time, self-employment,
permanent, or temporary arrangements; in addition, the rise of temporary help agencies has
obscured the employer-employee relationship. The increased complexity of employment
relationships contributes to the fact that non-standard workers often fall outside the scope of
standard labour policy and legislation.
Given the sizeable proportion of vulnerable workers in the labour market, and the transformation
of workplaces and employment relationships, one policy challenge is to consider what options
exist for extending existing policy coverage to vulnerable workers. Another is to consider what
new “platforms” may be suitable to enhance workers’ access to employment rights and
benefits.80 This would require a fundamental reconsideration of current approaches to labour
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policy. Several possible options for policy reform are considered in depth by Vallée (2005).81
Vallée (2005) reflects on two broad approaches that would provide vulnerable workers with
access to rights and benefits. The first is a model based on citizenship. Hence, it tends to be more
universal in scope and is perhaps most approporiate for providing broad programs or benefits
(e.g., training or benefits). A second model focuses on employment, or work. Vallée considers
four different platforms that relate to employment and work, including reforms to current labour
law, defining fundamental rights for workers (as human rights), providing rights to individuals
regardless of whether their work is paid employment, and improving access to collective
representation. Some of these represent significant departures from the current labour policy
models.
The traditional model for providing worker representation and security is a combination of
employment standards and collective bargaining rights. Union representation in the private sector
has eroded, while public sector collective bargaining has been severely constrained. Most lowwage and non-standard workers are non-unionized, resulting in a “representation gap” for these
workers that labour policy has yet to fill. There is, therefore, growing concern about the
implications of the recent decline in union coverage in the Canadian private sector for the ability
of the labour relations regime to provide effective coverage for vulnerable workers.
One policy option is to strengthen the existing labour relations policy framework to facilitate the
extension of union coverage, especially to vulnerable workers. The extent of union
representation is, however, a function of several factors, including the interest of vulnerable
workers in union representation, the interest of unions in organizing vulnerable workers, and the
extent to which the labour relations legislative framework does, or does not, facilitate the
organization of vulnerable workers. Another option is to provide some impetus for non-union
forms of employee representation that complement the traditional collective bargaining system.
For example, other forms of employee representation (such as associations based on occupation,
profession, or “craft”) could serve as a vehicle for providing benefits to non-standard workers.82
Labour policy has yet to move substantively in this direction.
Legislative coverage of employees by employment standards – a worker “security“ dimension –
is already high across jurisdictions, at least by historical standards. But here, too, there exist
reasons for concern. First, there are unanswered questions as to the extent to which existing
labour standards are adequately enforced. The persistence and prevalence of child labour and
sweatshops – two of the most severe examples of illegal labour practices – appears to be poorly
documented in Canada. But they do exist in most (advanced industrialized) countries, and this
highlights the broader issues of the adequacy of current resources devoted to enforcement and
the effectiveness of current approaches to enforcement. In practice, this is an important policy
issue vis à vis economically vulnerable workers. This is especially so because we expect the
highest incidence of violations of labour standards among them, and because they are, by
definition, among the least able to defend their own rights.
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Vallée (2005) considers, in depth, various possible fundamental models that would provide workers with access
to rights and benefits.
Taras (2002) provides a thorough discussion of the need to consider looking beyond traditional unionism for
other approaches to providing employee representation in the workplace.
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Second, the coverage of non-standard workers, especially the self-employed, by various labour
standards is less than that of the regular permanent workforce because many standards are, de
facto, tied to workplaces. But much of non-standard work is not spatially tied to workplaces in
conventional ways. Consequently, many non-standard workers fall outside the scope of
conventional labour policies.
Finally, there is little extant research on the direct effects of globalization on vulnerable workers.
Certainly, economic globalization has implications for economic outcomes, such as the extent of
economic inequality in the labour market, (un)employment in sectors that are more directly
exposed to trade, and the skill requirements in the economy. Another concern has been the
possible influence of economic integration on national economic and social policies. Ehrenberg
(1994) has noted that one of the main impacts will be on the “cost” of being different in terms of
the types of policies that Canada pursues. This argument is especially relevant if one considers
policies that are directly aimed at assisting vulnerable workers who are at the lower end of the
earnings distribution. Policies that have primarily equity objectives, with few or no “efficiency
feedback” effects, will be costly in the face of strong market forces: 83
Concern over the willingness of countries to establish and maintain labour
regulations that have an equity-oriented rationale to assist the disadvantaged is
especially large when those regulations do not have positive efficiency enhancing
feedback effects. If they have positive feedback effects (e.g., the regulation
reduces resistance to otherwise efficient change) then they can survive. But if they
are purely equity oriented, then their survival may be in jeopardy even if they are
valued by society... [globalization] inhibits governments from establishing
policies that do not have an economic efficiency rationale, but which may exist
for purely equity-oriented purposes or to provide what are perceived as
fundamental rights.
Traditional labour policies, crafted in an era in which the globalization of markets had not yet
evolved, may come under intense pressure in the era of globalization. Most labour standards are
products of national policy regimes and are therefore enforced within national jurisdictions.
Some observers are concerned that the forces of globalization may create incentives for firms to
seek out less costly labour policy regimes, or to “regime shop”, which may create pressures on
countries to reduce labour standards. Alternatively, globalization may limit the capacity of nation
states to give effect to their desired labour policy regimes.84 Current approaches to addressing
labour standards issues across national boundaries, such as through the mechanisms of the
International Labour Organization, or through labour side accords to international trade
agreements, may have to be carefully re-examined with a view to assessing their potential for
providing effective protections for economically vulnerable workers.
Rising international competition, the internationalization of production, and the globalization of
product and capital markets have also placed new pressures on trade unions as well. This will
likely make the policy option of strengthening collective bargaining difficult at the same time as
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See the discussion by Chaykowski and Gunderson (2002; 2001), and the references therein.
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it heightens the need to consider the importance of providing workers with workplace
representation.
Taken together, the results of this review suggest that a number of characteristics of workers and
their employment arrangements can intersect to give rise to economic vulnerability. Many nonstandard workers experience economic vulnerability. Both part-time and self-employed workers
have, on average, a greater incidence of low earnings and they may also be at risk on account of
limited coverage by unions or employment standards. Workers’ job stability matters. Individuals
who only work part-year, for example, also tend to have a greater incidence of low earnings.
Young workers, and workers with low levels of education, are also subject to low pay. Since
women comprise a sizeable component of non-standard work, vulnerability in the labour market
exhibits significant gender dimensions. Consequently, vulnerability issues intersect with existing
policies in the labour market and in workplaces. It is clear that many workers are vulnerable, and
that our current policy regimes are inadequate to help them improve their conditions of work.
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