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The authors examine three phases in the unionization process among
Imperial Oil Limited employees in Canada who, in 1993, decided to
withdraw from a long-standing nonunion employee representation plan:
the conditions leading to the propensity to unionize; the transformation
into a bargaining unit; and post-certification behaviors and practices.
The unionization process in this case study differed from that suggested
by literature based on unionization among workers without a previous
history of collective representation. In the pre-campaign phase, work-
ers experienced a significant loss of perceived power due to changes in
company practices and managerial style. Elected worker delegates to
the nonunion representation plan spearheaded the union campaign.
The union organizing phase allowed the company multiple opportuni-
ties for redress without unionization. Subsequent union attachment was
diminished by continuing loyalty to aspects of the old system.

M ost research by industrial relations
scholars focuses on unionized

worksites and assumes that unionization
introduces workers to collective action for
the first time. Many of the workers whom
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industrial relations scholars treat as "un-
represented," however, participate in vari-
ous employee representation plans. Such
plans are common in Canada, which has
few legal restrictions on nonunion
worksite governance schemes. In the
United States, by contrast, legal impedi-
ments to nonunion plans are substantial,
and are one subject of a fierce debate
over the continuing relevance of the
Wagner Act model.

We examine a Canadian formal non-
union employee representation plan at
Imperial Oil, the Joint Industrial Council
QIC), with particular emphasis on the fac-
tors affecting the ability of workers to exer-
cise their choice to withdraw from the non-
union plan in favor of joining a union. In
1993, employees at Imperial Oil's billion-
dollar Norman Wells gas plant and refinery
chose to end over 20 years of participation
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in the formal nonunion JIC, to become
Local 777 of the Chemical, Energy, and
Paperworkers Union (CEP), the seventh
largest union in Canada. We describe events
at Norman Wells before, during, and after
certification. We investigate the condi-
tions that led to a propensity to unionize;
the unionization process; and the post-cer-
tification behaviors, worksite practices,
negotiation techniques, and local leader-
ship issues that might distinguish this case
from a case in which there is a transition
from a true representational "greenfieid"
site to unionization. We explore the litera-
ture on why workers unionize, with particu-
lar emphasis on the factors involved when
workers have prior experience with non-
union forms of representation.

Nonunion Plans:
Definition, Status, and Significance

Formal nonunion employee representa-
tion plans, also popularly (though inaccu-
rately) known as company unions,' are rou-
tinized forums in which nonunion employ-
ees meet with management to discuss issues
pertaining to the terms and conditions of
employment, at either the plant or enter-
prise level. Historically, nonunion repre-
sentation involved three themes: efficient
production and quality improvements;
workplace democracy and representation;
and removal of incentives for workers to
join trade unions (Nelson [1989, 1982]
cites similar though not identical themes).
Examples of these nonunion plans range
from very structured models such as the JIC
and the Assembly plan, which involve regu-
lar meetings of elected worker delegates
and management (Litchfield 1946; Leitch

'These plans are recognized neither in Canada
nor in the United States as unions per se and are not
protected by prevailing labor laws. Such company
plans are prohibited since they involve employer
domination, interference, and participation. They
cannot be certified as exclusive bargaining agents for
employees. We avoid the term "company union"
because it gives the misleading impression that a
management-dominated union can legally exist.

1919), to less formal arrangements such as
a Town Hall or Forum at which all employ-
ees meet with their supervisors on an ad hoc
basis.

The ability of workers to seek lawful non-
union collective representation, and the
capacity of companies to operate such or-
ganizations, are severely curtailed in the
United States. In particular, nonunion
forums that require elected worker del-
egates who convey the sentiments of their
constituents were outlawed by the Wagner
Act.̂  Thus, in the United States, most
discussions of employee involvement cur-
rently deal with direct shopfioor systems of
engagement in which workers themselves
participate in autonomous or semi-autono-
mous team approaches, continuous im-
provement initiatives, or total quality man-
agement techniques. Such participation
has been described as vital to the creation
of high performance workplaces (Levine
and Tyson 1990; Appelbaum and Batt 1994),
and also may be used to inhibit unioniza-
tion (Kochan, McKersie, and Chalykoff
1986). Using the distinction developed by
Pateman (1970), we view the JIC as an
indirectform of participation whereby work-
ers forward their sentiments to manage-
ment using other workers as agents. Thus,
in this article we focus on nonunion repre-
sentation plans rather than the gamut of
practices used at the shop-floor level under
the broader rubric of employee involve-
ment.

A serious obstacle to research on formal
indirect nonunion governance schemes in

^Section 2(5) of the NLRA, used in tandem with
Section 8(a)2, has the effect of quashing most com-
pany-initiated forms of nonunion representation.
Section 2(5) defines "labor organization" as "any
organization of any kind, or any agency or employee
representation committee or plan, in which employ-
ees participate and which exists for the purpose, in
whole or in part, of dealing with employers concern-
ing grievances, labor disputes, wages, rates of pay,
hours of employment, or conditions of work." Sec-
tion 8(a)2 makes it an unfair labor practice for an
employer to "dominate or interfere with the forma-
tion or administration of any labor organization or to
contribute financial or other support to it."
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the United States has been the assumption
that they were eradicated in the wake of the
Wagner Act. Most studies of nonunion
representation describe company plans that
were abandoned (for example, Brody 1964;
Calder 1924; Douglas 1926; Dunn 1927;
Peis 1928; French 1923; Gitelman 1988;
jacoby 1985; La Dame 1930; Leitch 1919;
Ozanne 1967; Selekman 1924; Selekman
and Van Kleeck 1924; Smith 1960). They
are often treated as historic relics of a by-
gone era by contemporary scholars (for
example, Nelson 1993), despite growing
evidence that a number of companies are
defying the law and operating nonunion
plans (Kaufman et al. 1997).

In Canada, by contrast, nonunion plans
continue to be lawful.' Many Canadian
plans result in the drawing up of worker-
management agreements that strongly re-
semble collective agreements in the union-
ized sector.^ These nonunion agreements
technically are individual contracts of em-
ployment that are applied collectively.
Canada's nonunion plans exist outside the
purview of collective bargaining laws.''

'Explanations for the departure of Canadian labor
laws from the American Wagner Act model are pre-
sented in Taras (1997a), based on primary archival
research through the 1940s during which Canada's
national labor law (PC 1003) was drafted.

•"See, for example, Imperial Oil's "Joint Agree-
tinent Between Imperial Oil Resources Limited and
Monthly Wage Employees of Production Operations."
January 1995, and the preceding Imperial Oil agree-
ments housed in the Alberta Provincial Archives,
Edmonton, in the Energy and Chemical Workers
Union (ECWU) collection. Petro-Canada's nonunion
agreement for its Employee-Management Advisory
Committees is contained in a booklet entitled "Infor-
mation Booklet for the Employees of the Production
Division of Petro-Canada Resources." Nonunion
agreements contain sections describing the plan's
mission, the rates of pay, hours of work, overtime and
premium pay, vacations, employment decisions (pro-
motions, transfers, layoffs, and the specification of
the impact of seniority), and a grievance procedure
(usually in-house rather than third party).

^The technicalities of the differences between
Canadian andAmericantreatmentof nonunion plans
are beyond the scope of this paper. Suffice it to say
here tliat in most Canadian jurisdictions the defini-
tion of labor organizations rests on demonstration of
trade union status, structures, and duties (constitu-
tion, collection of dues, bargaining intent, and so

According to a recent survey by Meltz
and Lipset (1997), almost 20% of Canadian
workers participate in nonunion forms of
employee representation. Slightly over one-
third of petroleum's "blue-collar" workers
belong to the types of nonunion plans that
would be considered an unfair labor prac-
tice in the United States (Taras and Ponak
1999). We have evidence of modern com-
pany plans in the telecommunications in-
dustry, heavy metals processing, chemical
plants, a municipality, and the Royal Cana-
dian Mounted Police. Formal "association-
consultation" mechanisms similar to the
British Whitley Councils were practiced with
considerable vigor until 1967, when fed-
eral public sector employees were given the
right to unionize (Ponak 1982; Taras
1997a). Thus, Canada is an attractive site
for systematic research on formal nonunion
representation plans.

Effects of Nonunion Representation
Plans on the Propensity to Unionize

A "bewildering" variety of theoretical
frameworks have been developed to ex-
plain why workers join unions (Wheeler
and McClendon 1991:50). Common to
these studies are three assumptions. First is
the notion that the decision to unionize is
the "first behavioral gesture in the process
of attachment to a labor organization"
(Barling, Fullagar, and Kelloway 1992:30;
Wheeler and McClendon 1991:48). How-
ever, two common phenomena challenge
this assumption: raids, in which inter-union
rivalry leads to workers voting on whether
to switch from one union organization to
another; and nonunion representation
plans, through which workers have achieved
some familiarity with the terrain of repre-
sentation, negotiation, and meeting and

on), rather than on functions. Canadian laws tend to
treat trade unions and labor organizations as synony-
mous. Unless a charge is made that a nonunion plan
is evidence of anti-union animus, it is unlikely to
attract the attention of Canadian labor boards. By
contrast, the U.S. Section 2(5)'s definition of a labor
organization is deliberately broad and encompass-
ing. (See Taras forthcoming.)
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dealing with management. The contempo-
rary empirical literature on unionization
votes is modeled exclusively on the trans-
formation from no representation to union-
ization.

The second assumption is that unioniza-
tion begins with the union's appearance at
the worksite and ends with the election
outcome. The dependent variable in most
empirical studies is the dichotomous out-
come variable "win" versus "lose." In a
departure from this tack. Barling, Fullagar,
andKelloway (1992) argued that the union-
ization process involves both the certifica-
tion phase and the period of socialization
and commitment to the new union. There
arguably is also a discrete period before the
union officially begins campaigning, which
is analogous to what political scientists have
come to call the "pre-election" phase, in
which parties jockey for position, identify
and frame issues, and begin priming the
electorate to anticipate choices. Given that
nonunion representation occurs at the pre-
election period, is a possible alternative
during an election, and may continue to
exert effects after the election, the exist-
ence of a nonunion form of collective ex-
pression may be a powerful mediator dur-
ing each of three possible phases of the
unionization process.

Third, there is a substantial literature on
union commitment that stresses dual alle-
giance, whereby workers experience con-
flicting loyalties to their union and their
employing organization (for example. Cor-
don et al. 1980; Newton and Shore 1992).
This research tends to overlook another
actor/rival in the relationship—the formal
nonunion alternative. These workers might
be balancing a in'aii of allegiances.

These three assumptions alone are suffi-
cient reason to adopt a more exploratory
and inductive approach in this study. The
existing research provides avenues for in-
vestigation. Motivating the decision to
unionize are various macro-level variables
(for example, labor market conditions, pre-
vailing wage rates, public policy, and labor
legislation), institutional context variables
(such as organization size, quality of super-
vision, proceduraljustice mechanisms, hu-

man resource policies, peer interactions,
and union and management campaigns),
and individual level variables (such as de-
mographics, personality, previous experi-
ences with or attitudes toward unions, work
beliefs, perceived infiuence, andjob dissat-
isfaction). Findings are well summarized
by Brett (1980), Heneman and Sandver
(1983), Zalesny (1985), Wheeler and
McClendon (1991), Barling, Fullagar, and
Kelloway (1992),NewtonandShore (1992),
and Kaufman (1997). Institutionalists also
have identified and explored the effects of
environmental complexity, instability, and
inconsistency (Scott 1997:116-18), though
generally not explicitly in the context of
industrial relations.

A variety of causal models have been
constructed in the North American con-
text. Wheeler and McClendon describe a
generic "Model A" initiated by an
employee's dissatisfactions, which lead to a
decision as to whether a union would assist
in their rectification. Dissatisfaction usu-
ally is associated with pay, working condi-
tions, or job characteristics (Zalesny 1985;
Youngblood et al. 1984; Premack and
Hunter 1988; Fiorito et al. 1986; Lawler
1984), although there is some evidence
that "feelings of powerlessness" or unfavor-
able sentiments toward company policy also
can initiate the process of unionization
(Bass and Mitchell 1976; Allen and Keaveny
1981; Lawler and Walker 1984; DeCotiis
and LeLouarn 1981; Zalesny 1985).
Thwarted participation in decision-making
seems to be a strong predictor of a pro-
union vote among university faculty
(Bornheimer 1985; Feuille and Blandin
1974; Hammer and Berman 1981). When
dispute resolution mechanisms break down
or become unreliable, workers turn to
unions. After detaihng the causes of dissat-
isfaction, Brett concluded that "in the end,
a decision to unionize is instrumental"
(1980:49). "Model A" is rooted in cognitive
dissonance theory, as workers use unions as
vehicles to put their expectations and
achievements in harmony and, in the pro-
cess, reduce cognitive dissonance.

The second group of studies, labeled
"Model B," do not require the presence of
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dissatisfaction. Rather, employees survey
the available alternatives and make ratio-
nal, calculative decisions to maximize util-
ity. Employees act on the belief that eco-
nomic or noneconomic improvements are
achievable. Montgomery's (1989) use of
the Fishbein and Ajzen model rests on the
instrumentality valence formulation cen-
tral to expectancy theory, supplemented by
the individual's current salient belief struc-
ture and "emotional residue" (defined as
lingering affect from earlier experiences)
(p. 267). She incorporates certain norma-
tive pressures (coming from peers, family,
and co-workers) affecting the decision to
unionize, but the model is activated by
calculations of utility rather than cognitive
dissonance.

Wheeler and McClendon propose an "in-
tegrative" theory of an individual's deci-
sion to unionize (1991, Figure 2, p. 60), in
which a gap in employees' expectations
and achievements prompts movement along
one of three paths. If there is a claw-back of
existing employee rights or privileges, em-
ployees will move along a "threat" path,
acting aggressively against the employer to
protect the status quo. If "other" factors
(which the authors leave vague) act as the
trigger, employees follow a "frustration"
path, over the course of which they attempt
to resolve their difficulties by peaceful
means. Brett (1980) found that manage-
ments' refusal to change unsatisfactory con-
ditions in response to worker complaints
incites such frustration because it ignores
the condition that led to the complaints
and also denies the legitimacy of employee
influence (1980:48). Only if the peaceful
pursuit is blocked by the employer will
employees move to more aggressive activ-
ity. The third path, which dissatisfied em-
ployees can follow at any time, is a "calcula-
tion" path in which they vote for a union;
neither frustration nor threat need be
present in this case.

The ultimate success of the union orga-
nizing effort is moderated by the existence
of inhibiting or facilitating conditions, in-
cluding the emotional state of individual
workers (Wheeler and McClendon 1991;
Kaufman 1997). The wellspring of emo-

tion, according to Wheeler and
McClendon's model, is found in the expec-
tation-achievement gap, which, whether
derived from expectancy theory or equity
theory, produces frustration and motivates
action. Thus, frustration incites a search
for a solution, but also heightens emotional
intensity, so that the rational elements of
the succeeding behavior may be mixed with
a tendency to read provocation into inci-
dents that would ordinarily be taken for
granted.

The public policy significance of deter-
mining the impact of nonunion represen-
tation on the propensity to unionize is evi-
dent in the American debate over amend-
ing NLRA Section 8(a) (2)." There are two
strongly held arguments. Americans op-
posed to further use of nonunion represen-
tation argue that formal nonunion plans
are union avoidance mechanisms, either by
intent or by effect. Workers employed by
companies with nonunion plans would be
less likely than nonrepresented workers to
assert their right to unionize, because the
perceived instrumentality of union joining
would be lowered. Nonunion plans exert
strong inhibiting effects on unionization.
They are dominated by management. Work-
ers fear reprisal for investigating unions.
Sound management practices also render
unions unattractive (Brody 1964; Dunn
1927; Harris 1977; Grenier 1988:158-84;
Kochan, McKersie, and Chalykoff 1986;
Weiler 1983; Kochan, Katz, and McKersie
1986; Lawler 1990). The AFL-CIO holds
that "The ultimate goal [of nonunion plans]
is ... to stifle legitimate worker voice arid to
stave off genuine worker organization"
(AFL-CIO, 22 Feb. 1995, p. 1).

^These two perspectives capture broadly, if crudely,
the assumptions that currently drive the debate sur-
rounding American labor law reform of Section 8 (A) 2
of the National Labor Relations Act, the proposed
TEAM Act (recently vetoed by President Clinton),
and the various interpretations of the landmark
Eleclromation and Du Pont cases (LeRoy 1996; Finkin
1994; Freedman, Hurd, Oswald, and Seeber 1994;
Commission on the Future of Worker-Management
Relations 1994),
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We know little about the validity of the
argument that nonunion plans tend to
"union-proof employees. Few studies have
examined why unions are rejected by alter-
natively represented workers. Brody(1964)
reported that despite worker dissatisfac-
tion with post-World War I wage cuts in the
American meat-packing industry, unions
were unable to woo employees, and when
wages were finally increased in the early
1930s, the nonunion representation plans
were given credit for it. Imperial Oil was
nicknamed "fortress Imperial" in union
ranks, having withstood at least six nation-
wide union organizing drives between the
mid-1940s and the early 1990s (ECWU Ar-
chives; Marshall 1961:823-24). Jacoby
(1997) examined the company union move-
ment in the context of welfare capitalism,
and demonstrated that firms having com-
prehensive programs of human relations
were able to forestall concerted union or-
ganizing.

The alternative argument is that non-
union representation provides the condi-
tions needed to usher in unions. By en-
abling workers to experience collective rep-
resentation, nonunion plans act as the thin
edge of the wedge toward certification.
Bernstein (1960:173) argued that the com-
pany union movement of the 1920s opened
the door to industrial democracy. Schact's
(1975) study of Bell Telephone workers
concluded that nonunion plans contrib-
uted to eventual industrial unionism by
erasing lines of differentiation between
workers, offering workers leadership skills,
and providing information about company
operations. Ichniowski and Zax (1990)
found that the presence of nonunion asso-
ciations was a strong predictor of the for-
mation of a bargaining unit in American
local government departments. In the op-
eration of Whitley Councils in the British
civil service. White (1933) attributed the
later vitality of British public sector union-
ism, particularly its ability to break away
from the civil service's "traditional 'caste'
system," directly to experiences gained in
participating in nonunion Whitley Coun-
cils. Canada's National Joint Council also
helped create the antecedents for union-

ism (Frankel 1962). Gullet and Gray (1976)
contacted American firms that had non-
union plans before the passage of the
Wagner Act. In four out of nine firms,
independent local unions were formed af-
ter the Wagner ban, and "union officers in
these firms were typically former employee
representatives." The other five firms went
to national unions with relatively smooth
transitions, because employees were famil-
iar with collective action. More recently,
Drago and Wooden (1991) found that for-
mal participation heightened workers' de-
sires for increased representation, while
low-level shopfioor direct participation re-
duced desire for representation. Appar-
ently, an appetite for representation may
be whetted once a threshold level of partici-
pation is reached.

The literature is rich with case studies in
which a manager's attempts to adversely al-
ter the terms and conditions of employ-
ment trigger union certification (for ex-
ample. Smith 1960:302; Walpole 1944:18).
It would seem that as long as a nonunion
plan matches or exceeds the conditions
negotiated in relevant unionized compa-
nies, the plans work well, but management
finds itself unable to force reductions with-
out risking unionization. Thus, the longev-
ity of nonunion plans is dependent on ac-
tively matching or exceeding union gains
(Ozanne 1968; Bernstein 1960:164; Taras
1994:223-52), and on the long-term prac-
tice of progressive human resource tech-
niques.

In Canada there is strong anecdotal evi-
dence that unions with organizing strate-
gies of attracting affiliation or association
agreements with nonunion plans were able
to win certifications. For example, the Oil
Chemical and Atomic Workers (later the
ECWU and then the CEP) developed guide-
lines to help with affiliations and mergers
(OCAW 1964; Basken 1998). Lynn Will-
iams, former president of the Steelworkers
and originally president of the union's Ca-
nadian district, also claims that some of the
greatest organizing victories of that union
were achieved by winning company unions
(Gershenfeld 1996). In this view, dissatis-
fied workers in nonunion plans are more
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likely than nonrepresented workers to seek
union structures because they have exist-
ing leaders and have accepted the legiti-
macy of collective action.

Research Questions and Methodology

In this study we explore (1) the identifi-
cation of the triggers to unionization
(Model A or Model B issues, or both), and
(2) an analysis of the inhibiting and facili-
tating conditions that have a moderating
effect on the instrumentality decision. The
aim is to propose some of the characteris-
tics of the unionization process model when
employees have prior experience with non-
union collective representation. A case
study cannot be the sole basis for creating a
new model of the unionization process or
of resolving the complex issues surround-
ing the company union debate. It can,
however, add nuances to an area of study
that is noteworthy for its dearth of contem-
porary evidence.

With authorization from Imperial Oil
(also known as Esso), Canada's largest inte-
grated petroleum firm and arguably North
America's most significant practitioner of
the JIC system, we have been observing a
full cycle of JIC meetings and interviewing
both management and wage-earner partici-
pants. Throughout the summer of 1995,
eighteen one- to three-hour interviews were
conducted on-site with rank-and-file work-
ers, former JIC delegates, CEP union ex-
ecutives, the CEP union organizer involved
in the certification, and managers at
Norman Wells. Elsewhere in Imperial's
network we observed higher-level JIC meet-
ings, visited six local JIC sites scattered
throughout Alberta, and interviewed over
78 Imperial Oil employees ranging from
workers through every step along the man-
agement hierarchy up to the Director of
Human Resources. AH interview respon-
dents signed informed consent forms that
promised to protect confidentiality.

We examined the written record, which
included internal Imperial Oil documents
related to theJIC, Norman Wells collective
agreements, and records of the Energy and
Chemical Workers Union (now CEP) from

1950 to 1984 (housed in the Alberta Provin-
cial Archives).

We employed the critical incident re-
search methodology to encourage specific-
ity in interview responses (Flanagan 1954).
Instead of asking, "What makes the JIC
effective/ineffective?" we asked "Can you
recall and describe an event that led you to
believe that theJIC was at the height of its
effectiveness / was least effective?" Not
only were we collecting and sorting the
feelings and perceptions of employees
about the two systems, but we also were
emphasizing the concrete events used by
workers to define such otherwise nebulous
terms as "effectiveness" and "power." By
analyzing these critical incidents, we were
able to go beyond respondents' frequently
amorphous and post hoc sentiments by
identifying the basis for their perceptions.

Norman Wells Case Study

The Joint Industrial Council

JICs made up a significant component of
the so-called company union movement in
the United States from the time of their
introduction in the Colorado.Fuel and Iron
Company in 1915 until they were outlawed
by the Wagner Act in 1935 (Citelman 1988;
King 1918:278-87; Rockefeller 1916).'JICs
consisted of selected (management) and
elected (worker) representatives in equal
numbers who met regularly on matters such
as health, sanitation, safety and accidents,
recreation, education, and conciliation.
JICs became involved in the wage and com-

'JICs, which are variously known as the "American
plan," "Rockefeller Plan," and "Standard Oil Plan,"
were invented in 1914 by a Canadian, William Lyon
Mackenzie King, acting as a consultant for the
Rockefellers. Mackenzie King later became Canada's
longest-serving prime minister. The actual plan is
filed in the National Archives of Canada, King papers.
Vol. C34: "Industrial Representation Plan ... of the
Colorado Fuel and Iron Company," # c24129, and is
reproduced in Rockefeller (1916:63-95). See the
correspondence between Mackenzie King and John
D. Rockefeller, Jr., 1-6 August 1914. (National Ar-
chives of Canada, King Papers, MG 26 J l , Vol. 24.)
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Figure 1. Imperial Oil Employee Representation Structvire.

Imperial Oil Corporate Offices

I
Products and Chemicals Division

(downstream) (Calgary)

I
CEP-certified Various nonunion District JIC

refineries forums & plans

Various Local JICs

Plant, Refineries,
Warehouses,

Retail gas outlets

Resources Division
(upstream) (Calgary)

District JIC Cold Lake Norman Wells
Forum CEP-certified (65

wage-earners)

Five Local JICs

26 operating sites 3 operating sites
(541 wage- (260 employees in

earners) total, including
wage earners)*

•It should be noted that the Cold Lake operational area's Forum differs from the JIC While the JIC is a representation
system designed for wage-earners, the Forum includes partidpation from aU employees including managerial,
professional, and technical and deals with all employees' issues. The Forum delegates attend JIC District meetings and
cooperate in JIC initiatives, but are not officially part of the JIC system.

pensation package by proffering advice and
recommendations to management.

From the mines of Colorado, the JIC
plan quickly spread throughout the
Rockefeller industrial empire, and by the
1920s it was the exemplar of nonunion
industrial relations systems in many note-
worthy American companies (Kline 1922;
Chase 1946; Marshall 1961; Gray and Cullett
1973). By the time a protesting Standard
Oil Company (New Jersey) was forced to
dismantle its JICs, the plan had spread to
the company's Canadian subsidiary. Impe-
rial Oil (now majority-owned by Exxon).
Imperial adopted the JIC in 1918, and it
continues to be the largest company to
operate this plan with vigor and commit-
ment.

The Norman Wells case is embedded
within the larger industrial relations struc-
tures at Imperial Oil.* We will describe the

'Imperial Oil operates a number of divisions, each
of which has a variety of nonunion representation

principal features of the modern JIC briefly,
as they set the institutional context. Impe-
rial Oil Operating Divisions (the Resources
Division and Products and Chemicals Divi-
sion) manage JICs and other forms of non-
union representation for their wage em-
ployees.^ JICs are the prevailing form of
representation in the upstream and exist

systems, Nonunionized representation has taken on
many forms in this company, in addition to the JIC
format. For example, the Dartmouth refinery oper-
ates an Employee Framework Committee, while the
Cold Lake site operates a Forum system, which in-
cludes representation of professional, technical, and
administrative staff. The JIC is the most pervasive
form of employee representation, but it is only one of
many permutations. There are also significant differ-
ences in plans based on business division, as a result
of the natural evolution of the nonunion plans to
meet the specific needs and work cultures that prevail
in each operating unit,

^ h e terms "wage-earners" and "wage employees"
are used to denote rank-and-file employees with hourly
wages rather than salaries.
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alongside unionized operations in the
downstream. The corporate structures are
depicted in Figure I.

The remote Norman Wells site (less than
160 km from the Arctic Circle) falls under
the purview of the Resources Division, which
is the upstream oil and gas exploration and
production arm of Imperial Oil. Prior to
1993, wage employees at Norman Wells
were part of the Production Operations
(Resource Division) JIC.

Imperial Oil's JIC is a two-tiered struc-
ture comprised of a district council and
numerous local councils. The corporate
level exists above theJIC. TheJIC oversees
the development and application of a hand-
book that closely resembles a collective
agreement, and convenes various impor-
tant committees, including an external wage
team (EWT, to monitor the competitive-
ness of wage rates) and a job evaluation
team (JET, to resolve job classification is-
sues) . Imperiai'sJIC is described in greater
detail in Taras (1997c).

In 1991 the districtJIC created its own
mission statement. At the start of each
meeting this statement is read aloud from
an enormous banner:

Our Joint Industrial Council is committed to
working together in an open and honest dia-
logue on any subject of importance to the Em-
ployees and the Company. Through trust and
cooperation we can all achieve excellence (JIC
Agreement 1995).

TheJIC is an elaborate system of employee
voice, but it has no formal bargaining rela-
tionship with management. Major deci-
sion-making remains in management's
hands. The capacity of the JIC to satisfy
worker demands rests on a complex inter-
action of management paternalism,
management's desire to forestall further
union organizing, and the ability of work-
ers to persuade management that their re-
quests have merit.

TheJIC can comment, advise, protest, or
praise, but it has no direct power to reverse
or initiate corporate decisions. Due to cost
consciousness, downsizing, restructuring,
and general retrenchrnent concerns, ten-
sions have developed between theJIC sys-

tem and the corporate level. JIC delegates
complained bitterly to us about "take backs"
in benefits and the broader uncertainties
ofjob security in the new era of corporate
control.

The Smoking Gun: What Broke
Norman Wells from the JIC

In the past, Norman Wells was a strong
presence in the JIC. In the early 1990s,
there were six JIC elected delegates who
represented the area, and one of these
delegates held the top worker role at the
districtJIC. The Norman Wells contingent
was well represented within the JET and
EWT committees, and was articulate in ex-
pressing the area's interests at the district
JIC.

Norman Wells was an unappealing site
for union organizing. It was remote (at
least 8 hours by plane from the nearest
union organizer and with minimal ameni-
ties in a town of 600), and the potential
bargaining unit was small relative to the
size of many refineries and chemical plants.
There was no prior history of union orga-
nizing at the site. Further, there was a
strong aversion to unions throughout
Imperial's work force (with the exception
of isolated sites that had been certified
some decades before). When we probed
the work force at Norman Wells, and across
the Resources Division, we heard a non-
union refrain: "Everyone wanted to believe
in the company.... A lot of us were
rednecks." Were it not for the emergence
of a number of new and serious irritants,
Norman Wells might never have been
wrested from theJIC system.

Norman Wells became union-prone
through the convergence of four issues:
layoffs, rumors about corporate implemen-
tation of a full live-in policy, benefits reduc-
tions, and management style. Each issue
will be discussed in turn. Our critical inci-
dent analysis indicated that many issues are
linked to the same underlying phenom-
enon, corporate centralization and con-
trol. As the petroleum industry business
environment became less forgiving of inef-
ficiencies. Imperial felt pressure to reduce
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its high lifting, processing, and refining
costs relative to petroleum industry aver-
ages, and the corporation initiated a re-
trenchment program. Through the JIC
system, wage-earners were apprised of this
imperative, and by and large, they under-
stood the rationale and endorsed the pro-
gram through participation in such non-
JIC initiatives as reengineering, continu-
ous improvement, and tbe application of
Japanese-style Hoshin plans. The
corporation's total work force was halved
through the early to mid-1990s, primarily
through layoffs in the middle management
ranks. Though there was considerably less
slack within the wage-earning component
of the work force, attention also turned to
eliminating some of these positions.

In March 1992, five wage-earners at
Norman Wells were permanently laid off.
As indicated by one employee, it was not
the fact that workers were terminated that
upset the employees at Norman Wells, but
rather perceptions that the process was
handled poorly. Though the facts are in
dispute, as management strongly disagrees
that favoritism motivated the choice of
which employees to terminate, we were told
by a number of workers that "The foremen's
favorites kept theirjobs.... It was not based
on performance appraisals." The remain-
ing employees'jobs were not in immediate
jeopardy. These layoffs were the first invol-
untary reductions in staff since operations
began at Norman Wells. Although wage-
earners indicated that it was not the fact of
layoffs but how they were carried out that
caused discontent, it could also be argued
that the layoffs increased concerns with job
security and reduced worker loyalty.

Rumors began to circulate about a pro-
spective management decision to move to a
live-in work force. Prior to 1993, most
wage-earners at Norman Wells worked on a
rotating live-in, live-out schedule, which
consisted of working 14 consecutive 12-
hour days (2 weeks in) and then being
flown home for a 14-day break (2 weeks
out). The live-in and rotational work forces
were characterized by cultures so different
that a "caste system" developed wherein
live-ins were seen as second-class, and a

sign appeared in the plant coffee room:
"Don't Feed the Live-ins." The rotational
workers who lived in a large rooming house
with common dining and socializing areas
developed a more carousing, heavy-drink-
ing norm.

In early 1993, management announced
that it would be implementing a policy
whereby all employees at the site would live
in Norman Wells year-round for a period of
five years, after which they would be trans-
ferred to other Imperial Oil sites. The
change was viewed by the rotational work
force as capricious, particularly since man-
agement was unable to articulate any con-
vincing quantifiable expected benefits,
merely the view that live-in work forces had
greater commitment to corporate interests.
Wage-earners hotly disputed the latter
claim, arguing that they had demonstrated
loyalty and performance over the years of
rotational scheduling. Further, they ar-
gued that building the housing required
for employees' families would cost a few
million dollars (about $250,000 CDN per
house in remote Norman Wells).

The company made a significant effort
to relocate rotational workers to other jobs
in tbe Imperial network, and it successfully
accommodated many requests. However,
although the company severance plan was
perceived as generous, few employees chose
to leave Norman Wells voluntarily, and few
elected to bring their families and stay.

Another issue was benefit reductions.
Among managers, there was a sense that at
Norman Wells in particular. Imperial work-
ers had developed a pervasive "entitlement
mentality," and managers turned their at-
tention to "breaking the back of the
[Norman Wells] country club." Most of the
perquisites were for non-productive time,
and the top local manager believed people
spent "half a day of work for two days' pay."
He felt he had an express mandate to elimi-
nate runaway benefits, and decided to link
the payment of perks to productive time
only. During the 1980s, high take-home
pay was the norm, with 40% accounted for
by overtime charges. He drove it down to
20% in the 1990s. Over the previous two
years, there had been curtailments in the



32 INDUSTRIAL AND LABOR RELATIONS REVIEW

allotment of winter clothing, allowances
for long distance calls, and use of company
vehicles after hours. Paid lunches and paid
travel time were on the chopping block.
The situation was described to us as one of
free-fioating anxiety as workers felt they
were being "nickelled and dimed" over the
small perquisites tbat (rightly or wrongly)
they had come to expect.

However, overriding these three serious
issues as a trigger to unionization, accord-
ing to most workers, was management style.
Although the Norman Wells area manager
was well known for his technical engineer-
ing expertise, many of the employees viewed
him as a poor manager of people. He was
seen to be inconsistent in applying policies,
and unresponsive to the demands made by
the employees and the localJIC. Consider-
able rancor developed, particularly among
the overtly pro-union faction. Not only did
the management style "infuriate" the
elected members of the JIC, it also com-
pounded the dissatisfaction of wage-earn-
ers caused by tbe other issues.

Other employees we interviewed in 1995
who were neither managers nor part of the
JIC system had less incendiary accounts of
the face-off between the JIC delegates and
the local area manager: "It was not all [the
area manager's] fault. TheJIC reps were
not being realistic: they wanted guaran-
tees—job security, stopping the move to
live-in—and they simply weren't going to
get that." Another wage-earner was con-
cerned that some of the JIC reps "were
very vocal, almost to the point of being
abusive. They had an attitude problem."
Because of the plant manager's promi-
nence as the senior Imperial official in
Norman Wells, he became tbe lightning
rod of employee discontent, and deep
rifts developed between a faction of in-
creasingly disaffected and aggressive
workers and an unapologetically bard-
nosed manager.

Imperial Oil senior managers acknowl-
edge that managerial style, or at least a
poor fit between autocratic managers and
the need to broker relations with the JICs,
incited workers to reject theJIC in favor of
union certification. As stated by a senior

Imperial manager, "You don't get a union
unless you mess up" (Interview 1995).

Certification: Process and Outcome

The certification process at NOrman
Wells was led by theJIC elected delelgates,
who played out an elaborate and tightly
orchestrated game of chicken that spanned
two separate organizing drives. NOrman
Wells is in the jurisdiction of the Canada
Labour Code, which requires that a majority
of those in the anticipated bargaining unit
sign union cards in order for the certifica-
tion process to be set in motion. Three
months following a favorable card tally, the
union is certified, unless, sometime before
the expiration of that term, employees no-
tify the Canada Labour Board of withdrawal
of union support. A compulsory vote is not
required. The existence of the three-month
delay between application for certification
and the issuance of certification is vital to
understanding the union campaign in
Norman Wells.

The process of leaving theJIC began in
late 1991. After forcefully and publicly
expressing dissatisfaction with the local
Norman Wells JIC at the districtJIC level
and higher, one of the longer-serving
Norman Wells elected JIC delegateis con-
tacted a union organizer at the Edmonton
CEP office, which fortuitously was located
in the same city as tbe districtJIC meetings
that had been held that week. Uniori orga-
nizing became a reality. The first round of
card signing began in the spring of 1992
and ended in September 1992. JIC del-
egates informed their constituents of the
inadequacies of the JIC system, and held
out the hope that a collective agreement
would put an end to the uncertainties.
According to a number of wage-earners,
the fact that JIC delegates endorsed the
union "was very infiuential" (1995 Jnter-
views).

Norman Wells worker delegates advised
management of union organizing activi-
ties, and told management quite bluntly of
the issues that would likely lead to certifica-
tion. JIC delegates spoke openly to manag-
ers at both the local and district levels about
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Norman Wells's union-proneness. Indeed,
the lead JIC delegate who contacted the
CEP told the Human Resources Advisor at
Norman Wells that he was meeting with a
CEP organizer to discuss commencing a
drive, and the plant manager was well aware
of the unionization drive.

After hearing that the carding process
was well under way, the Division Vice Presi-
dent and his Operations Team mobilized.
Unaware that the wage-earners already had
garnered sufficient support to have the
union certified, he promised to go to
Norman Wells and hear directly the em-
ployees' concerns. He held out the hope
that issues could be resolved without re-
course to unionization.

This proposed meeting put the union
organizing group at Norman Wells in a
quandary. There was sufficient trust in top
management that the group wanted to give
Imperial Oil a chance to resolve the issues.
Yet, Norman Wells employees had boxed
themselves in with the pending Canada
Labour Board certification. Without the
knowledge of the CEP (which in our inter-
views continued to believe that somehow
management might have been behind the
move), the Norman Wells organizing group
asked some of the union supporters to write
to the Labour Board asking for a retraction
of their cards. In this manner, the number
of union supporters would drop below the
majority threshold. "We asked people to
voluntarily pull cards," said a committed
union supporter, "because we wanted to
give [upper management] another chance."
The pro-union group was clever in long-
term planning: only the employees who
could be counted on to return to the union
(in the event that management proved
unresponsive) were asked to retract cards.

The manager flew to Norman Wells and
spent three days in October speaking to
wage-earners both singly and in small
groups, giving the impression that changes
would be made. The near-unanimous view
of the wage-earners was that senior man-
agement should remove the local area man-
ager whose style was antithetical to the
workers. There was a strong expectation
that a way would be found to replace this

area manager. By March 1993, however,
the local management team was still in
place, and the level of trust dipped again:

We were backed into a corner. The only way to
get attention was to threaten union and the
next thing you know, the union was in the door.
The union was a scare tactic. If we waited, I
think that all of the managers [including fore-
men] would have left anyway. But we were tired
of waiting and were pushed back to the wall.
(Interview 1995)

The orchestrated failure of the first drive
to achieve certification sent the wrong
message to Imperial's senior management.
Having no knowledge of the card retrac-
tions, they erroneously concluded that the
union had insufficient support. Discount-
ing the likelihood of unionization at
Norman Wells, they were reluctant to re-
move the Norman Wells area manager, fear-
ing it would give employees a taste of too
much power and would alarm other area
managers. Moreover, it was widely thought
throughout the management ranks that the
local area Norman Wells manager should
accept the "wake-up call" and stay and im-
prove the relationship.

When it became apparent that the com-
pany had decided upon a course of inac-
tion, the union movement went under-
ground. Wage-earners felt that manage-
ment's failure to deliver on implied prom-
ises was a betrayal of trust, and as a result,
no further announcements of union orga-
nizing were shared with management. The
second attempt, begun in March 1993, re-
sulted in certification. In September 1993,
the union was ushered in claiming over
90% support.

This sequence of ample warning on the
first drive and quiet certification on the
second also occurred at Imperial 's
Strathcona refinery in a 1994 organizing
drive, and is suggestive of a pattern unique
to the transition from formal nonunion
plan to union. In our research investiga-
tions of other upstream areas, we observed
many occasions in which the JIC elected
delegates provided a strong early-warning
function regarding union organizing: dur-
ing a meeting, one top JIC wage-earner
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informed a senior manager that "the CEP
organizer is sniffing around at [an Alberta
upstream site] like a vacuum cleaner sales-
man" (Meeting Notes 1995).

Other operational areas claimed that the
Norman 'Wells certification was a betrayal
of theJIC. In one of the rare votes taken in
district council by elected delegates during
which management abstained, elected del-
egates' overwhelmingly voted to expel
Norman Wells from all JIC functions. Al-
though this was a ringing public endorse-
ment of theJIC system, privately we heard
from many elected delegates and managers
that other operational areas were becom-
ing increasingly interested in unionizing.
In 1995, we asked employees to describe
their feelings about the corporation, and
their responses were highly emotional.
Wage-earners expressed a deeply held sense
of abandonment created by corporate cen-
tralization and retrenchment: they rue-
fully said that while "Mother Esso used to
offer cradle-to-grave protection," she now
was out for herself.

The Transition from
JIC to CEP Local 777

In September 1993 the 65 members of
CEP local 777 elected their new executive.
The positions of president and vice presi-
dent were filled by the former JIC delegates
who had led the certification drive. The
structures of the union local closely mir-
rOred those of theJIC. Shop stewards were
former JIC delegates, with the same two-
year term of office. The required number
of shop-floor representatives was the same
under the union as under theJIC. Under
the union there are five additional wage-
earners who belong to the local union ex-
ecutive committee. Meetings between lo-
cal management and the worker represen-
tatives continue to be held once a month,
although the frequency of meetings in-
creases during bargaining in a union setting.
The perceived similarity in form was height-
ened at the site because leaders in the JIC
became leaders in the bargaining unit.

Bargaining on the first collective agree-
ment began in December 1993. The area

manager represented the company and the
new local union president spoke on behalf
of the wage-earners. Imperial adopted a
traditional bargaining approach, and in-
structed the Norman Wells chief negotia-
tor accordingly. The area manager was
sent in the fall of 1993 for mutual gains
training by external consultants, but he was
constrained in implementing this approach
by Imperial's insistence that the union could
not exceed the gains achieved by the JIC
system. Bargaining ceilings were firmly set.
Resentment over the local manager and
personality clashes continued to color the
first round of bargaining. It took eleven
months to reach an agreement. While some
of the local union bargaining team felt that
the area manager was responsible for the
protracted negotiations, it is more likely
that the critical reason was Imperial man-
age-ment's refusal to allow the union any
victories in relation to theJIC system.'" The
company refused to contemplate any pro-
posal that would create inequities be-
tween union and nonunion JIC wage-
earners—or more accurately, any discrep-
ancy favoring the union." The three-year

'"According to a senior CEP official interviewed in
1996, the normal period between ceFtification and
the conclusion of a first collective agreement in this
industry is six months. He attributed the longer
interval at Norman Wells to five additional factors:
(1) Imperial's highly decentralized labor relations
and human resources functions. Because of manage-
rial layoffs, little back-up was available for inexperi-
enced area managers. The negotiation was marred by
questions about which managers had the authority to
conclude a settlement, and by frequent delays for
consultations among the various managers. (2)
Imperial's strategic frustration of the process in the
hopes that, given sufficient delay, a decertification
attempt might succeed. (3) Difficulty in convincing
workers that "all the goodies had to be rolled-back"
when leaner operation became the corporation im-
perative. (4) Imperial's reluctance to be an industry
leader and its desire to have its collective agreements
expire in line with the industry pattern. (5) Simple
scheduling logistics: the site was remote, and employ-
ees there were entitled to many days off according to
their rotational schedules.

"On the vital issue of severance pay, which was of
considerable interest to live-in/live-out employees
who knew their employment with Imperial Oil was
coming to an end, the company and union agreed to
a formula that called for one week of severance pay
less per year of service than the company-wide policy.
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collective agreement was ratified in De-
cember 1994.

The former JIC method of doing busi-
ness had considerable influence on the
bargaining unit's operations. We offer four
examples of departures from the usual
union-management relationship in the en-
ergy sector. First, the Norman Wells union
executive remained committed to theJIC's
Job Evaluation Team system. During col-
lective bargaining, union and management
at Norman Wells agreed to have JET evalu-
ate ten positions and abide by its decision.
The professional CEP union negotiator was
uncomfortable with the continued reliance
on aJIC-based mechanism, but he was per-
suaded by his local bargaining committee:
"It was something that the bargaining com-
mittee said worked. It was difficult for me
to say no. It is a fairly independent local"
(Interview 1995).

Second, the collective agreement tied
wage adjustments to theJIC rather than to
the CEP's National Bargaining Program
(NBP). The members of the union negoti-
ating committee chose this approach to
give a strong signal to Imperial that they
unionized for reasons otherthan economic:
"We want the company to understand that
we want fair treatment, and we are not
trying to do better than JIC workers." (Wage
equalization and strict pattern bargaining
were the central planks of the NBP, for
which the union fought during bitter strikes
in the 1960s. To permit Norman Wells to
tie wage increases to theJIC was an extraor-
dinary symbolic departure from the NBP.
In practice, however, there was little differ-
ence between JIC wages and the CEP wage
rate.)

According to both wage-earners and managers, the
explanation was that the local union's inexperienced
bargaining team erred. For each of several long-
serving workers, this amounted to a $20,000 mistake,
and it became the subject of Norman Wells's first
grievance. The arbitrator dismissed the union-initi-
ated grievance in 1995. A number of anti-union
employees assured us that in the event of the
grievance's dismissal, they would initiate decertifica-
tion of the union, but we have no evidence of such
activity.

Third, the local union expressed no in-
terest in CEP-negotiated arrangements at
other companies. The collective agree-
ment derived many of its clauses from the
oldJIC handbook rather than model agree-
ments at comparable sites elsewhere.

Fourth, exposure to theJIC gave Norman
Wells wage-earners an insider view of com-
pany operations, including access to infor-
mation about wage rates and conditions
throughout Imperial operations and among
Imperial's competitors. This intimate
knowledge proved particularly useful dur-
ing the bargaining over the first collective
agreement.

These four examples demonstrate that
Norman Wells became a maverick local.
Under these circumstances, the CEP took a
hands-off approach, allowing the local con-
siderable autonomy.

Two years after certification, most em-
ployees valued the certainty that a union-
ized environment brought them. Many
employees who initially opposed the union,
or were at most lukewarm supporters, had
been won over by the contractual relation-
ship. However, this came at a price—$600
annual union dues and, according to union
activists, a substantial increase in workload.
The union had not delivered any major
gains to its members—wages and benefits
were the same, and the severance package,
due to a union negotiating mistake, was
demonstrably worse—but having things
spelled out "in black and white" seemed to
be interpreted as a substantial symbolic
victory.

In January 1995, the Norman Wells area
manager was replaced (coinciding with the
normal rotation out of Norman Wells, and
not due to company reprisal against the
manager for his failure to forestall union-
ization) and the entire local management
team turned over, a move that dramatically
though only temporarily improved labor
relations. The new area manager became
popular with employees and worked well
with the union.

Managers were startled by the smooth
transition to unionization, which made it
easier for them to exercise management
rights. For example, paradoxically and
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counter to the intention of the workers who
voted for the union, the movement from a
rotational work force to a live-in work force
was accelerated and broadened by the speci-
fication of management rights within the
collective agreement. Under the JIC sys-
tem, management had to consider the sen-
sitivities of workers and tread slowly and on
a piecemeal basis lest they unleash the dis-
contents that attract a union. With their
work force certified and the union threat
gone, management operated quickly and
more overtly. The new relationship was
somewhat less subtle, and the reduction of
paternalism made interactions clearer.
Whereas with the JIC there had been a
tendency to perpetually negotiate and re-
visit issues, the union facilitated decisive-
ness and closure on a host of issues.

Clearly, employees would not have aban-
doned the JIC system had they not felt
"backed into a corner and [obliged] to
come out with ... claws bared" (Interview
1995). The prevailing view afterward, how-
ever, seems to have been that "the union
has tamed management"—even though
management acquired effective manage-
ment rights clauses that constrained worker
demands.

In the immediate aftermath of Norman
Wells, two other important sites certified:
the Strathcona Refinery in Alberta and the
Nanticoke Refinery in Ontario. A number
of other sites are reporting both to Impe-
rial and to us that they are hovering on the
brink of union certification. Senior man-
agers throughout the corporation fear that
Norman Wells has triggered a domino ef-
fect, exacerbated by management's inabil-
ity to broker the complexities of corporate
cost-cutting, retrenchment, and prospec-
tive job losses through theJIC system. It is
not the system that fearful and angry em-
ployees embrace when they anticipate fur-
ther erosion in benefits and security. The
union, formerly an unattractive alternative,
has become enticing. Even though certifi-
cation at Norman Wells proved to be a
benign event for management there, the
company has a strong preference for a di-
rect relationship with employees and con-
siders a union to be unduly intrusive.

In 1996 the Resources Division appointed
a new Operations Manager, from within its
area managers ranks. Senior managers are
giving much more attention to "people-
management skills" than ever before. They
tell us that the trauma of the Norman Wells
certification has led directly to recognition
of his talents (which were not considered
critical in the past), and to his advance-
ment. Imperial Oil now is cultivating the
talents of "a new breed" of managers. De-
spite these moves to bolster management
talents, the situation may be no better than
before. In 1996, two elected delegates spon-
taneously visited our university offices and
indicated that they believed theJIC was in
"big, big trouble" and likely to unionize.
While they were not union activists, they
were sympathetic to workers who were co-
operating with the CEP because of a sense
of impending peril within Mother Esso.

The negotiation for a second collective
agreement during the spring of 1997 was
turbulent. The parties prepared for a
strike, and Imperial Oil began training its
managerial staff for replacement worker
duties in the event of a work stoppage.
Despite the acrimony in bargaining, the
ultimate result was an atypically long (four-
year) collective agreement duration clause,
with guarantees that continue to tie the
union into the same JIC compensation sys-
tem as before, and the removal of no-con-
tracting-out stipulations in the first collec-
tive agreement. In the last round, the
union brought no significant victories.

Discussion

With regard to developing a unioniza-
tion model for application to the nonunion
forum setting, it is evident that dissatisfac-
tion is a necessary precondition to union-
ization. A model of the unionization pro-
cess that describes the Norman Wells expe-
riences is developed in Figure 2.

Norman Wells workers would never have
acted as they did had they not experienced
considerable frustration with existing con-
ditions and fear of future changes. The
critical incident analysis revealed two un-
derlying causes of discontent with theJIC.
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First, the corporate head office's preoccu-
pation with retrenchment and centraliza-
tion was incompatible with JIC norms that
developed during more prosperous times.
Imperial's previous practices of "coddling
workers" made them accustomed to ever-
increasing gifts from a rich and generous
industry, not to claw-backs of existing ben-
efits and the prospect of even worse to
come. Workers in the JIC supported the
need to enhance productivity through tech-
nological and strategic initiatives and to
exercise greater vigilance over lifting and
processing costs. Loss of faith in the JIC
system was caused by the application of
vigorous cost-control to human resource
practices—to people rather than to equip-
ment or processes.

A second source of dissatisfaction was
the incompatibility of an autocratic man-
agement style with JIC norms. Autocratic
decisions are accepted (and not necessarily
lauded) only when they lead to outcomes
favorable to workers.'^ The presence of a
manager at Norman Wells who was both
autocratic and abrasive escalated the con-
fiicts.

The organizing drive was not based on a
utility-maximizing calculation, but rather,
at the outset, on a desire to use the union
threat to restore lost bargaining power
within the nonunion setting. Even when
workers were voting for the union, they had
little knowledge of unions in general, and
knew very little about whether the particu-
lar union, the CEP, could benefit them
appreciably. The whole organizing period
was not union-focused, but rather manage-
ment-centered. The key question was not

there was little gratitude for victories that
arose from management's unilateral announcements.
For example, in mid-1994, wishing to improve the
company's competitiveness, management gave work-
ers a substantially increased wage package. The deci-
sion was announced through a surprise declaration
during a districtJIC. Despite the fact that the wage
adjustment resulted in higher overall compensation,
we heard not a whisper about it when we asked for
critical incidents illustratingJIC "wins." It was a non-
event, and the lack of fanfare puzzled senior manage-
ment.

Brett's "Do the employees involved believe
they will be better off with a union or not?"
(1980:49). In the Norman Wells case, em-
ployees asked, "Does management deserve a
union or not?" This subtle but vital differ-
ence derives from years of JIC sociaHzation,
and the question contains the potential for
emotion rather than logic. Workers spoke
of "claws," "defense," and being "backed
into a corner." These are not neutral terms.
In 1942, Colden and Ruttenberg described
the motivating potential of the collective
desires of employees to tell the boss to "go
to hell." But the first impulse of the Norman
Wells workers was to give management a
chance, and only when management was
unresponsive did the union become the
instrument for retribution. A vote for the
union then was a vote against the company.

There was no expectation whatever that
the union would improve the economic
situation over that of the JIC: indeed,
workers carefully crafted their collective
agreements so as to avoid giving such an
impression to managers and to their non-
union cohort. The linkage of the collective
agreement to theJIC wage rate was a delib-
erate symbolic gesture to drive home the
point that economics were not compelling
action. The collective agreement was per-
ceived by workers as a shield to protect
wage-earners from indiscriminate rollbacks
and the vagaries of management style rather
than a sword to leverage greater benefits
and wages. Perceived union instrumental-
ity calculations—the predictions about the
specific union's capacity to deliver ben-
efits—were not as important as the collec-
tive need to draw a line in the sand against
further management incursions. The union
has not, to date, delivered much more to
employees than they would have achieved
without it, but there is no great pressure to
decertify. If unionization and deunion-
ization decisions had been triggered purely
by utility calculations, the amount paid in
union dues would have become a rankling
issue. It did not.

The process of unionization followed
the Wheeler and McClendon integrative
model in that attempts were made to re-
solve the issues without taking aggressive
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Figure 2. Unionization Process for Workers Moving from Nonunion Representation.
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steps against the company. The "frustra-
tion" path in the model was followed, which
in the first instance involves peaceful means
of engagement. To fit the nonunion repre-
sentation case, the model must be supple-
mented with the step in which workers
notify managers of unionization and give
them time to resolve issues. The period
between the development of an expecta-
tions-achievements gap and readiness for
action against the employer must be ex-
tended to reflect numerous contact points
and potential for management response.
TheJIC conditioned workers to forego the
"threat" path to aggressive action against
the company, as even the most ardent of
the union supporters reserved the right to
"give management a chance." The "calcu-
lation" path was not taken.

Facilitating conditions for unionization
included (1) some of the contextual insti-
tutional variables within the company (its
cost-cutting and centralization), (2) the
idiosyncrasies of the potential bargaining
unit (management style mismatch com-
bined with abrasive personalities), and (3)
attributes generated by nonunion plans
themselves (the persuasiveness of legiti-
mately elected worker leaders; their skill
enhancement via JIC training; their per-
ceived high efficacy and personal contacts
within the company; the development and,
later, thwarting of expectations about
worker power and influence within theJIC).
Workers were satisfied with their jobs, but
not with their company (Allen and Keaveny
1981). Clearly, workers' perception that
they were unable to influence managerial
decision-making (Zalesny 1985) and their
increased feelings of powerlessness in the
face of corporate retrenchment and cen-
tralization were facilitating variables of great
importance.

Among the attributes generated by the
JIC experience, peer influence was vital,
and this finding is bolstered by previous
research (Montgomery 1989; Zalesny 1985).
What peers are more influential than high-
ranking elected JIC delegates, chosen by
secret ballot by their co-workers? The union
drive was led by JIC delegates, some of
whom had high profiles within the district

JIC. This is significant because it casts
doubt on the notion that either socializa-
tion or fear of reprisal hinders certifica-
tion. If that were the case, we would have
found thatJIC delegates were the feaii likely
to become embroiled in union organizing.
Instead, we found that despite strong evi-
dence of socialization, and a perception
that low-level reprisal was possible even in
the paternalistic JIC system, JIC delegates
were more likely than other wage-earners to
spearhead the breakaway, albeit only after
confiding their intentions to managers.

An explanation for this JIC delegate ac-
tivity is that collective representation, even
in the nonunion setting, allowed strong
natural leaders to emerge. Having taken
on the mantle of leadership among wage-
earners, with incumbent responsibility for
the welfare of their constituents, JIC del-
egates were well positioned to critique the
system and ultimately sound an alarm.
Further, theJIC trained its delegates to be
articulate and persuasive and equipped
them with the tools necessary both to carry
their worksites toward the union and to
manage relations after certification with
minimal input from the union's profes-
sional staff.

The other important aspect of the JIC
experience was that over the years the com-
pany allowed perceptions of worker power
and influence to develop, and elected del-
egates over-estimated their capacity to halt
corporate-level initiatives. The rage at the
local area manager was compounded by a
sense of entitlement to have perks and to
be heard. Prior JIC experiences widened
the expectations-achievements gap, thus
augmenting frustration and the impetus to
act.

The Norman Wells situation was not
unique in this regard. Within Imperial's
downstream operating division, the
Strathcona refinery certified in mid-1995.
Strathcona's elected delegates quit theJIC
in 1991, protesting unwelcome manage-
ment initiatives. No new representatives
were elected, and after a long period with-
out aJIC, the former delegates were instru-
mental in union organizing. We have two
other examples of a similar phenomenon
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at other major petroleum companies, which
prefer to remain anonymous. Although
impressionistic, this apparent pattern war-
rants further investigation, for it may shed
light on the process by which a union can
gain entry into nonunion worksites.

Other variables identified in our litera-
ture review produced little effect. The site
was remote, and workers had no strong
interest in unionizing. Micro-level indica-
tors such as attitudes toward unions, demo-
graphics, and satisfaction with jobs seemed
to have little influence. Workers were well
aware that the company was opposed to
unions, but in Canada companies are se-
verely restricted from campaigning against
certification. There was little fear that the
company would fire or discipline union
organizers, as it had no history of intrusive
tactics or unfair labor practices.

The principal inhibiting condition was
the desire to give management a chance to
correct its errors. Employees worked with
management until all vestiges of trust were
dissipated. Had the company been more
responsive to worker discontent, had it re-
moved the area manager, there is little
doubt that the union would have failed.
Although employees were frustrated with
the JIC system, many indicated their reluc-
tance to form a union. Some were merely
fearful of the unknown. The majority, how-
ever, including the strongest union sup-
porters at Norman Wells, desperately
wanted to give the company a chance to
redeem itself, and took the two extraordi-
nary steps of advising the company of union
organizing and then orchestrating the de-
feat of the first organizing drive. Evidently,
after giving their situation much thought,
and despite the desire to remain in a better-
functioningJIC, workers ultimately selected
the form of collective action that best met
their needs at the time. The triggers for
unionization were stronger than the inhibi-
tor, and employees acted.

Once certified, the Norman Wells local
union behaved in ways that were clearly
infiuenced by the JIC that preceded it.
Montgomery (1989) writes of emotional
residue in her model, and the term is worth
exploring and extending to meet the non-

union case. There was, and continues to
be, an emotional residue left by the prior
years of JIC experience, which seems to
have lessened the development of union
identification and commitment. It is a
salient variable worth inserting into future
models. Despite the union victory, the JIC
continued to have residual socialization
effects that worked to the benefit of the
corporation. There is a demonstrable im-
pact on collective agreement terms and
conditions. Workers seem to have three
pressures tugging at them: the union, the
JIC, and the corporation. Models of the
unionization process must be alert to the
continuing loyalty and commitment to the
old system that might affect subsequent
union attachment and outcomes.

While this case study captured richness
and detail, its generaiizability is limited.
First, our findings likely do not apply to
nonunion workplaces with direct participa-
tion at the shopfioor level (Levine and
Tyson 1990; Drago and Wooden 1991).
Second, we may be overstating the ease
with which these transitions occur. In par-
ticular, our findings should not be general-
ized to the United States, since differences
in the content and application of labor laws
tend to make certifications harder there
than in Canada (Weiler 1983). Third, even
within the sphere of Canadian nonunion
practices, the Imperial plan may be an ex-
emplar of nonunion systems rather than
the norm. Imperial displays a commitment
to a plan of worksite consultation that few
other corporations would countenance or
could afford (Taras 1997c). Fourth, there
are unique characteristics of the petroleum
industry that further limit generaiizability
(Taras 1997b). The industry is a leader in
both wage and benefits packages for non-
salaried (wage-earner) employees. Highly
skilled, specialized personnel maintain and
operate oil and gas fields. A plant operator
or tradesman at the fully qualified level can
earn a gross wage of over $60,000 a year,
and it is not unusual for the total compen-
sation package (including overtime and
benefits) to exceed $100,000. Imperial's
wage-earners are the aristocracy of blue-
collar workers and have high personal effi-
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cacy and strong job attachment. In the
continuous process petroleum industry,
wage-earners are integral to the develop-
ment of the product as it moves through a
chain of extremely costly capital equipment.
The total costof these workers to the corpo-
ration is a relatively minor component (less
than 20%) of the total operating cost. La-
bor cost has never been much of a concern
in the industry compared to the interna-
tionally set price of oil and gas. Fifth, there
is no economic incentive to join a union in
this industry because there is no union-
nonunion wage disparity (Taras 1997b).

Although the Norman Wells context was
unique, the unusual variables that charac-
terized it are precisely what make it a re-
markable and noteworthy case of unioniza-
tion. The lack of economic rationale
brought other factors to the forefront of
the unionization process. Given that many
companies employing nonunion forms of
representation match or exceed union wage
rates, the Norman Wells situation is quite
instructive. We know of no better case
study for building a base of understanding
about the subtle forces that must be
operationalized in future research probing
the movement from nonunion representa-
tion to unions.

Conclusions

We offer additional caveats to avoid the
pitfalls of generalizing from this case. The
JIC system is in direct competition with a
viable union alternative in Canada. Partly
because of the shadow cast by the CEP
union, employees within the JIC system
enjoy substantial perquisites and a privi-
leged status. A decided preference for a
direct relationship with employees, rather
than a relationship with them mediated by
a "third party," strongly motivates manage-
ment, indeed propels it, to support the JIC
system. In the absence of a serious union
threat, management's preoccupation with
the health of the JIC would diminish. The
union threat has awakened management to
the need to pay more attention to work-
place issues as they relate to people.

Consequently, the JIC's most powerful

tool is the <Arm< of certification. With the
Norman Wells certification, the union
threat effect has increased dramatically at
other JIC locals, and workers elsewhere
now perceive that they are "being taken
more seriously" by management, and that
more effort is being expended to ensure
smooth relations in the JIC system. Cer-
tainly, our post-certification interviews with
senior managers at Imperial confirm that
they are paying greater attention to man-
agement style issues in selecting local area
managers throughout the Imperial system.
Thus, we strongly caution American read-
ers not to assume that our findings might
be replicated in the United States. Imple-
menting management-promulgated repre-
sentation systems in the absence of a healthy
unionized sector likely would merely en-
courage the further erosion of unionism,
and would allow anti-union consultants to
add tools to their arsenal of union avoid-
ance techniques.

Our second caveat is that the health of a
system based, at its heart, on paternalism is
dependent on matching or exceeding union
benefits and bestowing privileges. These
nonunion plans in general do not survive
rollbacks. The literature is replete with
evidence that nonunion plans work well
when times are good, but fail to weather
economic storms. The Norman Wells study
is a powerful warning to companies consid-
ering nonunion plans in order to defeat
unions. Ultimately, managing a nonunion
plan, with all its complexities, might be
more difficult and costly than simply ac-
cepting a union and spending resources to
better union-management relations.

Our study demonstrates that the con-
temporary models of the decision to union-
ize cannot capture all the elements that
operate when nonunion plans are in place.
Models must be modified and extended,
and new types of questions developed.
Workers who participate in a serious non-
union plan of long duration become reluc-
tant to exit the plan without giving the
company an opportunity for corrective in-
tervention. We found that without strong
economic rationales for moving from one
form of representation to another, the sym-
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bolic aspects came to the fore, and as a
result we recommend that future empirical
research include methods and measures
for capturing these aspects rather treating
them as "unexplained variance,"

Certainly Imperial Oil's oil and gas work-
ers, the aristocracy of the Canadian blue-
collar work force, are capable of making
their own choices and devising complex
strategies to ensure that their needs are
met. If the JIC system works, they will
endorse it. If theJIC system fails them, they
will act against it. It is tempting to conclude
that this case study calls into question the
justification for the American ban on worker
participation plans in nonunion settings
similar to the Canadian petroleum indus-
try. If nonunion plans do not hinder work-
ers from selecting a union if they deem it

appropriate, a ban on these forms reduces
their opportunities to take part in work-
place democracy where they do not desire
a union. We are reluctant, however, to
extend our conclusions to the American
debate because of evidence that manage-
ment opposition to unions is far more viru-
lent in the United States than in Canada,
and because a viable union alternative is
less available in the United States than in
Canada.

Our final point is that the tendency of
industrial relations scholars to categorize
nonunion worksites as "nonrepresented,"
and to assume that unionization ushers in
the first exposure to collective action, might
be mistaken, given the tremendous range
and vitality of nonunion representation
plans, particularly in Canada.
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