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The passing of the Keynesian era in advanced industrial countries has renewed
interest in the constructive role played by “secondary associations” in modern
democratic governance.1 Progressive economic restructuring projects that aim to
restore competitiveness through investment in diversified quality production
rather than cost cutting or downsizing seem to depend on formal policy collabora-
tion among representative interest-based secondary associations, most promi-
nently business and labor, but including other social movements and community
groups. The logic of the economy’s virtuous merger of associative democracy and
diversified quality production is clear enough. Such social cooperation can ensure
appropriate supply of the new public goods critical to knowledge-based produc-
tion: specialized but transferable labor market skills, scientific research and
development networks, and communications and technological infrastructure.
Moreover, the benefits of associative governance may extend beyond the econ-
omy. In democratic terms, institutionalized dialogue among diverse social actors
can help level the decision-making field by empowering interests historically
lacking policy voice and material resources. Further, growing recognition of the
gains from cooperation may yield new “productive solidarities” that contribute to
social cohesion. And from a public policy perspective, there is the promise of a
steady flow of leading-edge policy intelligence rooted in the expressed needs of
workplaces and communities, not to mention improved program implementation
and regulatory compliance.

For helpful comments on an earlier draft of this article, I would like to thank the editorial board of
Politics & Society, especially John Bowman. I also am grateful to Mary-Ann Twist for her assistance.
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Given these attractive prospects, significant questions are posed about the fea-
sibility of associative governance in market-oriented liberal polities with little
history of collaborative planning and power sharing, either within workplaces or
between public and private sectors. One influential line of argument in compara-
tive political economy underscores the deep-seated obstacles to such projects,
highlighting what Robert Putnam terms “the powerful constraints that history and
social context impose on institutional success.”2 Societies endowed by history
with limited “social capital” are destined to remain without the networks of civic
engagement and interorganizational trust that is the lifeblood of associative gov-
ernance. Uncomfortable with this societal determinism, other writers have theo-
rized a more autonomous role for states in creating the political institutions and
social relationships necessary for associative governance.3 Politics and public
policy, Joshua Cohen and Joel Rogers suggest, can “supplement nature with arti-
fice,” principally by establishing institutional settings for deliberation and learn-
ing that can generate, among other things, a flow of social capital.4

This article is an intervention into the debate about the prospects for the strate-
gic construction of associative governance in liberal polities and capitalist econo-
mies. Our case is one of North America’s leading associative democratic laborato-
ries: Ontario, Canada. This region is Canada’s industrial heartland, and from 1985
to 1995, three successive provincial governments devoted extraordinary political
and administrative resources to build a new partnership-based governance regime
mandated to put in place a diversified quality production restructuring project. A
host of “associative supports” was deployed by the Ontario state to transform the
capacity of social interests to assume extensive public policy responsibilities.5

Probing the nature and limits of Ontario’s ambitious, decade-long foray into asso-
ciative governance can contribute to both theoretical and practical knowledge of
the conditions and strategies necessary for such institutional reform.

Our method is comparative case study analysis. We investigate innovative
dynamics in the three discrete but interrelated fields that constituted the policy
foundation of the Ontario experiment—occupational health and safety, labor mar-
ket training, and industrial development. In each, the Ontario state, beginning in
1990, launched formal associative processes involving significant devolution of
executive decision-making authority to interest representatives.

The results of Ontario’s experiment with new policy structures and practices
proved disappointing. Only in its third attempt at associational reform, that of
industrial policy, did the Ontario state find any success in coalescing viable part-
nerships for policy change. In occupational health and safety and labor market
sectors, the most notable outcome was protracted, ideologically charged dispute
among the social partners that prevented meaningful policy development. In the
midst of these institutional growing pains, a neo-liberal government was elected
in Ontario in 1995, and among its first decisions was dissolution of each associa-
tive body. Overall, the Ontario experience reveals modest success in industrial
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policy, mostly failure in health and safety and labor market policies, followed by
abrupt, across-the-board termination of all activity.

To explain this outcome, it is necessary to attend to both the societal constraints
on associative governance in places such as Ontario, as well to the possibilities for
“learning through action” that allows reform-minded political movements to
make some progress. Ontario’s associative experiment reveals the limits of both
the societal determinism of Putnam’s approach and the statist voluntarism ani-
mating the work of Cohen and Rogers. Simply put, the former perspective could
account for Ontario’s failures but would be hard-pressed to explain how and why
such ambitious reforms would ever be attempted in the first place. Conversely, the
latter approach could capture the initial dynamics but prove less helpful in grasp-
ing the range of factors that conditioned the implementation of the innovation and
therefore its durability.

Looking beyond both of these perspectives, we argue that the rise and fall of
associative governance in Ontario was driven by the dynamic interplay among
party politics, state capacities, and societal constraints. Our case studies suggest
that partisan factors were most responsible for both the initiation and termination
of associative governance; that state capacities in institutional design and partner-
ship facilitation were important in shaping the functioning of the institutions; and
that societal constraint, in the particular form of the power of organized business
interests to resist partnership offers from state managers, was critical to determin-
ing the viability of the overall reform thrust. In liberal polities like Ontario that are
also capitalist economies, the prospects for robust associative innovation depend
on the incentives for business to cooperate, or at least not to exercise its option to
“exit” the partnership. Only in industrial policy was this constraint relaxed suffi-
ciently to permit a cross-class alliance represented by sectoral employer associa-
tions and individual trade unions.6 In occupational health and safety and labor
market policy, no such alliance emerged through the associative process. In fact,
the design and mandate of new associative institutions in these fields worked
mostly to reinforce the strength and salience of the “capitalist constraint” on
social democratic reform.

ASSOCIATIVE GOVERNANCE: ONTARIO’S UNFAVORABLE SETTING

In the mid-1980s, when Ontario launched its experiment with associative gov-
ernance, the provincial policy environment exhibited few of the favorable precon-
ditions widely recognized as necessary for such “partnership regimes.” From the
many studies of European corporatism, there seem to be three principal factors
associated with viable bipartite or tripartite policy making. First, the effective
economy-wide organization of business and labor interests is necessary in order
that peak associations can define coherent policy positions and deliver member-
ship support for compromises negotiated with other collective actors. Second, a
political culture or public philosophy of social partnership that is rooted in labor-
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management mutual respect in the workplace and extends to cooperation between
public and private sectors may encourage positive-sum outcomes that sustain
commitment to the dialogue. Third, a meaningful political presence for social
democratic parties seems necessary to limit the economic or structural power of
business in relation to organized labor and to provide an ongoing voice for trade
unions in public policy development.

Jurisdictions containing a reasonable mix of these organizational, cultural, and
political features have, for certain periods in their history, evolved partnership
institutions governing broad aspects of economic and social policy making. Swe-
den’s labor market board was once a near ideal type for this kind of associative
dynamic. The institution was led by business and labor organizations possessing
strong public policy capacity, with joint planning framed by a larger balance of
class power that was affirmed and reaffirmed in electoral politics as successive
social democratic governments facilitated the board’s work. Further, a “policy
model” produced by one of the partners, labor’s famous Rehn-Meidner package,
supplied an action framework for board policy makers and field program imple-
menters alike. Across three decades, the institution acquired a cohesive organiza-
tional identity that enabled the social partners to adopt a pragmatic rather than
bureaucratic or ideological approach to labor market policy and administration.7

In Ontario, the postwar setting for such institutional innovation was not favor-
able.8 First, Ontario’s key secondary associations, business and labor, were not
very inclusive of the firms and workers they respectively sought to represent. The
employer community was not well organized to generate coherent policy posi-
tions or to forge internal consensus or enforce compliance among members.
Lacking effective provincewide or sectoral coordinating mechanisms, Ontario
firms conveyed their interests to the state mostly through informal channels of
policy consultation, where they enjoyed privileged access to senior bureaucrats
and cabinet ministers.9 In contrast, the Ontario Federation of Labour (OFL) had a
long history in providing focused policy advocacy for Ontario workers, but cover-
ing less than 30% of the workforce, it had its own problems in claiming to be “the
voice of labor.” Further, the marginal role of its legislative ally, the social demo-
cratic New Democratic Party (NDP), in Ontario electoral politics set clear limits
on labor’s policy role and influence. Given the organizational fragmentation of
the government’s private sector partners, it is not surprising that Ontario eco-
nomic and social policy remained the near-exclusive preserve of the bureaucracy.
Moreover, state managers, adhering to strong conventions of ministerial responsi-
bility and bureaucratic accountability, were not inclined to seek social partners.

Second, Ontario’s labor-management relations have not been marked by col-
laboration or joint decision making.10 Rather, the workplace representational
regime reflected Taylorist work organization and the Wagner Act legal frame-
work that was imported into Canada in the 1940s. As such, the relationship was
one where management managed and unions grieved, with the two parties coming
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together only during the collective bargaining cycle to negotiate distributive
issues such as wages, benefits, and premium pay. The result was an adversarial
workplace culture and a narrowly construed labor-management dialogue unlikely
to spawn cooperative organizational innovations or cultivate European-style
“productivity alliances.”11

Relatedly, the prevailing “manufacturing culture” was strongly market ori-
ented and anti-cooperative. Public policy was respectful of firm autonomy and
management prerogatives in capital formation and workplace organization.12 The
government’s policy role in matters of production was highly circumscribed. In
labor relations, its interventions were confined largely to ending strikes in essen-
tial services. In economic policy more broadly, Ontario’s fiscal measures assisted
implementation of the federal government’s postwar “commercial Keynesian-
ism.” No active industrial policy framework or labor force development strategy
materialized in Ontario.13 Incremental social welfare expenditures were designed
and delivered in a technocratic and top-down manner. There was no distinctive
“Ontario model” that focused policy resources or mobilized private sector com-
mitment along the lines of the various active employment regimes distinguishing
some European countries. Ontario’s bureaucracy was neither corporatist in style
nor statist in its developmental aspirations or modes of intervention.

Finally, Ontario politics and its political culture did not value decentralized
policy initiative, horizontal collective action networks, or social partnership. On
the contrary, the ethos of “Tory Ontario” combined deference to state authority
with a predisposition against change and innovation. Moreover, Ontario was the
one Canadian province that did not evolve a clear regional identity within the
larger federation. The first three postwar decades were prosperous ones for
Ontario, reinforcing both citizen identification with the nation-building goals of
the federal government and respect for a technocratic, managerial style of provin-
cial governance.14 All of this was reflected in the remarkable unbroken governing
reign of the Progressive Conservative Party from 1943 to 1985, noted mostly for
its bland centrism, informal links with the business community, and policy con-
servatism. In this environment, civic values supportive of associative democracy
such as citizen participation and community mobilization were not particularly
celebrated. By the same token, policy approaches supportive of associative gov-
ernance such as private-public partnerships, or the delegation of executive author-
ity to social interests, were not seriously considered, much less practiced.

By way of summary, Ontario was not well positioned in the mid-1980s for an
ambitious reform project aimed at the formation of partnership structures to sup-
port an alternative long-term provincial development strategy. However, just such
a break with political traditions and policy legacies was made. The state acted. It
sought to change its own policy practices and representational forms and to recast
the role and capacities of societal actors. The next two sections describe the gen-
eral dynamics of this rupture and trace its institutional-political expression in
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three specific policy contexts. We challenge two lines of theoretical argument:
those that declare the impossibility of associative reform in places like Ontario
and those that proclaim not only their desirability but their viability.

TOWARD ASSOCIATIVE GOVERNANCE IN ONTARIO

In the mid-1980s, political and economic forces converged to discredit
Ontario’s long-standing policy orientations and institutions. Politically, the Pro-
gressive Conservative government was replaced in 1985 by a coalition-style gov-
ernment led by Premier David Peterson of the centrist Liberal Party with the
explicit policy support, although not cabinet participation, of the smaller social
democratic NDP caucus. This arrangement lasted for two years, until the Liberals
won a majority government of their own. In turn, the Liberals were defeated in
1990, and the NDP came to majority power and governed until defeated in 1995
by a realigned Progressive Conservative Party that had dumped its traditional cen-
trism in favor of a radical neo-liberalism. It was the three successive Liberal and
NDP governments in power between the Progressive Conservatives that drove the
province’s experiment with associative governance.

The end of the forty-year reign of the Progressive Conservative government
coincided with the acceleration of structural transformations in the global econ-
omy, which placed intense pressure on Ontario’s mass production manufacturing
base. Comparative data emerged to show the Ontario economy and workforce
vulnerable in a number of key respects.15 The gaps and weaknesses in a foreign-
owned, branch plant industrial structure became obstacles to technological inno-
vation and diffusion, efficient worker adjustment and training, and organizational
redesign to make workplaces more productive and safe. Layoffs were the first
labor adjustment option for many Ontario industries, not retraining or work shar-
ing. Adding to the pressures, the Canadian federal government was negotiating a
continental free trade agreement that would not only remove protection for
domestic manufacturers but offer new flexibility to foreign investors for south-
ward rationalization on cost and scale economy grounds. The Ontario state con-
fronted a large and urgent restructuring challenge to sustain postwar provincial
living standards and income distribution in the conditions of the new global
competition.

To make change, Liberal and NDP governments sought novel economic ideas,
social partnerships, and greater administrative and fiscal capacities. For example,
in federal-provincial relations, Ontario officials became aggressive claimants for
their “fair share” of federal financial transfers in social and labor market program-
ming.16Premiers Peterson and Rae emerged as leading critics of federal monetary,
fiscal, and trade policies that, they argued, magnified external pressures on the
Ontario economy and constrained the province’s ability to respond. The clearest
and most substantive expression of provincial interest in a new development strat-
egy was the creation of a new deliberative arena, the Premier’s Council. In 1986,
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Liberal Premier Peterson appointed a formal twenty-eight-member advisory
body to government led by business, labor, and educational representatives man-
dated to “steer Ontario into the forefront of economic leadership and technologi-
cal innovation.” Its formation underlined the new government’s view that the
regular bureaucracy was not prepared for a major reformulation of provincial pol-
icy. The council was expected to produce consensual frameworks that would
identify long-term expenditure priorities for the government and recommend
institutional changes that might be necessary for their implementation.

In 1988, the council issued its first report,Competing in the New Global Econ-
omy, which concentrated on industrial restructuring policies for moving corporate
strategy toward diversified quality production.17 It marked the official introduc-
tion in Ontario of the policy argument that competitive advantage could be
restored and maintained through adding value in production, not by cutting costs,
shedding labor, or reducing social entitlements. The report recommended that
public policy target support to “indigenous threshold firms” in new high-growth,
high-technology products and services, while also working to “encourage all
industries to move to competitive higher value-added per employee activities.”18

The urgency and scope of the restructuring challenge were underscored by the
council as it reported the limited presence of Ontario manufacturers in such high-
growth industries.19 It proposed many policy instruments ranging from conven-
tional firm-specific tax incentives to new research consortia and technology funds
linking business and academia.

With its focus on industrial policy and corporate behavior,Competing in the
New Global Economytended to downplay the role of labor market policy and
workers in the transition to the “new economy.” Although general reference was
made to the need to improve supports for workers coping with technological
change, labor leaders soon expressed concern about the marginalization of their
agenda. In response, the council decided to produce a second report that would
balance the initial business-centered analysis. In 1990,People and Skills in the
New Global Economywas published.20 The main premise underlying this report
was that the productivity of labor was no less important than that of capital for the
province’s economic renewal. Reforms to education, training, and worker adjust-
ment programming were critical components of an “aggressive labour market
policy” that could “play a significant role in assisting Ontario’s companies and
workers to move to higher value-added products and markets.”21

An overarching theme of the council’s work was the conceptual link made
between social partnerships, associative governance, and diversified quality pro-
duction. In particular,People and Skills in the New Global Economyreferenced
positive lessons from other jurisdictions in Europe and Canada where business-
labor partnerships governed labor market programming. These two council
reports quickly became benchmarks for further provincial discussion by civil ser-
vants, political parties, policy experts, and interest organizations. A consensus of
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sorts crystallized by 1989 around themes central to diversified quality production:
increased investment in skills training and high technology, recognition of both
government and market failures in providing such investment in Ontario and the
potential of social partnerships to correct for these failures, and interest in the for-
mation of representative policy-making arenas to give substance to the partner-
ship rhetoric.

However, it is important not to overstate the depth or breadth of the support for
the Premier’s Council’s vision and recommendations.22 First, the cross-section of
provincial elites sitting on the council spoke more as individuals than delegates
from social interests empowered to negotiate deals. As such, it was unclear how
much “buy-in” the policy recommendations actually had in the larger employer
and labor communities. Equally important, the council tended to limit the voice of
people from groups beyond business and labor. Its work was immediately vulner-
able to charges of downplaying the equity implications of technological and labor
market change. This particular concern about council representation and the
inclusiveness of its policy vision was embraced by the then opposition NDP,
which was involved in its own far-reaching policy review.23 Finally, there were
unresolved differences between business and labor on certain key issues, most
notably on the design of a funding mechanism to ensure the necessary infrastruc-
ture investments for diversified quality production. As events unfolded, these dif-
ferences and tensions would greatly complicate the implementation of the coun-
cil’s vision, particularly after the NDP unexpectedly won power in 1990.

If the council’s recommendations provided the intellectual catalyst for
Ontario’s experiment with associative governance, then the critical political pre-
cipitant was the NDP electoral breakthrough. NDP leader Bob Rae was a strong
advocate of a modernized (or moderate) social democratic ideology that empha-
sized social partnership as an electoral coalition formula and a power-sharing
administrative approach.24 The intent was to overcome the policy dilemmas and
legitimacy problems of traditional social democratic governance: welfare statism
and centralized, exclusionary bargaining over macroeconomic stabilization.
Ontario’s first social democratic government set out to act with greater determina-
tion than the Liberals to embed (and, in critical respects, extend) the Premier’s
Council’s diversified quality production economic ideas in a decentralized net-
work of associative institutions. Arguably, the government’s plans were too ambi-
tious, particularly given the nature of the electoral mandate won by the party. An
unprecedented pattern of vote splitting across electoral constituencies had deliv-
ered the NDP a solid parliamentary majority on the basis of only 37.6% of the
popular vote. Perhaps of greater significance, the party had campaigned with a
twenty-point populist “wish list” of grievances against the Liberal government
that would not translate well into an alternative governing agenda. As one party
strategist put it, “We, of course, had no notion that we might ever have to imple-
ment it.”25 Be that as it may, the government moved with dispatch to try to make
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the Workplace Health and Safety Agency (WHSA), the Ontario Training and
Adjustment Board (OTAB), and the industrial policy Sector Partnership Fund
(SPF) showcase items for a new social partnership approach to provincial govern-
ance.26

ASSOCIATIVE GOVERNANCE IN ACTION: ONTARIO’S THREE EXPERIMENTS

Occupational Health and Safety: Class Conflict
at the Workplace Health and Safety Agency

In 1989, the Liberal government in Ontario unveiled what it termed “a bold
new approach” to occupational health and safety governance.27 The aim was to
substantially improve the operation of the Internal Responsibility System (IRS)
that had been in place since the late 1970s. Under the IRS, management remained
legally accountable for health and safety performance, but responsibility for iden-
tifying hazards and protecting workers from risks was shared between the work-
place parties. In theory, bipartite health and safety committees would report to
senior management on hazardous conditions and make recommendations for
regulatory change, with the Ministry of Labour intervening to ensure appropriate
management follow-up. Similarly, individual workers could exercise the right to
refuse work they judged unsafe, backed by ministry enforcement. The IRS was
intended to address the limitations of unilateral, command, and control health and
safety systems, whether run by ministry officials or firm managers.

However, throughout the 1980s, the labor movement was very critical of the
implementation of the IRS in Ontario. While supporting its broad principles,
organized labor and the NDP issued detailed reports on occupational health and
safety that identified a host of problems. These included the power of manage-
ment to circumvent the committee process, the failure of the Ministry of Labour to
use its authority either to support committee recommendations or to uphold work
refusals, and the need for more expertise for committee members.28 Not surpris-
ingly, business was basically satisfied with the workings of the IRS. Able to
exploit the advantages available to them in the system, Ontario employers did not
coalesce in the 1980s around any agenda for reform in health and safety policy.
Their “policy agenda throughout this period was essentially reactive.”29 Mean-
while, labor translated its broad concerns into a reform program calling for greater
ministerial enforcement of regulations, training for IRS committee members, and
a direct role for workplace representatives in policy development. On labor’s final
point, there was some common ground with business, as various employers often
criticized the Ministry of Labour for an overly bureaucratic approach to the draft-
ing of regulations.

By the late 1980s, political and bureaucratic factors converged to propel the
labor movement’s critique to the policy fore. Politically, the NDP’s participation
in a governing legislative accord made a difference, as the party, consistent with
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its formal ties to organized labor, pushed hard for cabinet attention to occupa-
tional health and safety amendments. At the bureaucratic level, complaints about
top-down policy development had led to several information-gathering visits by
senior Labour Ministry officials to European jurisdictions where business and
labor organizations played a direct role in the overall governance of health and
safety systems. The prospect of extending the existing IRS workplace-based
bipartism to the provincial level and inviting business and labor to take ownership,
and therefore responsibility, for health and safety outcomes was not unattractive
to officials.30 In this political-bureaucratic context, then, the 1989 legislative
reforms crystallized around the themes of expanded bipartism and enhanced joint
problem-solving capacity.

Central to this thrust was a new emphasis on health and safety training through
provincewide certification programs for workplace committee members.
Employers would be obliged to pay employees at their normal rate during the
period of certification training, as well as tuition costs. In turn, details about the
content, duration, and delivery of training programs would become the responsi-
bility of a new institution managing $46 million in training programs and serv-
ices. The proposed WHSA would be bipartite in governance, under the direction
of a fourteen-member Board of Directors (seven representing labor, seven repre-
senting business), with full-time business-labor co-chairs. An executive director
was to be responsible for the day-to-day running of the agency. Four core policy
tasks were delegated to the Board of Directors by the state: first, development and
administration of certification training for workplace committee members; sec-
ond, restructuring of the network of associations and agencies involved in the
actual delivery of training; third, support to educational programs and research;
and fourth, creation of an accreditation system for rewarding employers with
strong health and safety records.31

Organized labor supported the package since it promised to correct deficien-
cies in the operation of the IRS at the same time that it provided workers with
direct input and control over a host of training programs and resources. Further,
the legislation gave organized labor, through the OFL, monopoly representation
to speak for all workers. It also marginalized “neutral” third parties such as the sci-
entific research community and occupational health and safety professionals,
which labor historically viewed as de facto employer allies.32 Equally predictable
was the business community’s opposition. Business foresaw not only increased
costs but much greater accountability for health and safety performance through a
revitalized IRS. An ad hoc coalition of trade associations, known as the “Gang of
Eight,” formed to pressure the premier and the Minister of Industry, Trade, and
Technology to force changes on the Minister of Labour. Prominent among the
employer concerns was the proposed bipartite governance structure of the agency.
Recognizing the superior organizational capacity of Ontario labor to work effec-
tively inside such an institution, and aware that labor had a well-defined health
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and safety training agenda, business leaders argued for the presence of other tech-
nical and professional health and safety interests, as well as government, to “help
depoliticize and depolarize the agency.”33 It insisted on government retaining the
ability to defend the “broader public interest” in the policy area.

In response, the Liberal government substantially changed its legislative pro-
posal. The bipartite character of the agency was modified.34 A nonvoting neutral
chair was added to the board, interpreted by labor as a return to the tripartite
arrangements it long opposed on the grounds that business-government alliances
dominated decision making. In addition, four health and safety professionals, two
from labor and two from management, were to be appointed to the board. In the
case of the chair and the professionals on the board, government would have the
discretion to make choices based on recommendations from the business and
labor representatives. A small business advisory committee would be established
to provide further employer input to the board.

Labor was critical of these changes, and consequently the WHSA emerged
through a hollow legislative “compromise” without the active support of either
social interest, much less any meaningful consensus between them.35 The funda-
mental unresolved concerns from the legislative struggle for each side were clear.
Labor objected to the revised tripartite governance structure. Business remained
uncomfortable with the central programmatic activity of the agency—mandated,
employer-funded certification training. A polarization of positions and mistrust
characterized the agency’s legislative creation, providing a dubious launch for the
social partnership that was to decide policy, design programs, and allocate
monies.

In fact, the WHSA could not escape the controversies defining its formation. It
operated in a more or less permanent state of near-crisis as labor and business rep-
resentatives asserted their own priorities and attempted to block each other’s
advance. Organized labor came to the table with a worker-based training agenda
in health and safety and a high capacity to mobilize behind its preferred outcomes.
Labor’s strong position inside the institution was reinforced externally by the
election of the NDP, its political ally, and the appointment of longtime labor legis-
lative activist Bob Mackenzie to the critical Labour Ministry. In contrast, business
approached the agency without a coherent policy position or programmatic pro-
posals in occupational health and safety training. Moreover, the business commu-
nity’s capacity to generate such a framework was severely limited by the absence
of a provincewide organizational network to build consensus and mobilize sup-
port. In reality, the loose coalition of trade associations that became the account-
ability mechanism for the WHSA’s management-side directors was united mostly
by its criticisms of the agency and its disinterest in a centralized training regime.
On specific issues related to the WHSA’s mandate, they often divided. As such,
business was ill-equipped for responsible or strategic participation.
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In these terms, it was quickly apparent that this deliberative arena would not
efface difference, mediate conflict, or reveal common ground between interests.
To the contrary, the agency crystallized, indeed intensified, the class-based con-
flicts that had long framed Ontario’s health and safety policy process. In fact, the
WHSA tilted the field of struggle in labor’s favor as agency policy outcomes and
resource allocations consistently reflected the OFL’s superior organizational
capacity and political support at the Labour Ministry. This is evident in the
dynamics surrounding implementation of the agency’s major priorities: finalizing
the governance structure, determining the substance of the certification training
program, and restructuring training delivery organizations.

In terms of governance, the agency actually reverted back to the bipartite
model that labor had long insisted upon as a condition for its full participation in
partnership policy making. The third party chair and executive director both
resigned within the first two years of operation. Both were frustrated by the nar-
rowness of their actual responsibilities because the labor-side board members did
not accept the legitimacy of their positions and roles. Here, the NDP Minister of
Labour supported the move back to effective bipartism by not appointing a new
chair for two years and by negotiating a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
underscoring the authority of the labor and management vice-chairs, as well as the
autonomy of the agency from government. The Labour Minister explained the
government’s rationale:

Because of the unique experimental nature of the Agency there are often no guidelines or
established precedents to guide actions. Instead of the rule book they have to rely on their
own judgement, instinct, common sense and perspective. Those are the qualities that really
define bipartism.36

In the midst of this unexpected reorganization, the management vice-chair
resigned under pressure from other employers for not defeating the return to
bipartism. Business also voiced concern that the government had not moved to
establish the small business advisory committee that was part of the final legisla-
tive package passed by the previous government.

Turning to the agency’s two major program initiatives, certification training
and delivery organization restructuring, labor’s superior capacity to define posi-
tions, reach consensus, and advance positions was also evident. Labor came to the
discussions around the certification issue with a clear goal—to use its existing
training programs as the basis for the agency’s work. Its approach emphasized
generic or theoretical training that provided workers with broad, portable skills in
areas such as communications and health and safety research; a three-week pro-
gram as the standard length; and an enhanced role for the labor-based Workers’
Health and Safety Centre (WHSC) in program delivery. This “labour presentation
established the ground upon which all further discussions would take place.”
There was no “agreement on policy frameworks” that would “establish the broad
principles and criteria that should govern development of policy in a given area.”37
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The management caucus eventually brought forward its own notions about the
certification program, reacting negatively to the proposed program length and the
emphasis on generic skills and related absence of industry-specific content. After
much dispute, delay, and last-minute intervention by the Ministry of Labour to
avoid total stalemate, the Board of Directors voted on a compromise proposal,
which failed to appease the management representatives and left them divided
over how to proceed. In the end, the management caucus on the board fractured,
and a certification package consistent with labor’s agenda was adopted and rati-
fied by the government. Labor’s “institutional success” was further reflected in
the agency’s restructuring of the health and safety delivery system. Specifically,
the resource discrepancy between business-based versus labor training organiza-
tions had long been a concern to labor. As part of the restructuring process, the
overall allocation of monies to delivery organizations was reduced by 15%, with
only the budget of labor’s own delivery network, the WHSC, being increased by
about 30%. These outcomes triggered four further resignations by management
directors, including a small business member who publicly denounced the WHSA
as a costly regulatory program imposed by government on employers who would
neither cooperate nor comply.38 These comments contrasted with those made by
the labor vice-chair, who summarized the certification program as “an unprece-
dented example of labour-management cooperation in the field of adult training
and education.”39

In the face of these defeats, business began to organize not to engage the part-
nership process but to undermine or boycott the WHSA. Board resignations and
small business protests in 1991 and 1992 were soon followed by widespread resis-
tance to participation in the certification program at the firm level and by calls to
scrap the agency at the political level. Labor representatives became aware that
their legislative gains were in serious jeopardy at the implementation stage.40

Business adopted a position of strategic disengagement.41 It embraced the slogan
“stay alive until ‘95” and took comfort from the fact that both opposition parties
were committed to changes amounting to abolition of the bipartite agency.42

Lacking the organizational structures necessary to assume provincewide health
and safety policy-making responsibilities, Ontario employers saw no compelling
political reason to build them. Consequently, labor’s rather remarkable five-year
forward march within the institution was never constrained by the need to negoti-
ate meaningful compromise with business. However, it was limited by business’s
noncompliance and defection. And in the 1995 election, it would face business’s
capacity for political counteroffensive through party politics.

At the WHSA, the government wrestled with a highly unstable associative
dynamic. A hostile, disorganized employer community declined to embrace the
process while a highly mobilized labor movement worked the institutional rules
to define training debates and channel agency resources. Exploiting the combina-
tion of business disengagement and government support, labor representatives
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made significant policy and program breakthroughs. The inability of business to
advance a coherent collective position at the WHSA reflected gaps in organiza-
tional capacity but also power politics as it resisted negotiation on terms defined
by other actors. Not surprisingly, the WHSA lurched from crisis to crisis and
proved unable to generate programs with the requisite cross-class buy-in to allow
effective implementation. In effect, the NDP government imposed European-
style bipartism on a weak North American–style social partnership. The disjunc-
ture between institutional design and environmental context led to immediate
problems in agency governance and ongoing controversies in policy design and
service delivery. Business began to mobilize politically to win agreement from the
opposition political parties that the problems with the agency required not legisla-
tive rebalancing of the partnership framework or governance structure but com-
plete dissolution.

Labor Market Training: Pluralistic
Paralysis at the Ontario Training and Adjustment Board

The Liberal government in 1989 also announced an intention to create a labor
market training agency governed by social partnership. However, no implementa-
tion effort followed, and it was the election of the NDP government in 1990 that
signalled clear political commitment to such institutional reform.43 Embracing
the Premier’s Council’s emphasis on active programming and private sector part-
nership, the NDP was also critical of certain aspects. Specifically, the party’s elec-
toral base and years in opposition had ensured greater sensitivity than the council
had displayed to social equity issues in economic restructuring. The NDP
responded in ways that the council had not, to the experience and claims of con-
stituencies beyond business and labor, particularly equity groups such as women,
visible minorities, and people with disabilities. Influential party activists had
rejected the Premier’s Council’s preoccupation with internationally traded sec-
tors and employed workers and its downplaying of increasing social polarization
in the new economy. From this perspective, labor market policy had to address
(and arrest) the rapid growth of nonstandard work and help workers trapped in
low-wage, unstable employment ghettos outside the core traded sectors. The
council’s focus on specialized training for employed workers in traded sectors
required broadening to incorporate equity and access for all workers, employed
and unemployed. Such policies also required flanking by other labor market
measures in the areas of employment standards and labor relations.44

In November 1991, the government released a consultation document on its
plans for provincial labor market policy.Skills to Meet the Challenge: A Training
Partnership for Ontarioestablished the outlines of the NDP’s OTAB model. It
was significantly different from the Premier’s Council’s proposal. The range of
programs to be transferred from government to the agency was expanded to
include those serving the employment disadvantaged. The governance structure

552 POLITICS & SOCIETY



would be a twenty-two-member multipartite board under business-labor leader-
ship composed of eight business and labor representatives, four social equity rep-
resentatives (women, visible minorities, persons with disabilities, Aboriginal
Canadians), two education and training sector representatives, and one federal
and one provincial ex-officio representative. As the Minister of Skills Develop-
ment later stated,

What we did in terms of adjusting the models to our own purposes was to try to expand the
partnership somewhat, in particular so that we would be assisting unemployed workers and
people who want to re-enter the workforce as well as those with jobs in having a say in the
development of policy around training and adjustment in Ontario.45

With this model on the table, the government began public consultations to final-
ize legislation, confirm support from the labor market partners, and establish an
organizational foundation for the associative structure. The contrast with the
WHSA was striking. Before asking the social partners to assume policy responsi-
bilities, the state committed itself to preparing leaders for effective participation
in the new agency. Indeed, almost all of 1992 was consumed with trying to estab-
lish the representational foundations for the OTAB’s operation. A special project
team of bureaucrats worked closely with representatives to ensure each group
could combine internal accountability with effective board-level deliberation and
consensual decision making. Formal steering committees and reference groups
were established to facilitate consultation between representatives and constitu-
ents on issues as fundamental as the OTAB’s mandate. In some cases, the state’s
support for representational capacity building took the form of direct public
monies, as with equity and education communities that had little prior experience
with, or resources for, policy formation. In others, such as with business, efforts
focused on facilitating a more coherent associative structure. In offering this sup-
port, the officials emphasized that the “OTAB is not another level of bureaucracy.”
They proclaimed, “Never before in North America has any government shared so
much responsibility for the policy and direction of programs with the community
it serves.”46 As the consultative exercise unfolded, officials hoped that the diverse
representation would breed creativity and new forms of intergroup and cross-
class understanding.47

However, it soon became clear that each of the private sector groups invited to
sit on the OTAB had developed its own understanding of the basic purposes of
training.48 It followed that all had rather different views of the OTAB’s policy
focus, program priorities, and financing strategies. Business, it seemed, had
accepted the original Premier’s Council’s version of the OTAB as an opportunity
to use the discourse of competitiveness to orient publicly funded programs and
services toward the type of competency-based and applied-skills training deemed
most useful to employers. Labor’s vision of training was different, rooted in pri-
orities for worker empowerment and genuine consultation with unions. Labor saw
training as an increasingly important issue that it could not afford to leave as a
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unilateral business decision. In the words of the Canadian Energy and Paperwork-
ers (CEP),

The need for training is not just a question of productivity and/or profit for the company,
although we may share some of these concerns with management. As we see it, training is
about the future of our role in society as working people. It isour issue.49

The “worker-driven” vision of training challenged business’s focus on competi-
tiveness per se. It sought to put “workers in a better position to shape the future and
start to eliminate job discrimination based on gender, race and ethnicity.” In these
terms, the union concluded that “while OTAB has the potential to promote
worker-driven training across the province, its direction is not set. We will have to
fight to make sure that OTAB meets our needs.”50

Moreover, business and labor disagreed among themselves about the benefits
of participating in joint planning structures and the degree to which compromises
should be made. On the labor side, the Canadian Auto Workers (CAW) was much
more skeptical of joint labor-management cooperation in training decisions than
either the CEP or the United Steel Workers of America.51 Within business, there
remained fundamental questions of representative capacity and whether there
could be a reliable business voice to decide provincewide training issues, despite
the addition of steering committees and reference groups. Organizations repre-
senting different sectors, particularly small business, were wary of decisions that
might have a detrimental effect on their memberships.

Like business and labor, social equity groups had also developed particular
understandings of training, reflecting their own workplace and community expe-
rience. In general, they all “welcomed the integration of social and economic pol-
icy in the OTAB legislation” and argued that “employment equity must be linked
to the entire labour adjustment and training system.”52 In their view, “good train-
ing” was a broad concept, where “social equity objectives are first established,
then achieved and maintained within a training system that promotes social jus-
tice as well as economic objectives.”53 Equity groups not only argued for greater
access to state-funded programs but a more basic reconceptualization of the train-
ing system. They noted that the dominant conception of skill acquisition and
knowledge—viewed as a rational progression from elementary and secondary
school to postsecondary education or apprenticeship and finally to firm- or
workplace-specific skills—did not recognize either the different ways these
groups might acquire skills or the barriers they faced in following the prescribed
route. Women’s groups maintained that training had to support gender equity, be
learner centered, and provide collateral supports such as income and child care to
enable women to participate. Visible minority groups emphasized that an anti-
racism focus should be at the basis of training policy formation and program
design.

The advancement of the social equity training agenda was contested, most
obviously, by the OTAB’s business representatives. They feared loss of the
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competitiveness priority in Ontario’s training system. Business spokespersons
argued that the multipartite OTAB would have “a more important social than eco-
nomic focus” and that the achievement of a more competitive economy was rele-
gated to a “secondary status.”54 They criticized the government for producing an
OTAB model that “strayed from the original purposes” of the Premier’s Council.
For its part, labor was also wary of the social equity movement on certain issues.
Labor representatives were worried that funding for workplace- or sector-based
training for skills upgrading might be diverted to labor market entry and reentry
matters, particular concerns of equity constituencies.

These fundamental differences among the social partners came to a head in
disputes over the coverage of the OTAB’s mandate, the governing body’s
decision-making rules, and payroll training taxes.55 The question of whether or
not the OTAB’s mandate should cover the public sector proved to be a major area
of contention. Business groups did not want money for private sector training
channeled to the broader public sector and argued that adjustment measures for
this restructuring should remain a government responsibility. They insisted that
the OTAB’s mandate apply only to the private sector. The OFL and public sector
unions, on the other hand, wanted the public and broader public sector included to
guarantee training funds for members affected by widespread public sector
restructuring and downsizing. Significantly, business did not provide a slate of its
members to sit on a proposed council to examine broader public sector training
issues, suggesting a boycott of the council.

The OTAB’s decision-making rules became another source of controversy.
Business wanted to avoid being outvoted by a coalition of labor and equity repre-
sentatives and indicated that it would not provide nominations to the board unless
the issue was resolved to its satisfaction. The business steering committee pro-
posed that in the absence of consensus a double-majority model be adopted. This
model would require the support of the majority of business and labor directors in
addition to a simple majority vote. For their part, equity groups insisted on a triple-
majority model in which they would be dealt with collectively as a third partner. A
majority of votes from business, labor, and equity groups would be required to set-
tle controversial questions. Meanwhile, the business steering committee also
rejected the OFL’s demand that a 1% payroll training tax be levied against
employers to increase private sector funding for training. Business representa-
tives argued that any investment in training should be voluntary and that a compul-
sory tax would act as a disincentive to further corporate training contributions. As
one business spokesperson put it, “Top-down directives will not move business
people to train.”56 The financing issue was deferred rather than resolved when the
government informed business that it would not implement a training tax unless
recommended by the OTAB once it was operational.

Following a round table convened among all interests to seek consensus on
such matters, the Minister of Skills Development finally introduced legislation in
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late 1992 to establish the OTAB. Remarkably, some groups complained that
things were moving too quickly. The Board of Trade of Metropolitan Toronto felt
that the process had been “a forced march” and that government should devise “a
more carefully thought out plan.” In fact, once legislation was introduced, the
business community began to rethink the entire exercise, preferring to recast the
OTAB as a more conventional advisory body to government. The Ontario Cham-
ber of Commerce stated that it was “inappropriate to give OTAB spending author-
ity for funds that should be accountable back through the legislature . . .that means
that the independent portions of OTAB, the various boards and councils relying on
reference groups/interest groups nominees, should be advisory, not decision-
making.”57 The revisionism was not confined to business interests. A key labor
representative stated publicly that the eighteen months of policy work and consul-
tation leading to the enabling legislation had been largely wasted and that the gov-
ernment’s institutional experiment would not work. He recommended that the
government seize the initiative, mandating employers to train their workers while
increasing public expenditures on training the unemployed.58 Social equity
groups had a more positive view of the drawn-out consultation process, as they
valued the resources made available for grassroots organizing and leadership
development.59 The OTAB’s structure not only recognized and gave voice to
groups historically marginalized in training policy, but its consultation process
enabled them to develop common positions and strategic alliances.

In July 1993, nearly three years into the NDP’s five-year electoral mandate, the
government passed the OTAB legislation, approved a $442 million budget for the
first year of operation, and appointed the governing body based on reference
group nominees. An MOU was finalized, indicating that the board would operate
within a policy framework established by the government, revealing an important
difference from the WHSA’s open-ended grant of executive authority to the part-
ners. Yet, before training program activity could begin, the OTAB’s newly
appointed governing body and the government’s training bureaucracy had to sort
through further implementation issues. From late 1993 to early 1995, attention
shifted to setting up five implementation councils that, in conjunction with
twenty-five local boards, would carry out the reform plans devised by the board.
As well, the focus turned to deciding protocols for the some 550 staff members
who had transferred to the OTAB secretariat from the disbanded government
bureaucracy.60These tasks required nearly a year of intensive work and were com-
pleted in June 1994. It was another six months before the councils began to meet to
focus on the central tasks in the OTAB’s mandate—program reform and increased
training. By this time, the interest of the sponsoring NDP government had waned
considerably. It was preoccupied with its daunting reelection struggle to the vir-
tual exclusion of concern with further policy implementation.

In sum, the OTAB was a truly ambitious attempt at associative governance,
transcending familiar neo-corporatist training approaches. Its multipartite
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governance structure responded to the diversity of labor markets in the 1990s.
Relatedly, the OTAB’s policy focus was wide-ranging, cutting across traditional
distinctions between economic and social fields. Its mandate included attention to
labor market issues well beyond specialized skills formation for employed work-
ers. It emphasized equitable access to basic skills acquisition for groups histori-
cally facing barriers and integration of the long-term unemployed, social assis-
tance recipients, and new entrants into the labor market. Here, a number of
ideologically contentious issues continued to inform discussion among the social
partners. These ranged from the merits of mandated employer contributions to
finance training, to the integration of efficiency and equity goals in training policy
and the place of public sector workers in a revamped system. Consensus among
business, labor, and social equity groups proved elusive.

Indeed, difference on the order of magnitude expressed during the OTAB’s ini-
tial consultations raised the specter of organizational paralysis. The NDP oversaw
formation of representational supports to facilitate associative partnerships and
attempted to frame the agency’s program decisions through an MOU underlining
the expectations of government. These initial associative supports, however,
would have to be supplemented by skillful facilitation and mediation of the inevi-
table disputes among representatives as the agency began operation. But the
process never progressed to the point of meaningful implementation or action, at
least within the electoral window afforded by a supportive government. Frus-
trated by the slowness of progress, but aware of the complexity of the issues at
play and with much political capital invested in the partnership model, govern-
ment officials were uncertain about how best to engage constructive dialogue. A
tentative, hyperconsultative state failed to move the partners beyond either meta-
policy debates or narrow procedural disputes. The theoretical scope for positive-
sum negotiation and shared institutional identity formation implied by the
OTAB’s extraordinary membership and policy range never materialized in prac-
tice. The result was a protracted round of consultations that was mostly counter-
productive. Rather than focusing energy, building commitment to action, and
identifying potential terms of intergroup compromise, they crystallized ideologi-
cal differences on matters of substance before foundering on drawn-out debates
over structure and process.

Industrial Policy: Pragmatic Planning at the Sector Partnership Fund

In its industrial policy approach, the NDP again combined themes from the
Premier’s Council and its own internal policy thinking. The former’s focus on
high value-added competitiveness was merged with the latter’s emphasis on creat-
ing sectoral capacities for innovation. NDP policy intellectuals had argued in the
late 1980s that modern industrial policy needed to do more than subsidize individ-
ual firms.61 Rather, it had to “create a new array of social and political institutions
capable of supporting increased levels of social productivity and a higher standard
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of living.” 62A central determinant of national or subnational competitiveness was
the institutional capacity to diffuse innovations across the economy through net-
works sharing ideas and combining resources. The NDP did not want to target
support to individual firms, whether of the “threshold” variety celebrated by the
council, or to continue spending on mature, crisis-ridden companies in the steel
and pulp-and-paper industries that became unexpected industrial assistance pri-
orities of the government in its first year in office. Significantly, the NDP’s indus-
trial policy ideas never envisioned the use of strong policy instruments to steer
capital formation or intervene directly and selectively in private investment deci-
sion making. As such, the industrial policy conceptions, while addressing matters
arguably more central to the dynamics of capitalist accumulation, were less
threatening to business interests and managerial prerogatives than either of the
reforms undertaken in occupational health and safety or labor market policy.63

These orientations were brought together in the Industrial Policy Framework
released in July 1992.64 It proposed changes in the way government would inter-
vene to assist private sector restructuring. Government expenditures would nei-
ther focus on individual firms nor take the form of general incentives. They would
be channeled to enhance the “people and physical” infrastructure of the new econ-
omy—specifically, worker skills and high technology. They would also be used to
lever private sector policy participation and financial contribution. The Industrial
Policy Framework announced the government’s intent to begin joint planning
with networks of firms and unions in specific sectors. The goals were threefold: to
increase private sector investment in upgrading sectoral competitiveness; to tailor
all government expenditures to the particular product, market, and organizational
conditions prevailing in sectors; and to introduce a kind of market test into indus-
trial policy supports by confining government’s role to “creating capabilities and
promoting winning activities—the competitive fundamentals—rather than trying
to pick the winning companies or sectors of the future.”65

The centerpiece of the Industrial Policy Framework was the SPF, approved as a
new initiative and announced in the 1992 budget with funding of $150 million
over three years, later extended to six.66 Under this program, the government
would elicit from sectoral interests action plans that diagnosed sectoral strengths
and weaknesses, identified common challenges, and proposed priority initiatives
to meet such challenges. The SPF could be used by groups of firms for specific
innovation-related tasks such as developing sectoral technological capabilities to
improve production processes and products through precompetitive research and
developing sectorwide training standards, sharing knowledge to encourage inter-
firm diffusion of information and technologies, and sector promotion and market-
ing to help firms pool resources, particularly for international markets.

The SPF was available to all sectors in the economy. Reinforcing the bottom-
up nature of the process and its voluntarist or market-driven logic, the government
did not predetermine intersectoral funding priorities. Consistent with the goal of
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supporting winning activities rather than picking winners, the SPF gave priority to
sectors that “self-identified,” that is, independently organized and conveyed an
interest in working with government. By letting the proposals develop externally,
the government believed it would improve the quality of the submissions and their
prospects for sustainability through increasing commitment of private, not public,
resources.67 The SPF defined a sector as a group of Ontario-based firms that pro-
duced similar goods or services, using similar processes and technologies. Each
sector required a forum or council for sector issue identification and consensus
building that included representation of business and, where they existed, trade
unions and other relevant interests. The fund could be used by sector partners to
build their coordinating capacity to implement concrete initiatives. One of the
fund’s goals was to assist in developing new interfirm relationships, analytic abili-
ties, and program or service delivery capacities. To this end, government money
was available to help sector partners prepare their strategies, including projects
such as strengthening industry associations, providing initial diagnosis of the sec-
tor’s capabilities, and retaining consultants to assist in developing a sector
strategy.

This capacity-building support from government to the societal interests
proved less complicated than in the case of the OTAB. In the SPF, private actors
were not mandated to exercise broad executive authority. Instead, they were pro-
vided an opportunity to access public funds for joint initiatives designed in accor-
dance with specific, even rigid, state program criteria. The funding approval
process decided by the government specified a number of conditions that “sector
councils” would have to meet to qualify for provincial money. Sector strategies
had to reflect a consensus among all interests represented. Specific initiatives pro-
posed for funding had to constitute an incremental addition to the activities of the
sector and not substitute for activities that would have taken place regardless of
the fund’s existence. They could not overlap or duplicate other areas of govern-
ment programming. Finally, once drafted, the sector strategies and proposed ini-
tiatives would be scrutinized by bureaucratic officials who would then carry the
proposals forward to the Cabinet Committee on Economic Development for
approval. The cabinet committee’s conditions for approval involved assessment
of the sector strategy’s business plans, program, or service delivery responsibili-
ties and evaluation framework.68With these parameters imposed on the joint plan-
ning process from the outset, the host of representational and accountability ques-
tions that beset and bedeviled both the OTAB and WHSA were far less likely to
surface.

Following approval of a strategy, the government was prepared to make a
financial contribution for implementation of up to 50% of funding secured from
the sector partners themselves or other governments. The government’s aim was
clear: provide initial monies to engage firms and labor market partners in a plan-
ning process; lever sufficient private sector investments to implement sectoral
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programs, networks, and infrastructure; and over time allow market forces to
determine their viability.

In practice, the Ministry of Economic Development and Trade (MEDT) was
responsible for coordinating the Industrial Policy Framework and implementa-
tion of the SPF. Under its direction, line ministries with sectoral responsibilities
such as forestry, health, and agriculture and food were assigned leadership roles in
facilitating approval of strategies. MEDT became a kind of industrial policy cen-
tral agency supporting the various line ministries in their external work with the
sectoral partners, and it was responsible internally for bringing forward proposals
to the cabinet committee. Sectoral ministries used their existing consultative
mechanisms, such as advisory committees to ministers, to support and mobilize
their sector partners. This internal bureaucratic division of labor reflected a desire
to break down the ministerial walls that characterized traditional industrial policy
making. It also reinforced the government’s desire for shared ownership of the
SPF, relying for its momentum on responsible joint planning in the private sector
framed by clear government intentions with respect to both process and
outcomes.

Unlike the OTAB, the SPF was in operation within a year of its 1992 announce-
ment. As such, there is a basis for preliminary assessment of its performance or
impact.69 By the time of the June 1995 provincial election, the SPF process had
engaged two thousand participants from twenty-eight sectors, involving twenty-
two unions, ninety-three industry associations, and twenty-eight college and uni-
versities.70 Despite some difficulties in the partnerships, particularly between the
CAW and business representatives in the auto parts and aerospace sectors, the SPF
process appeared to be evolving toward a functional form of state-facilitated asso-
ciative planning and action. The government committed about $75 million of the
$150 million SPF budget and levered an additional $95 million from the private
sector for joint projects. Sector strategies were approved in fifteen sectors, repre-
senting a broad cross-section of the provincial economy. These sectors included
telecommunications, computing, aerospace, auto parts, food processing, environ-
mental industries, health industries, plastics, furniture, and cultural industries.
Between 1993 and 1995, only two sector strategies were rejected, one because it
appeared the group wanted to use the process to lobby the government, and the
second because the business representatives refused to cooperate with labor.71

Overall, the content of the sector strategies conformed closely to the expectations
of government, in part because the template created by government for the plans
was directive and in part because individual ministries worked closely with their
sector partners in their preparation.

The SPF’s most significant impact in terms of concrete initiatives funded
appears to have been support for sector-based technology and business resource
centers. The aerospace sector strategy resulted in the creation of the Ontario Aero-
space Council to help companies collaborate on precompetitive research,
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establish an aerospace industry training certificate program, and bid on major
national and international contracts. A similar sector-based technology center
was established for environmental industries to assist in commercialization of
environmental technologies. In the food sector, new funding was provided to the
existing Guelph Food Technology Centre to improve technology transfer. Further
funding was provided to the Ontario Winery Adjustment Program, a sectoral
arrangement established in the late 1980s in response to free trade. In computing,
a sector resource facility was funded to provide technical support to small- and
medium-sized firms and improve their international marketing and export com-
petitiveness. In auto parts, a sector strategy was approved, involving funding from
the federal and Quebec governments, to establish a permanent sectoral council to
coordinate initiatives in specific areas such as manufacturing practices, access to
capital, work organization, apprenticeship training, and global marketing.72

Beyond their specific short-term contributions to sector capacities, these cen-
ters could potentially institutionalize the cooperative relationships engendered
through the initial planning stage of the SPF, providing a context for organizing
further shared investment in diversified quality production. The SPF facilitated a
remarkable level of “front-end” planning activity across sectors. It provided an
opportunity for many firms, unions, and scientific researchers to come together
for the first time to identify longer term productivity challenges. Before undertak-
ing planning and seeking approval for initiatives, many industries needed to create
sectoral associational structures that would enable interfirm cooperation and
labor-management partnership. As such, the achievements of the SPF resided
more in the process it engaged than in the products it delivered. Indeed, the mere
fact that collaborative planning was occurring distinguished the SPF from the
WHSA and OTAB.73 In time, both the province’s manufacturing culture and
organizational infrastructure may have been transformed along more cooperative
and associative lines.

By now wary of (and wearied by) ambitious efforts to devolve policy authority
to social interests, the government retained for itself a substantial role at the SPF.
It determined the characteristics of an eligible sector, set the terms for an accept-
able planning process, provided a template for the content of sector strategies, and
established clear criteria under which the partners could secure public funding for
action plans. Unlike at the OTAB, it bounded the issues “up for deliberation” and
relaxed requirements for diversity in participants; in contrast to the WHSA, it
demanded consensus among the relevant interests, both as a condition of entry to
policy participation and as the terms on which the state would authorize funding
for private sector proposals. The SPF’s more circumscribed power-sharing
arrangement responded, in ways that the OTAB and the WHSA did not, to the
absence of functional provincewide interest organizations and of preexisting
bases of solidarity between interests. Rather than assigning complex, open-ended
policy responsibilities on weak provincial peak associations, the SPF relied on
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and supported sectoral industry networks and individual unions to represent fairly
cohesive interests, some highly organized, in a joint planning process on a limited
set of issues. Fundamental questions about the mandate of the fund or the larger
purposes of industrial policy were not brought to sectoral tables for negotiation.

However, the most striking contrast with each of the earlier associative experi-
ments was the fact that only with the SPF did the state define terms for social part-
nership offering clear and immediate material inducements to business without
threatening management autonomy in investment decision making or workplace
organization. Ideological conflict between interests and the likelihood of business
defection from the process were reduced by a pragmatic joint interest in securing
public assistance in meeting specific sectoral challenges. The result was two years
of modest, incremental progress that compares favorably with the five years of
near-crisis at the WHSA and four years of waiting for the OTAB to act.

DISCUSSION: INSTITUTIONAL INNOVATION IN A
LIBERAL POLITY AND CAPITALIST ECONOMY

The performance of an associative institution charged by government to design
and implement public policy should be judged by its success in three basic areas.
Does it facilitate agreement on problems among representatives? In turn, does
such consensus enable concerted action to solve those problems? Is the action
likely to achieve the desired goals? Agreement, action, achievement: in these
terms, the results of Ontario’s ten-year associative experiment were truly mixed.
Only in industrial policy is it reasonable to judge the three criteria satisfied. In
occupational health and safety, action without agreement led to highly unstable
policy outcomes. In labor market training, the associative arrangement incubated
neither agreement nor action with obvious consequences for achievement.

What accounts for the limitations of Ontario’s institutional innovations? For
those writers emphasizing preexisting stocks of social capital, the dashed expec-
tations find their origins in the province’s infertile associative soil. “Social context
and history,” Robert Putnam explains, “profoundly condition the effectiveness of
institutions.”74 Ontario’s historical development has been defined much more by
markets, competition, and hierarchies than by negotiation, cooperation, and par-
ticipation. In consequence, associative reforms were destined to failure.75 Yet, the
Ontario record also points out deficiencies in this explanatory framework. First,
an approach to institutional innovation that is “resolutely society-centered” and
historically determinist offers little guidance for understanding the origins of
associative governance in places such as Ontario, not blessed with a conducive
civic tradition.76 Second, this approach may also desensitize observers to subtle
but important anomalies, for example, in the Ontario case, to the variation in asso-
ciative outcomes reflected in the comparative success of the SPF.

Pursuing both of these issues forces consideration of political agency in driv-
ing reforms and, specifically, the interplay between party strategy and state
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capacity in shaping institutional change. Here the writings of Joshua Cohen and
Joel Rogers are salutary.77 They offer a provocative interpretation of the state’s
potential to engage a “deliberate politics of association” in settings where the
“objective conditions” for cooperative collective action are far from ripe and
where there is unlikely to be spontaneous societal leadership in associative proj-
ects.78 The absence of preexisting group solidarities, they further propose, may
prove advantageous to innovation through association because the new arenas are
the policy equivalent of greenfield production sites. That is, the absence of long-
standing interest and participation may allow greater creativity and experimenta-
tion. New collective identities may crystallize more rapidly than in arenas
bounded by external past commitments. State power is the catalyst for change.
“That the state could engage in such construction” Cohen and Rogers “take to be
just short of uncontroversial.”79 Deploying a range of public policy instruments
targeted at society’s organizational and representative infrastructure, states can
establish such deliberative arenas, devolve substantial policy-making authority to
them, and facilitate other-regarding behavior among the diverse interests offered
equal institutional voice.

Certainly, the statist perspective helps explain the source of change in Ontario.
The initial move toward associative governance resulted from partisan dynamics
as the new premier elected in 1986 created a participatory advisory body, the Pre-
mier’s Council, to counter the ideas flowing from the regular bureaucracy. Sup-
ported by Liberal and New Democratic cabinets, the council elaborated the policy
rationale for provincial social partnerships and devised an institutional frame-
work for their implementation.

While the statist perspective accounts for the launch of the associative project,
it cannot fully account for subsequent processes and outcomes in specific policy
fields. Arguably, this shortcoming flows from certain assumptions made by state-
centered reform advocates. If cooperation among firms and between classes is
necessary for sustaining productivity in the new capitalism, the advocates sug-
gest, then business will recognize its interests and participate in the social partner-
ships that provide an “institutional base on which flexibility can rest.”80 Supply-
side associative governance directed by an active, competent state makes “capital-
ism an offer it cannot refuse—the offer of an indispensable and unique contribu-
tion to the viability of capitalism as a mode of production.”81However, the Ontario
experience brings into focus significant qualifications to this line of argument.
The willingness of the business community to engage partnership processes var-
ied across the three cases, and this variation turned out to matter greatly for rela-
tive institutional success and failure.

Incentives for participation were largest and the challenge to capitalist pre-
rogatives most remote in the case of the SPF. The mix of incentives and threats
was least attractive at the WHSA and somewhere in between at the OTAB. At the
WHSA, the business community was faced with the likelihood of increased costs
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and far less discretion over approaches to health and safety in individual work-
places. The negative implications for management control and the short-term bot-
tom line evidently outweighed any longer term view of the potential productivity
payoffs from safer, healthier workplaces and improved worker morale. At the
OTAB, a chief concern animating the formation of the institution was the Ontario
business community’s underinvestment in the kind of broad-based, generic
worker skills widely touted as critical sources of competitive advantage in the
knowledge economy. However, the fear of state-mandated contributions from
individual firms submerged any meaningful business interest in the collective
return on such shared investments. Moreover, employer representatives at the
OTAB had no grant of authority from their larger constituency to consider seri-
ously alternative views about training priorities, much less negotiate compro-
mises on program design or financial responsibilities with labor and social equity
spokespersons. At the SPF, the incentive to participate and the stake in coopera-
tive outcomes were more compelling for business. Most obviously, agreement
on a joint strategic plan could lead to an effective doubling of corporate infra-
structural investment through matched public monies.

In sum, in liberal polities and capitalist economies, business must be induced
to refrain from exercising its structural privilege not to share economic power.
From this perspective, a state seeking to devolve authority to its potential social
partners has to concern itself with more than “associative supports” to enable col-
lective action. Lessons from Ontario suggest that supply-side associative govern-
ance represents a deal that capital is inclined to refuse.82 Ontario business evi-
dently preferred the status quo ante of unconditional state-subsidized labor
market training, wide latitude in health and safety practices, and so forth, even
when arguments and research were tabled to clarify that such arrangements were
inefficient and jeopardized the future well-being of the provincial economy and
society. The prospects for arranging a cross-class accommodation in these two
sectors were remote, and institutional innovation did little to alter perceptions of
interest held by collective actors.

In these terms, the Ontario experience suggests a recasting of the debate
opened by Rogers and Cohen about the prospects for creating robust associative
governance in liberal polities. If business must be mostly forced rather than
enabled to learn the virtuous behavior underpinning diversified quality produc-
tion, then the issue of political power remains central. As Robert Kuttner puts it,
can progressive forces mobilize resources through the state to “inflict what capi-
talism does not know it needs?”83 In answering his own question in general terms,
Kuttner underscores the importance of a supportive macroeconomic policy con-
text for the microlevel partnerships and supply-side interventions defining asso-
ciative governance. That is, low growth, high unemployment fiscal and monetary
policy, or global laissez faire trade and investment policy empower capital against
both workers and the domestic state. In Ontario, across the decade of provincial
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associative experimentation, the Canadian federal government rigorously
adhered to just such a deflationary, liberalizing macroeconomic package. Double-
digit unemployment rates, a brutal continental rationalization of secondary manu-
facturing, and a near fiscal crisis of the provincial state, all facilitated by federal
policies, severely diminished the capacity of progressive forces in Ontario to
force business into associative partnership. Further, these factors converged to
drive a wedge between the social democratic government and the trade union
movement. In 1993, the NDP cabinet responded to the combination of budgetary
pressures and business offensive against public expenditure by imposing its
hugely controversial Social Contract on public sector workers that garnered sav-
ings through limiting collective bargaining rights.84

These political and fiscal difficulties suggest two other lessons for associative
reformers from the Ontario experience. First, the strong claims often made about
the “good fit” between such partnership institutions and regional or local settings
may be overstated. A facilitative macroeconomic environment is a necessary con-
dition for politically sustainable, subnational social partnerships on the econo-
my’s supply side. Second, if associative legislation is to prove viable in practice,
reformers must pay systematic and sustained attention to extra-parliamentary
mobilization of progressive forces, orchestration of reform alliances in specific
policy fields, and cultivation of a supportive public opinion. Election campaigns
based on substantive agendas that generate popular mandates for change are one
example of what is required. In Ontario, the institutional innovations were limited
by the resistance of the business community; at the same time, however, such
opposition was not countered or tempered by popular understanding of and sup-
port for the concepts of partnerships or power sharing. Neither the Liberals nor the
NDP used the channels of democratic representation to forge a strong link
between their innovative policies and political strategies.

The Ontario experience also contains more specific lessons about the particu-
lar type of state capacity that is required to take advantage of the strategic maneu-
vering room available to officials within the societal constraints.85 The Ontario
story makes clear that associative reforms in liberal capitalist polities require from
officials subtle appreciation of the complexities of institutional implementation.
Close attention must be paid to matters of agency design, policy devolution,
process facilitation, and policy supports that mix behavioral incentives and prohi-
bitions. The three Ontario cases reveal clear differences in the state’s approach to
implementation, and these differences influenced the operation and performance
of the agencies.

Three institutional design features seem especially salient. The first concerns
the “level” at which the associative arrangement was cast, that is, at the provincial
economy-wide level or the mesosectoral, industry-specific level. The second fac-
tor concerns the scope or range of issues that were open to negotiation among the
social partners. The third factor involves the role reserved by the state for itself;
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that is, the degree to which officials provided direction to the social partners, clari-
fied expectations about acceptable outcomes, and, in so doing, facilitated, even
drove, the planning process. The case studies suggest strongly that in Ontario, the
possibilities for viable partnership are best at the mesolevel, where the state
retains and exercises a significant measure of authority and where the policy
agenda is focused and circumscribed.86 This configuration of factors helped the
SPF process to move forward, while its absence at the OTAB and WHSA left the
social partners struggling over the terms of participation and rationale for coop-
eration. The mismatch between institutional structure and organizational environ-
ment was striking in the case of the WHSA and OTAB and much less so with the
SPF.

These differences in state capacity were related to the sequencing in time of
these initiatives: the WHSA was established in 1990, followed by the OTAB in
1991 and then the SPF in 1992. Government officials were learning about the
challenges of appropriate institutional design as they proceeded. The WHSA rep-
resented a somewhat crude attempt to transplant a European bipartite model on
North American soil. Reflecting on the resultant instabilities, officials introduced
certain “context-sensitive” design features in the OTAB such as formal reference
groups, representation of social equity movements, and linkage between social
and economic aspects of labor market policy.87As the OTAB began to collapse, in
part due to the weight of its own structural and policy complexity, officials again
took stock. The result was a streamlined, scaled-down form of associative govern-
ance in industrial policy that was more realistic in its expectations of Ontario’s pri-
vate sector’s partnership proclivities and associational interest.

These issues of state capacity and strategic choice in design and implementa-
tion certainly influenced the degree of growing pains experienced by each institu-
tion. However, our fundamental claim is that the role of business mattered most to
outcomes. And this argument gathers further support when the associative experi-
ment is placed in the wider context of electoral politics.88 Associative governance
in Ontario was officially launched, sustained, and terminated in accordance with
the shifting priorities, social bases, and electoral coalitions of governing parties.
The centrist Liberals set the stage for full-blown engagement by the social demo-
cratic NDP, which wanted to offer new voice to its allies in the trade union and
social equity communities. The NDP’s imprint was evident in the decidedly labor-
centered, bipartite form that the WHSA took after 1990 and in the space for social
equity concerns opened by the OTAB’s multipartism. Similarly, the election of an
avowedly neo-liberal Progressive Conservative government in June 1995 ended
both the partnership process and diversified quality production policy. Instead of
social cooperation to overcome market failures in training and technology, the
new government was committed to privatizing responsibility for such matters to
individual firms and workers.89 The OTAB, SPF, WHSA, and the creative well-
spring of provincial social partnerships, the Premier’s Council, were all elimi-
nated within the first year of the government’s mandate.
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Electoral politics affects the durability of experiments with associative govern-
ance because it establishes “a climate of expectations within which interests inter-
act in an institutional context.”90 Whether social partners choose to cooperate,
compete, or exit is shaped by expectations about the governing party’s resolve and
perhaps more significantly about that party’s electoral prospects. In Ontario, the
business community expected a one-term NDP government and, in eager antici-
pation of the 1995 election, effectively adopted a two-pronged strategy. On one
hand, it refused serious participation in most associative settings, believing that
they would soon be shut down. On the other hand, it went on the political offensive
mounting a public campaign to discredit the NDP government, and a policy devel-
opment process that produced its own supply-side agenda of deregulation and pri-
vatization to be delivered without partners to a more sympathetic new govern-
ment. By the same token, for the labor movement, similar expectations about the
longevity of a supportive government undoubtedly motivated it to seek significant
programmatic breakthroughs in the brief window of political opportunity. These
zero-sum victories proved nearly impossible to implement and stiffened the busi-
ness community’s resolve to defeat the NDP and elect a government that would
abolish the WHSA.

In fact, it is likely that this partisan shadow for associative experiments is espe-
cially long and wide in liberal polities. The absence of a firm social partnership for
these new institutions heightens their vulnerability to shifting electoral winds.
There was no coalition of interests in Ontario civil society prepared to make the
“associative case” and defend the fledgling institutions when the partisan context
dramatically changed in 1995. As such, they all became easy targets for a new
party in power keen to demonstrate its ideological commitment to radical
retrenchment of the provincial state’s role in the economy and of the influence of
so-called special interests in mediating market forces.

CONCLUSION

This article has explored the prospects for associative governance in jurisdic-
tions generally acknowledged to lack the preconditions underpinning institu-
tional innovation. Its case has been that of Ontario, Canada, a region that
responded to global economic pressures in the 1980s by launching an ambitious
reform of its representational structures and decision-making processes in three
policy fields central to diversified quality production. In occupational health and
safety, labor market training, and industrial development, the Ontario state estab-
lished new institutions for associative governance. Considerable intellectual,
bureaucratic, and political resources across a ten-year period spanning three gov-
ernments were invested in the design and implementation of reform. When the
experiment was abruptly terminated in 1995, the results in terms of both institu-
tional viability and policy performance were more discouraging than promising:
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modest success in industrial policy, virtually no progress in labor market policy,
and dysfunctional outcomes in health and safety innovation.

We have drawn insights from both society-centered and statist arguments to
develop an alternative explanation for the nature and limits of associative innova-
tion in liberal capitalist polities. Specifically, we have offered an account that
grants autonomy to governing parties to legislate bold reforms in the face of socie-
tal or historical constraint. At the same time, we have emphasized that the viability
and durability of such reforms depends on the willingness of organized business
interests to share power responsibly with other social actors. At the end of the day,
the state’s capacity to sustain durable innovation correlated with the amount of
political pressure that progressive forces could bring to bear on business to recog-
nize the gains from social cooperation and learn new institutional behaviors.

In Ontario, political leverage was insufficient to force the hand of capital, and
circumstances of social democratic party rule proved only to complicate pros-
pects for institutionalizing cross-class cooperation.91 Progress in associative gov-
ernance was confined to the one policy field where the inducements to business
were large enough, and the threats small enough, to convince corporate managers
that partnership did not mean making unwarranted concessions to labor and other
popular movements. In occupational health and safety and labor market policies,
such concessions, in the form of increased financial responsibilities and dimin-
ished control in the workplace, were certainly more recognized by business than
any anticipated collective gains from social cooperation. Only in industrial policy
was the state able, briefly, to arrange an institutional process that allowed joint
planning and action.

Diversified quality production implemented through associative governance
made capitalism an offer that its agents in Ontario could and did refuse. For
reform-minded state officials committed to power sharing, facilitating associative
governance is, as Rogers and Cohen put it, good work.92 But in places like
Ontario, such good jobs are too hard to find and too temporary to make a real
difference.
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