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followed by full-time temporary, part-time permanent and then
part-time temporary employees as the most precarious. The con-
tinuum is gendered through both inequalities between full-time per-
manent women and men and convergence in precariousness among
part-time and temporary women and men. These findings reflect
a feminization of employment norms characterized by both
continuity and change in the social relations of gender.
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Evidence of the decline of the standard employment relationship (SER)
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both between and within forms of employment are of primary concern.
The fourth part concludes by summarizing key findings and pointing to
avenues for future research.

CONCEPTUALIZING CHANGING EMPLOYMENT
RELATIONSHIPS

Non-Standard Employment

In the Canadian context, the growth of “non-standard employment”
became a significant topic of discussion in the 1980s. The discussion
intensified when the Economic Council of Canada pronounced that the
growth of non-standard employment was outpacing the growth of full-time
full-year jobs. In its study, Good Jobs, Bad Jobs (1990: 12), the Council
reported that fully one-half of all new jobs created between 1980 and 1988
were “non-standard,” which it defined simply as “those [jobs] that differ
from the traditional model of the full-time job.” In response to the Council’s
study, several government reports examined the growth of non-standard
forms of employment and work arrangements (Advisory Group on Working
Time 1994; Human Resources and Development Canada 1994).

Harvey Krahn produced the earliest study on the growth of non-
standard employment in Canada. Krahn’s (1991) broadest measure for
non-standard employment was made up of four situations that differed from
the norm of a full-time, full-year, permanent paid job: (1) part-time em-
ployment; (2) temporary employment, including employees with term or
contract, seasonal, casual and all other forms of wage work with a pre-
determined end date; (3) own-account self-employment (i.e. self-employed
persons with no paid employees); and (4) multiple job holding. In a follow-
up study, Krahn (1995) found that women remained more likely than men
to have non-standard employment although as part-time and temporary
employment grew, the proportion of men in these forms of employment
also rose.

The employment situations comprising the broad definition of non-
standard employment are not mutually exclusive making it difficult to
determine whether the more precarious types of employment are those that
are growing (Vosko, Zukewich and Cranford 2003). Part-time employment
includes paid employees and the self-employed (both own-account and
employers), and the work of part-time employees can be of temporary or

We use the term wage work instead because, in feminist scholarship, paid work is more
commonly contrasted to unpaid work and because the own account self-employed are
also paid (by their clients) but they are not paid wages.
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permanent duration. Furthermore, multiple job holding is more of an
arrangement than a form of employment since all employed people can
hold multiple jobs. There is thus a pressing need to move away from
grouping together situations that are united primarily by their deviation
from the standard employment relationship if we are to understand the
extent of precarious employment in the labour force.

Precarious Employment

European statisticians and scholars have addressed the decline of the
standard employment relationship and related concerns over under-
employment, income insecurity and social exclusion, by elevating the
notion of precarious employment (Silver 1992). The influential volume,
Precarious jobs in labour market regulation (Rodgers and Rodgers 1989),
reveals the central problem of focusing solely on forms of employment as
a means of exploring employment change. To remedy this problem,
Rodgers (1989: 3–5) identifies four dimensions central to establishing
notion6389ple joeb hotal e orizo have arisklawathu lossand tge.hasized. Sended,,

notion113s jobsT*
0.work0.00ndediunitedve apa peo29work.,
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non-standard forms of employment that exhibit qualities of precarious
employment associated with women and other marginalized groups (Vosko
2003). Similar processes have been described as the creation of more
“women’s work in the market” (Armstrong 1996: 30) and a new set of
“gendered employment relationships” (Jenson 1996: 5).

In most OECD countries, the post World War II “gender order”—that
is, the dominant set of gender relations operating in society (Connell
1987)—was shaped by the standard employment relationship (SER), yet
empirically the SER and its associated gender order began to show signs
of erosion in the early 1970s. The SER refers to a normative model of
employment where a worker has one employer, works full-time, year-round
on the employer’s premises under his or her supervision, enjoys extensive
statutory benefits and entitlements and expects to be employed indefinitely
(Muckenberger 1989; Schellenberg and Clark 1996; Vosko 1997). The SER
is based on what some characterize as a “patriarchal model” (Eichler 1997)
and others conceive as a male breadwinner/female caregiver or “family
wage” model (Fraser 1997). That is, the SER was designed to provide a
wage sufficient for a man to support a wife and children. In Canada, in the
immediate post-World War II period, the SER became the statistical reality
for most (primarily white) men, while most women, as well as immigrants,
migrants and racialized groups, were relegated to part-time, seasonal and
other precarious forms of employment (Fudge and Vosko 2001a; also Bakan
and Stasiulus 1997; Arat-Koc 1997). In the 1970s, fundamental cracks in
the post World War II gender order—related to macroeconomic instabil-
ity in the global economy—began to appear and more employed people,
including more men, lost their claim to the SER. At the same time, forms
of employment falling outside this norm, such as contract, temporary and
part-time employment have grown.

The forms of employment that fall outside of the standard employ-
ment relationship have been historically, and continue to be, associated
with women (Fudge and Vosko 2001a, 2001b; Spatler-Roth and Hartmann
1998). It is assumed their perceived roles in the daily and generational
maintenance of people (i.e. social reproduction) lead women to freely
choose part-time and temporary forms of employment and these assump-
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for reasons related to care giving (Vosko 2002; also Armstrong 1996; Duffy
and Pupo 1992; Women in Canada 2001). In short, feminist scholars argue
that the over-representation of women in more precarious forms of em-
ployment is shaped by continuous gender inequalities in households
resulting in women’s greater responsibilities for unpaid domestic work
compared to men.

Due to these processes of continuity and change, contemporary labour
market trends are best conceptualized as a feminization of employment
norms, rather than as genderless processes of casualization or erosion.
Feminization is typically associated with only women’s mass entry into
the labour force or simply with the changing gender composition of jobs
but the “feminization of employment norms” refers to four facets of
racialized and gendered labour market trends: (1) high levels of formal
labour force participation among women; (2) continuing industrial and
occupational segregation; (3) income and occupational polarization both
between and among women and men; (4) the gendering of jobs to resem-
ble more precarious so called “women’s work”—that is, work associated
with women and other marginalized groups.3 Each of these facets of
feminization increased in the 1990s in Canada (Vosko 2002).

This paper focuses in depth on the gendering of jobs and income po-
larization. Due to the shortcomings of existing surveys, we are unable to
examine how intersections of “race” and gender contribute to the
feminization of employment norms.4 Also characterized as “harmonizing
down” (Armstrong 1996), the gendering of jobs captures the fact that cer-
tain groups of men are experiencing downward pressure on wages and
conditions of work much like those typically associated with “women’s
work,” while many women continue to endure economic pressure (Vosko
2003). Similar processes have been conceptualized as the feminization of
the labour process through the employment of undocumented immigrant
women and men in restructuring industries (Cranford 1998). Indeed,
empirical studies have shown that among men, it is primarily young men,

3. For example, it is often asserted that migrant workers and other marginalized groups
have access to forms of subsistence beyond the wage and this assertion is often used to
justify paying them lower wages.

4. The LFS and the GSS collect excellent data on forms of employment that fall outside the
SER but they do not collect adequate data on “race” or ethnicity. The LFS does not ask
about visible minority or immigrant status. The GSS does ask about ethnic background.
However, samples sizes for temporary workers in a given ethnic group are small. The
census has larger sample sizes but does not ask questions about temporary work. The
Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) 2000 file will be available soon for
public use, allowing researchers to examine temporary work among immigrants and
racialized groups in the late 1990s.

Cranford-pages454.pmd 2003-10-02, 16:01460
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bargaining and some aspects of employment standards legislation due to
difficulties in establishing who is the employer for agency workers and
due to short job tenure for other temporary workers (Vallée 1999; Vosko
2000). Finally, it is important to break down each employment form by
part-time/full-time status7 since this distinction is central to any analysis
of the gender of precariousness. Eligibility for certain programs, such as
Employment Insurance, is based on both hours and permanency (Vosko
2003). Together the white boxes represent what are conceptualized as the
more precarious forms of employment.

The analysis consists of examining the growth in the mutually exclu-
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unionized workers have a higher degree of control over the type of work
they do and the pace and conditions under which they labour, have more
job security and a higher degree of regulatory protection written into
collective agreements, compared to non-union workers (Rodgers 1989;
Duffy and Pupo 1992). Hourly wage12 is also a suitable indicator of pre-
carious employment since it makes up an important part of income and is
thus central to the ability to maintain an adequate standard of living.

The second stage of analysis focuses on employees at one point in
time, 2001, and uses data from the Labour Force Survey (LFS).13 It exam-
ines the percent of employees in each form of wage work who are employed
in firms with less than 20 employees and who have union coverage, as
well as their mean hourly wages. The analysis then focuses on gender dif-
ferences in precarious employment within the four forms of wage work.
In order to determine whether the gender observed differences are real or
due to sampling error, we calculate t-tests of the differences between women
and men of the same age within a given form of wage work.14 We also
calculate wage ratios relative to full-time permanent men, the form of
employment still held by most men, both unionized and non-unionized. A
large body of research illustrates that gender inequalities in the labour force
are not only produced through direct discrimination resulting in unequal
outcomes among women and men in similar locations in the economy, but
also indirectly, for example through polarized occupational and income
structures (Armstrong 1996; James, Grant and Cranford 2001; Vosko 2002;
Women in Canada 2001). These relative wage ratios allow for an exami-
nation of differences between men and between women across forms of
employment.

Both stages of the analysis—estimating the growth of non-standard
forms of employment among women and men and assessing the quality of



465THE GENDER OF PRECARIOUS EMPLOYMENT IN CANADA

THE GENDER OF PRECARIOUS EMPLOYMENT IN CANADA

The Growth of Precarious Forms of Employment

Examining mutually exclusive forms of employment brings insight into
the relationship between non-standard forms of employment, growing
precariousness and gender. Full-time permanent wage work is becoming
less common, dropping from sixty-seven percent of total employment in
1989 to sixty-three percent in 2001, although these employees still account
for the majority of total employment (Table 1). The well-documented
growth in self-employment in the 1990s (Hughes 1999) is largely due to
growth in own-account self-employment, while self-employed employers
declined during the same period. The number of people with temporary
wage work rose steadily throughout the 1990s, fueled by the growth in
full-time temporary wage work. The proportions of total employment with
part-time temporary or part-time permanent wage work remained steady
during this period (Table 1).

Examining these trends for women and men reveals both continuity
and change in the social relations of gender. While the absolute decline in
full-time permanent wage work was slightly greater for men as compared
to women, men were still more likely to have this form of wage work in
2001. Sixty-six percent of male total employment was full-time and per-
manent compared to sixty percent of female total employment (Table 1).
Similarly, increases in full-time temporary wage work were observed for
both women and men, yet the percent of women’s total employment that
was both part-time and temporary also increased significantly from 1989
to 2001. Furthermore, women were still twice as likely to be in part-time
temporary employment in 2001 when compared to men. In contrast, the
percent of women’s employment that was both part-time and permanent
declined. The percent of men’s and women’s employment that was own-
account increased over the period suggesting that both were engaging in
more precarious types of self-employment (Table 1).

Continuity in gender inequality is further revealed when we examine
the shares of women in the different forms of employment in the contem-
porary period (Figure 2). In 2001, the majority of those in forms of em-
ployment with inadequate regulatory protection were women. The widely
documented concentration of women in part-time wage work (Duffy and
Pupo 1992; Women in Canada, 2001) was still true of both employees and
the self-employed by 2001. In 2001, women accounted for over six in ten
of those with part-time temporary wage work and part-time self-
employment (whether own-account or employers) and for nearly three-
quarters of part-time permanent employees. In contrast, men accounted for

Cranford-pages454.pmd 2003-10-02, 16:01465
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the majority of those engaged in full-time employment, whether in tempo-
rary or permanent wage work or as own account or self-employed em-
ployers (Figure 2). The enduring concentration of women in all forms of
part time work suggests that profound continuities in gender inequality
remain alongside the movement of more men into forms of employment
where women labour.
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average over four dollars an hour more than full-time temporary employees
do. Nevertheless, full-time temporary employees earn on average nearly
two dollars an hour more than part-time permanent employees who, in
turn, earn over a dollar an hour more than part-time temporary employees
(Table 2).

TABLE 2

A Continuum of Precarious Wage Work, Canada 20011

Total Firm Size Union Hourly Hours
Employees Less than 20 Coverage Wages per Week

Form of Wage Work Estimate (000s) Percent of Employees Mean

Full-time Permanent 9 526,6 17 34 $18,64 40
Full-time Temporary 967,0 26 31 $14,42 40
Part-time Permanent 1 604,1 28 27 $12,62 18
Part-time Temporary 669,9 29 21 $11,32 15

Total 12 767,6 20 32 $17,18 36

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey 2001, Public Use Microdata Files.
1 Employees ages 15 and over. Numbers rounded to the nearest thousand.

The continuum of precarious wage work is gendered in one way
through the greater concentration of women in the most precarious forms
of wage work. The analysis in the previous section illustrates that women
are concentrated in part-time permanent and part-time temporary wage work
and that their concentration in part-time temporary wage work grew in the
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wage work earned an average wage that is eighty-two percent of their male
counterparts (Table 3). Their lower wage combined with fewer hours of
work each week resulted in earnings of approximately $629 a week—$200
less than their male counterparts. Too often, commentators assume that
full-time permanent jobs are “good jobs,” while all other non-standard jobs
are “bad jobs” (Economic Council of Canada 1990). In contrast, this
analysis reveals that, along multiple dimensions, full-time permanent wage
work is not as good for women as it is for men.16

Examining gender differences within the categories of temporary and
part-time employees illustrates the gendering of jobs. Vosko (2003) theo-
rizes the gendering of jobs as a process whereby certain groups of men are
experiencing downward pressure on wages and conditions of work much
like those typically associated with “women’s work”, while many women
continue to endure economic pressure. These findings illustrate that this
process is occurring among temporary and part-time employees primarily
along the dimensions of regulatory protection and control (measured here
as firm size and union coverage).

Among full-time temporary employees, men are more likely than their
female counterparts to be employed by small firms suggesting that they
have less regulatory protection (Table 3). There is no statistically signifi-
cant difference in union coverage between women and men temporary full-
time employees, once age is controlled. Nevertheless, these men still earn
a higher hourly wage than women, except those aged 55 and over. Impor-
tantly, the female/male wage gap is more pronounced among those aged
25 to 54 than among the youth (Table 3).

When examining gender differences among part-time employees (per-
manent and temporary) it is especially important to examine differences
by age group. As discussed above, most women in part-time jobs were
aged 25–54, while most men in part-time jobs were aged 15–24. Women
aged 25–54 make much more than men aged 15–24, thus the age compo-
sition brings up the average wages of total women. The gender composi-
tion across age groups explains why the total wages for women were higher
than they are for men although men earned higher wages in each age group.

Among part-time permanent employees, women were more likely to
work in small firms across all age groups. They were more likely, as a
group, to be covered by a union contract, but there was no statistically
significant difference between women and men among those aged 25 to
54 (Table 3). This reflects, in part, the concentration of this cohort of women
in the public sector where unionization rates are high (Armstrong 1996;

16. Human capital characteristics as well as gender-related wage biases also play a role in
the persistent inequality between women and men in full-time permanent jobs.

Cranford-pages454.pmd 2003-10-02, 16:01471
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Duffy and Pupo 1992). Nevertheless, women part-time permanent employ-
ees aged 25 to 54 earned an average wage just under fifteen dollars an
hour, compared to over sixteen dollars an hour for their male counterparts.
Young women and young men in this form of wage work earned signifi-
cantly lower wages—slightly over eight dollars an hour.

The gendering of jobs is most evident when we examine gender dif-
ferences among part-time temporary employees. Men in part-time tempo-
rary wage work were more likely than their female counterparts to be
employed in small firms, except the young who, notably, made up most
male employment in this form. In turn, middle-aged women were more
likely to be covered by a union contract than men in this form of wage
work were, while the opposite was true among the youth. At first glance
women, appear to be doing better than men in terms of wages. However,
this advantage is explained by the age distribution. Within the oldest age
group there is no statistically significant difference between women and
men’s wages and there is little substantive gender difference between the
young. However, among the 25 to 54 age group women earned ninety-
three percent of men (Table 3). These trends indicate a need to examine
wages more closely.

Given that full-time permanent male employees are the least precari-
ous, and most men are employed in this form of wage work, it is useful to
compare women to this group of men in order to gain a more complete
picture of the gender of precariousness in the labour force. Doing so reveals
a second key facet of the feminization of employment norms—income
polarization. These findings illustrate polarization in wages between full-
time permanent male employees and both women and men in the other
three forms of wage work. Most women in full-time temporary, part-time
permanent and part-time temporary wage work are aged 25 to 54. On
average, these women earn roughly seventy percent of the average wage
received by full-time permanent men of the same age, reflecting gender
polarization in wages across forms of wage work (Table 4). Unionization
decreases this wage gap considerably but does not eliminate it. Most men
in the more precarious forms of wage work are young. Among those aged
15 to 24, men in part-time permanent and part-time temporary wage work
earn sixty-nine percent and seventy-one percent, respectively, of full-time
permanent men of the same age and this does not change significantly with
unionization. Together these patterns illustrate wage polarization among
men by form of employment alongside continuing gender inequality both
within and between forms of wage work.

Alongside the gendering of jobs and wage polarization, it is also im-
portant to remember that only fifteen percent of total male employment is
full-time temporary, part-time permanent and part-time temporary wage
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work combined, compared to twenty-nine percent of female employment
(Table 1). This analysis of the quality of the four forms of wage work,
together with the analysis of the spread of non-standard forms of employ-
ment, illustrate key aspects of the feminization of employment norms. The
standard employment relationship is eroding as a norm and non-standard
forms of employment that exhibit qualities of precarious employment
associated with women and other marginalized groups are growing (Vosko
2003).

CONCLUSION

The gender order characterizing the post-World II War era is crum-
bling as the standard employment relationship (SER) is eroding as a norm.
The contemporary period is characterized by complex trends because no
new normative employment relationship and no new dominant gender order
have yet emerged (Cossman and Fudge 2002; Vosko 2003). As a result,
confining scholarly work to investigating the rise of non-standard employ-
ment not only masks enduring gender inequalities but also mystifies labour
force trends.

The foregoing findings illustrate both a decline in the SER as a norm
and enduring gender inequalities in line with the notion of the feminization
of employment norms. The feminization of employment norms denotes
the erosion of the standard employment relationship as a norm and the
spread of non-standard forms of employment that exhibit qualities of pre-
carious employment associated with women and other marginalized groups
(Vosko 2003). The empirical analysis demonstrates the growth of more
precarious non-standard forms of employment and its gendered character.
Both women and men have increased their participation in full-time tem-
porary wage work and own account self-employment, as these forms have
grown, signaling growing precariousness among both women and men.
Yet, women have also increased their participation in part-time temporary
wage work, which is the most precarious form of wage work. Still, it is
misleading to focus entirely on rates of change without also examining
enduring continuities in women’s concentration in precarious employment.
Women are more likely than men to engage in part-time employment,
whether in temporary or permanent wage work or in self-employment as
either own account workers or self-employed employers; and men still hold
a greater share of full-time permanent wage work.

An understanding of the gender of precariousness is furthered by
layering permanency and hours with additional dimensions of precarious
employment among employees. Full-time permanent employees are the
least likely to labour in small, non-union firms, suggesting higher levels
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Fudge, Tucker et Vosko 2003 ; Lowe, Schellenberg et Davidman 1999 ;
Mayer 1996 ; Vallée 1999 ; Vosko 2000 ; Zeytinoglu et Muteshi 1999).
Au contraire, les statisticiens et les universitaires en Europe ont abordé le
problème du déclin de la relation d’emploi standard en mettant en évi-
dence la notion de l’emploi précaire (Rodgers et Rodgers 1989 ; Silver
1992). Beaucoup d’efforts de recherche malgré tout néglige encore de
considérer le lien entre le sexe et la précarité d’emploi. Le « sexe » est ici
défini comme le processus par lequel les significations culturelles et les
inégalités en termes de pouvoir, d’autorité, de droits et de privilèges en
viennent à êtres associées avec une différence sexuelle (Lerner 1997 ; Scott
1986).

Nous avons développé l’idée de relations d’emploi contemporaines
comme étant caractérisées par une féminisation des normes de l’emploi
(Vosko 2000, 2003), un processus qui implique à la fois la continuité et le
changement dans les tendances tant raciales que sexuées de la main-
d’œuvre. La féminisation est typiquement associée avec l’entrée des fem-
mes dans la force de travail, encore que la féminisation des normes de
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qui travaillent à leur compte (ils n’ont pas de salariés). L’analyse porte
alors sur le degré de certitude d’un travail continu en les catégorisant par
le statut d’employés temporaires ou d’employés permanents. Finalement,
chaque forme d’emploi retient la distinction entre un emploi à temps plein
et un emploi à temps partiel, parce que cette distinction occupe une place
centrale dans toute analyse du sexe de la précarité. La deuxième étape de
l’analyse aborde la relation entre les formes de travail salarié et les indica-
teurs de trois aspects additionnels de la précarité d’emploi : (1) la petite
taille de l’entreprise (moins de 20) à titre d’indicateur de la protection
législative ; (2) l’étendue de la syndicalisation comme indicateur du contrôle
sur le procès de travail et sur la protection législative ; (3) le salaire horaire
comme indicateur de revenu.

La troisième partie analyse le sexe et la précarité d’emploi au Canada
en recourrant à des données tirées de l’Enquête sur la population active et
l’Enquête sociale générale. Au cours de la période 1989-2001, pour les
hommes et les femmes, le travail salarié à plein temps et permanent a di-
minué alors que le travail salarié temporaire et à plein temps et l’emploi
des travailleurs à leur compte ont augmenté ; on a observé des augmenta-
tions significatives du travail salarié temporaire à temps partiel dans le cas
des femmes. En 2001, les hommes étaient plus susceptibles que les femmes
d’occuper des emplois permanents à temps plein, alors que les femmes
avaient tendance à se retrouver dans des emplois à temps partiel, soit
permanents, soit temporaires.

Les employés permanents à temps plein sont les moins susceptibles
d’œuvrer dans des petites entreprises non syndiquées et ils gagnent des
salaires plus élevés que ceux gagnés par des personnes qui s’adonnent à
d’autres formes de travail salarié, encore qu’il existe aussi des différences
entre des employés temporaires et ceux à temps partiel qui résultent en un
continuum de travail salarié précaire. La précarité d’emploi s’accroît se-
lon l’ordre suivant : les employés permanents à plein temps constituent la
cohorte des moins précaires ; suivent les employés temporaires à plein
temps, les permanents à temps partiel et les employés temporaires à temps
partiel qui constituent le groupe des plus précaires. En analysant les diffé-
rences propres au sexe en suivant ce continuum, on illustre ainsi la fémi-
nisation des normes d’emploi qui demeurent caractérisée par à la fois la
continuité et le changement dans les relations entre les personnes de sexe
différent. Le changement se traduit par une « sexualisation des occupa-
tions » parmi les employés temporaires et ceux à temps partiel, là où
quelques hommes, plus particulièrement les jeunes, bénéficient d’une
protection législative réduite et possèdent moins de contrôle tout comme
beaucoup de femmes de tous les âges. Il existe une évidente continuité de
la persistance des inégalités chez les employés permanents à plein temps,
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où les hommes obtiennent un meilleur score que les femmes sur les trois
indicateurs retenus. Cette continuité est également évidente en termes de
polarisation entre les hommes qui exercent une occupation salariée
permanente à plein temps, d’un côté ; entre les femmes et les hommes dans
un travail salarié permanent à temps partiel et temporaire à temps partiel,
d’un autre côté.

La dernière partie consiste, en guise de conclusion, en une présenta-
tion des résultats clef. Considérées dans leur ensemble, ces données sur la
sexualisation des tâches, la polarisation de la rémunération et la diffusion
des formes précaires d’emploi reflètent bien le phénomène de féminisa-
tion de l’emploi précaire. Bien que les hommes dans des tâches rémuné-
rées à temps partiel et temporaires s’en tirent plutôt mal, plus de femmes
que d’hommes se retrouvent dans des types d’emploi où des dimensions
multiples de la précarité convergent. La participation des femmes dans le
type le plus précaire de travail salarié (temporaire à temps partiel) s’est
accrue vers la fin des années 90. Pour une analyse plus approfondie de la
féminisation des normes d’emploi, d’autres travaux devront étudier
comment varie l’emploi précaire selon d’autres facteurs, tels que la race et
l’ethnie, selon les contextes sociaux importants, tels que l’occupation et le
secteur d’activités.
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