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Executive Summary 

Despite an increased awareness of the prevalence of workplace racism in Canada––and a chorus 

of well-intentioned commitments to combat it––Black, Indigenous, and racialized workers 

continue to experience widespread racial discrimination in the labour market and their workplaces.  

Insofar as they increase worker power and protections, unions are uniquely positioned 

advance anti-racism in the workplace. While historically unions have an uneven track record when 

it comes to standing in solidarity with racialized, Indigenous, and migrant workers, they are 

gradually becoming committed advocates for anti-racism and equity in the workplace. There is 

much more work to be done in this regard, however.  

Black, Indigenous, and racialized workers face a second issue: beyond facing racism in 

their workplace, they also experience racism within their unions. Despite being organizations 

founded on principles of justice and solidarity, unions are not immune from the structural forces 

of capitalism, settler colonialism, hetero-patriarchy, and white supremacy that continue to 

influence Canadian society. Unions still have much room to improve in the areas of diversity, 

inclusion, equity, and justice for their members.  

This report is focused on addressing these dual challenges: how can unions effectively 

champion anti-racism in the workplace, while also combatting racism embedded within their own 

organizations? Written in collaboration with Unifor’s Social Justice Fund and the Global Labour 

Research Centre at York University, this report presents the results of a systematic review of 

academic literature and of union materials that focus on what unions can––and are––doing to 

advance equity and racial justice. Accordingly, this report is organized into two broad sections, 

Building Anti-Racist Workplaces and Building Anti-Racist Unions, each of which have several 

sub-sections that detail specific areas for union leadership, staff, and rank-and-file members to 

consider. It is meant to a provide practical summary of research and resources documenting anti-

racist strategies of union organizing, and offer recommendations and helpful resources to unions 

as they pursue anti-racism in their work.  

  



 

Summary of Findings 

Building Anti-Racist Workplaces 

In the area of Hiring and Promotion, unions are found to be helpful in promoting diversity within 

a workplace generally, but have had less success in combatting employer discretion in the hiring 

process. Unions must therefore continue to bargain for equity clauses in hiring processes, and 

creatively find ways to balance entrenched union benefits such as seniority with racial stratification 

and equity concerns. Unions must also work toward creating targeted training opportunities to 

support racialized members in the promotion process and establish joint employment equity 

committees to continue to foreground diversity and equity at all levels if hiring and promotion.  

Collective Bargaining is a key mechanism for unions to advance anti-racism within the 

workplace. Bargaining teams that have high levels of diversity are important not only because 

equity is right in principle, but because they can also be effective in speaking directly to equity 

issues in the workplace. That said, there is no guarantee that diverse bargaining teams will 

necessarily advance equity proposals. Therefore, beyond ensuring diversity, collective bargaining 

processes must be transparent and open to rank-and-file scrutiny; be rooted in rigorous equity data 

and mobilized through bargaining surveys; and must include the meaningful involvement of 

relevant constituency committees. This represents a move from “equity in bargaining” (diversity 

on bargaining teams) to “bargaining equity” (advancing equity the process and outcomes of 

collective bargaining).  

Relatedly, it goes without saying that Collective Agreements are fundamental mechanisms 

to ensure that workplaces are more equitable spaces for all workers generally, and marginalized 

workers specifically. The report collected a series of specific and evidence-based areas for unions 

to bargain equity into their collective agreements in the realms of: wages, harassment and 

discrimination, leaves, equity training, recognition and acknowledgements, racial justice staff.  

Workplace Grievances are another area that unions must make meaningful strides to 

improve from an equity perspective. Racialized and Indigenous members often have little faith in 

the grievance process, arguing that they won’t be believed, or, if they are, that the grievance 

process will not result in any meaningful change. There is little value in having a grievance process 

if Indigenous and racialized members do not feel confident in it. Union activists and human rights 

advocates have noted that speed, transparency, and a commitment to enforce collective agreement 

language are important here.  

Advocating beyond the workplace for government policies that enshrine equity in the 

workplace at the provincial and national levels are other important avenues which unions must 

continue to use. Union advocacy has been effective in advancing provincial Indigenous 

employment programs and partnerships, Anti-Racism Directorates, minimum and living wage 



 

campaigns, as well as mechanisms for the collection of equity data and intersectional lens in policy 

development. 

Workshops and Workplace Education is a key mechanism for unions to use to advance 

anti-racism in the workplace. Trainings, workshops, toolkits, and educational materials are 

excellent ways for workers to learn about how racism operates in the workplace, their role in 

perpetuating it, and how it can be challenged. However, evidence shows a prevalence of trainings 

designed to only symbolically take on racism or focus on individual actions––such as “unconscious 

bias trainings” or one-time anti-oppression workshops. These are shown to be ineffective. Instead, 

unions should push for educational materials and programs that frame equity as an ongoing process 

and commitment to be taken on as a workplace. This move toward a collective humility and 

responsibility is key for organization- or workplace- level change. 

 

Building Anti-Racist Unions 

The baseline for addressing racism within unions is improving diversity in union membership and 

leadership. This must be done through ensuring there are equity seats in leadership, establishing 

and adequately funding constituency committees, organizing non-unionized workplaces with 

higher levels of racialized workers, and ensuring that the unions priorities reflect the diverse needs 

of its members. Diversifying representation is a necessary, but insufficient, strategy for achieving 

racial justice. 

More important in this process is fostering inclusion within union structures, environments, 

and membership. Diversity and inclusion are distinct concepts––diverse representation is not an 

indicator of an inclusive workplace. Indeed, there is little value in diversifying unions if they 

remain discriminatory spaces for Black, Indigenous, and racialized members. This sub-section 

outlines ten areas that unions can focus on to foster inclusion in their organizations, all of which 

require a comprehension review of policies and practices and an acknowledgement that combatting 

racism is everyone’s responsibility. 

Public statements acknowledging the histories and contemporary struggles of Black, 

Indigenous, migrant, and racialized members have become a ubiquitous feature of union 

webpages. Unions now routinely acknowledge past injustices, contemporary struggles, and affirm 

their solidarity with communities-in-struggle. Sometimes, these statements include reference to 

actions that are being, or will be, taken to resist racial discrimination. While acknowledging the 

pervasive and ongoing issues faced by Black, Indigenous, and racialized people is important for 

unions to continue to do, members are often much more interested in unions showing that they are 

taking the necessary steps to combat racism in meaningful and tangible ways. 



 

Unions must conduct systematic equity reviews and make the necessary changes to internal 

structures that perpetuate racialized inequities within their organizations. What makes systemic 

racism so difficult to identify and root-out is partially that it operates in “colour blind” ways. That 

is, many polices and established practices are simply assumed to be “race-neutral,” but can produce 

and perpetuate racial discrimination. A variety of different structures are surveyed here. It is 

important to keep in mind that while Black, Indigenous, and racialized members should be 

involved and offered leadership roles in this work, it cannot be understood as only their 

responsibility.  

Community organizing and social justice campaigns are important features of union 

renewal––or, how unions will remain relevant and progressive forces in the 21st century labour 

movement. Models of union organizing that prioritize connections with social movements and 

organize to build solidarity with the communities they represent have been proven to not only 

combat the waning power of unions, but also stand to benefit their most marginalized members. 

How the union frames its work publicly and to its own members is important to cultivating a shared 

collective identity based in justice or all people and fostering solidarity across historical racial 

divides within the membership. 

Finally, member training and education opportunities are crucial areas for unions to 

popularize equity-building efforts within their membership. Building on the discussion above 

about workplace training strategies, training and educational opportunities for union members 

should balance (1) raising awareness of how racial discrimination occurs through individual 

behaviour with (2) an analysis of the systemic racism and the need for collective mobilization to 

combat it. The report found three broad categories of training: consciousness-raising, bargaining, 

and organizing. Considering unions as sites of formal and informal learning is also taken up here. 

On this point, it is suggested that unions capitalize on informal sites of learning, such as grievance 

processes and constituency committees, as spaces that can also facilitate important learning about 

anti-racism.  



 

Introduction 

A 2021 report from York University’s Institute for Social Research reveals that 96% of Black 

Canadians believe that racism is a problem in the workplace.1 36% of Black workers are unionized 

in Canada––which is slightly higher than the national average––yet racism remains a major issue.2 

Unions have been working to build solidarity with Black communities across the country, finding 

ways to combat anti-Black racism through collective bargaining, internal equity reviews, and 

through symbolic and tangible efforts to support anti-racist social movements.3 Despite these 

important commitments, Black workers continue to face racism in the workplace and, even more 

unacceptably, their unions.4  

 Indigenous workers face well-documented discrimination in the Canadian workplaces and 

the labour market more widely.5 While in recent years unions have taken up the work of 

reconciliation and Indigenous solidarity, unions continue to contend with their complicity in 

ongoing colonialism in Canada. As Fernandez and Silver note, 

Historically, although Indigenous people have often worked for wages and been active in 

unions, it has too often been the case that unions and union members have reflected the racist 

views of the dominant culture, and that unions have worked to protect non-Indigenous workers 

to the detriment of Indigenous workers and those Indigenous people who have wanted to work 

for wages.6 

In response, unions and labour organizations have “dedicate[d] significant resources and staff to: 

organizing Aboriginal workplaces; dispelling myths about Aboriginal peoples among their 

members; providing union training for Aboriginal workers; and altering union structures to 

increase the voice of Aboriginal members in union decision making.”7 This work is necessarily 

complex and ongoing, and unions still have a long way to go in combatting anti-Indigenous racism 

in their workplaces as well as in internal union structures, policies, and practices.  

 Racialized workers more generally, and especially immigrants, continue to face 

harassment, discrimination, and racism in Canadian workplaces––unionized or not. Rising anti-

immigrant attitudes and Islamophobia,8 growing anti-Asian racism during the COVID-19 

pandemic,9 continued police violence against Black, Indigenous, and racialized communities,10 

and the sustained widening of a racialized wage and wealth gap in Canada all demonstrate the 

enduring violence caused by racism––and the urgent need for anti-racist action in our lives, our 

workplaces, and our communities. Indeed, das Gupta argues that “Unions have a crucial role to 

play in the fight against racism, both in the labour market and in counteracting systemically racist 

practices in specific workplaces.”11 Over the past few decades, unions have made concerted and 

meaningful efforts to become more diverse and inclusive, and organize workers who are not part 

of the white, male, heterosexual norm.12 The result has been mixed, however. While unions have 

undoubtedly made numerous advances in the realm of equity for workers inside and beyond the 



 

workplace, recent research has shown that racialized immigrants have less access to unionized 

employment and, when they do secure a unionized job, the increase to their wages is lower than 

that experienced by white immigrants.13 

 The task of building anti-racist workplaces and anti-racist unions is made all the more 

difficult by the unrelenting march of neoliberal austerity. Austerity wears away at working class 

solidarity and weakens unions and other worker organizations. As Guard et al., argue: 

the contemporary assault on organized labor has made unions, almost without exception, less 

radical, less innovative, and less willing to take risks. Despite a burgeoning academic literature 

spawned by activist academics in labor studies urging unions to democratize, reconnect with 

the community, and resume their decades-old role at the front of social justice struggles, union 

leaders tend toward conservatism and are wary of change.14 

This only deepens the need for a strong commitment to racial justice within unions, as contexts of 

increasingly risk-adverse and conservative union politics threaten to sideline equity in the name of 

focus on “bread and butter” issues of wages or seniority. As Briskin argues: 

The negotiation of diversity inside unions is a task made more salient and more difficult by 

the deepening exploitation of racial and gender differences by corporate capital, the neo-liberal 

invocation of patriarchal and individualistic values for workplaces and households, and the 

increasing silence of the Canadian state on equity issues. In this context, the risk that equity 

concerns inside unions will be marginalized has increased.15  

Therefore, racial justice is not just important because it is morally right, but it is necessary for 

unions to remain relevant and viable institutions for the protection of all workers. Without a 

commitment to equity and racial justice, unions risk ending up in the dustbin of history. 

This, of course, is less of a condemnation of union activity, and more of an opportunity for 

unions to engage in a process of revitalization in the face of these new challenges. At the current 

juncture, unions have the choice between accommodation or transformation. Accommodation 

seeks to leave the increasingly unequal relationship between employers and unions in tact, by 

prioritizing short-term gains and defending basic issues (which are often not equity issues). Such 

an approach is confined to a reformist approach to “trimming the edges” of a fundamentally unjust 

system of wage labour by striving to maintain the status quo or make modest gains. A commitment 

to transformation requires unions to focus on building radical, militant, and organized groups of 

workers that are willing to exercise their collective power to advance the struggles of all workers–

–and especially those who are racialized, Indigenous, and have precarious status.16 This approach 

shifts union approaches to organizing and bargaining toward considering how to transform the 

structures and patterns that keep unions on the defensive. This requires unions to challenge the 

status quo and take disruptive political action within and beyond the workplace.  



 

This report presents the findings from a systematic review of the academic literature on the 

role of unions in advancing equity and anti-racism in the workplace, as well as their internal 

organizational structures. This was supplemented with an environmental scan of 20 union websites 

to survey contemporary strategies and “best practices” used by Canadian unions to combat 

racism.17 The list of unions was developed in conversation with the Global Labour Research Centre 

and Unifor’s Social Justice Fund, and were scanned for posts, documents, resources, and 

workshops that focused on addressing racism either in the workplace or within the union itself. 

Terms such as “racism,” “anti-racism,” “equity,” “racial justice,” and “discrimination” were used 

in the website search bars. The academic and union-based literature was then screened, read, and 

coded to capture prevalent themes in union responses to racism. To augment the literature 

assessment and to account for relevant anti-racism strategies that may not be publicly accessible, 

five informal consultations were held with union staff dedicated to advancing equity and anti-

racism within their unions to get a better sense of current initiatives and access to any important 

documents that might have been missed. Altogether, approximately 185 individual materials were 

reviewed and coded. This report offers a thematic analysis of these resources, focusing on key 

resources and themes that emerged. While a significant amount of academic and union-based 

resources are included below, this report does not offer an exhaustive account of the anti-racism 

work being taken on by unions across the country. There is undoubtedly inspiring work happening 

that unfortunately are not included here. Instead, this report humbly offers one perspective on this 

work and places it in conversation with relevant academic writing on the role of unions in 

advancing the struggle toward racial justice. Hopefully this report can act as a resource for union 

leadership, staff, activists, and rank-and-file members to use in their work to advance equity and 

racial justice. 

 

Defining Our Terms 

For our purposes here, brief working definitions to some key terms are provided to offer a common 

basis from which to understand how unions can best identify and combat racism.  

White Supremacy 

A political, economic, social, and cultural system that creates a hierarchy of race, privileging 

whiteness and oppressing those not considered white. Within a white supremacist society, the 

further one is considered to be from whiteness, the less access they will typically have to safety, 

privilege, and power. Black, Indigenous, communities of colour are differentially racialized and 

therefore differentially positioned within white supremacy. For this reason, Black, Indigenous, and 

racialized workers are noted specifically within the report. While individuals from these 

communities can and do participate in white supremacy––e.g. racialized communities engaging in 

anti-Indigenous racism––they will never fully benefit from a system designed to exalt whiteness.18  

Racism 



 

In one sense, racism is a simple concept. Racism is prejudice, discrimination, and violence directed 

at individuals and communities based on perceived or assumed racial differences. In another sense, 

racism is much more complex and multi-dimensional. Agnes Fleras argues that there are five major 

ways in which racism can be define: (1) racism as biology, or dislike of others because of beliefs 

about genetic or phenotypical difference; (2) racism as ideology, or disdain for others because of 

ideas about racial difference or superiority; (3) racism as culture, or a distrust of people for their 

values or ways of life; (4) racism as structural, or discrimination that this embedded in laws, 

institutions, and otherwise assumed “race-neutral” processes; (5) racism as domination, or unequal 

authority and power concentrated within a ruling class who uses this power to discriminate against 

non-white people. Of course, instances of racism can involve multiple of these types, and so this 

definition encompasses the various levels and dimensions of racism.19  

Diversity 

Is concerned with questions such as: who is “in the room” or “at the table?” Do the positions of 

power, authority, and respect adequately reflect the many differences that exist in the workplace 

or union specifically, and society more generally? To pursue diversity is to prioritize representation 

as the (or a) solution to racial inequity. Diversity is important because it can identify clear racial 

inequalities in organizations and businesses by comparing the composition of leadership and 

positions of power to the composition of employees, union membership, or society more broadly. 

However, without a deeper understanding of the ways in which racism co-operates alongside 

capitalism, settler colonialism, hetero-patriarchy, and ableism, diversity can end up prioritizing 

symbolic over substantial change. That is, more Black or Indigenous CEOs will do little to address 

the systemic oppression that these communities endure every day under capitalist, colonial white 

supremacy.  

Inclusion  

Is concerned with questions of: whose perspective is sought out, recognized, and valued? Who is 

implicitly or explicitly made to feel welcome, worthy, and respected, and who is not? A workplace 

or union may therefore be diverse, but not inclusive. Going beyond issues of representation, 

inclusion is concerned with making policies, processes, and practices more inclusive for Black, 

Indigenous, and racialized people. Changes in language, accessibility, policies, and workplace 

culture are some common ways in which organizations seek to become more inclusive. However, 

without a structural analysis of how racism operates in structural and “colour blind” ways, diversity 

and inclusion risk uncritically facilitating the greater presence and inclusion of Black, Indigenous, 

and racialized people into institutions that continue to perpetuate racism––albeit in ways that are 

less explicit or obvious.   

Equity  

Is concerned with questions of justice. Equity is based in a more holistic understanding of 

inequality in society and how it might be address. Given the profound systemic, historical, and 

enduring inequality in society, equity recognizes that in some cases racial justice may not 



 

necessarily entail treating everyone exactly the same––as this would ignore the systemic 

inequalities in society. Equity is the means to seek equality as the end goal; but understands that 

the in order to achieve equality we must attend to, rather than ignore, the ways in which white 

supremacy is embedded in society. Equity, therefore, considers justice as “what is fair, under the 

circumstances.”20 It offers a more subjective and comprehensive vision of racial justice for Black, 

Indigenous, and racialized workers––one that acknowledges that substantial changes are required 

that go beyond the limits of diversity and inclusion.  

Anti-Racism & Racial Justice  

Focus on actions taken at the individual, organizational, governmental, and global level to combat 

racism and white supremacy. If anti-racism is an individual and collective practice, then racial 

justice is the goal. Anti-racism recognizes that under conditions of white supremacy, one cannot 

be “not-racist”: we are all complicit in different ways. To combat white supremacy, then, we must 

be anti-racist: we must identify and dismantle racism in all its dimensions. To be an anti-racist is 

to commit to a continual process of learning and action to abolish white supremacy. This does not 

only mean to abolishing whiteness and the structural privileges associated with it, but to reject all 

inequalities associated with racial difference. Therefore, the process of creating of anti-racist 

workplaces and unions is not getting everyone to “not see race,” but one that requires us to 

acknowledge our collective responsibility and commitment to build spaces and relationships that 

actively dismantle and reject racism. Anti-racism is therefore aligned with equity in that it goes far 

beyond the limits of representation and inclusion and seeks to create fundamental change in 

society.  

 

  



 

Building Anti-Racist Workplaces 

“There is discrimination and bias at every stage of an individual’s career, and even before it 

begins,” writes UK House of Lords member Ruby Macgregor Smith in here national review of 

racism in the workplace.21 Racialized workers experience racism at work in multiple ways, from 

workplace and hiring policies, to organizational culture, to individual interactions and micro-

aggressions.22 Racism operates covertly and overtly; it is (re)produced systemically and 

interpersonally. In his article analyzing how 15 trade unions across five European countries sought 

to combat racism in the workplace, Jefferys noted that: 

Occasionally racism appeared directly, where derogatory verbal comments are used to 

humiliate the ‘minority’ worker, where ‘minority’ workers are deliberately given the hardest 

or worst or lowest-paid work by supervisors and managers, or where, despite their experience 

and qualifications, these ‘racialized Other’ workers are systematically denied greater 

responsibilities. But more often we observed the unchallenged presence of indirect racism, 

where organisational procedures and rules often inadvertently permit differential treatment 

between ‘majority’ and ‘minority’ workers in favour of the former and to the disadvantage of 

the latter.23 

As the beginning of this review pointed out, 96% of Black workers in Canada believe that racism 

is an issue in the workplace. This number undoubtedly remains high for other racialized and 

marginalized groups in society. Workplaces, unionized or not, are not immune from the 

inequalities and divisions embedded in society. There are barriers to equity across almost every 

area of the workplace, including recruitment, hiring, classification, promotion, training, and 

working conditions.24 Therefore, workplaces must develop equity plans that go beyond symbolic 

gestures and quotas to truly advance anti-racism.25 Racialized and Indigenous workers must take 

on an additional workload caused by racism in the workplace26 and use a variety of strategies to 

navigate the overt and covert racial landscapes of their workplaces.27 Racism, as Rita Dhamoon 

convincingly demonstrates, forms part of an unacknowledged workload that Black, Indigenous, 

and racialized workers must take on.28 Unions, as organizations fundamentally committed to 

justice and equity, are uniquely positioned to combat racism in workplaces and advance anti-

racism for the benefit of all workers. Below, several key themes were found in the data collected 

for this report that designate key areas for union organizing to build anti-racist workplaces. 

 

Hiring and Promotion 

One component of creating anti-racist and equitable workplaces is to ensure that workplaces are 

diverse. The realm of hiring is crucial in this regard, but it is a area largely controlled by the 

employer. Unions must focus on pressuring employers to embed equity into hiring and promotion 



 

processes, as well as address the ways in which systems of seniority may work against equity in 

some cases.  

A foundational mechanism that unions uphold is that of seniority, which, when understood 

in historical context, may entrench racialized inequities.29 For example, Alimahomed-Wilson 

notes how Black longshoremen in southern California were systematically discriminated against 

within their union.30 The Local deregistered approximately 500 Black longshoremen, citing the 

workers’ “lack of seniority” as the reason. However, Black workers had not accrued as much 

seniority as their white co-workers because Black workers had been completely barred from 

founding the union years earlier.31 The article goes on to describe the negative effects this union 

racism had on the labour movement writ large, including the proliferation of costly racial 

discrimination lawsuits settled by unions, the erosion of working-class solidarity, and the 

undermining of Black workers as full and equal union members.32 

There is a dearth of research addressing the tension between seniority (a ubiquitous 

workplace protection and foundational issue for unions) and racial inequities. The tension is not 

immediately apparent: seniority is often assumed to be simply about length-of-tenure and 

classification and therefore “race-neutral.” However, histories and systems of white supremacy 

have produced barriers to Indigenous and racialized members accruing the same amount of 

seniority as their white co-workers, meaning that seniority protections may actually work to 

entrench racial hierarchies in the workplace. Research shows that unions have taken action to 

adjust seniority rules as an equity initiative. Briskin notes that: 

Some unions have taken on the potentially explosive issue of seniority. After a considerable 

struggle, members of the Canadian Union of Postal Workers (CUPW) agreed, in 2003, to alter 

seniority rules so that part-timers who become full time (and vice versa) do not lose their 

seniority when they change class of work. This change has been extremely important for the 

many women who work parttime in the post office.33 

Unions must therefore also be developing strategies to shift seniority clauses that might reduce 

their operation as barriers to racialized and Indigenous members. As well, unions have found ways 

to ensure that when a position is not filled via the standard seniority system, that the position will 

be considered using an equity lens.34 There are further ways in which unions can influence the 

hiring process to ensure it is non-discriminatory and that hiring pools are diverse. Pushing for 

employment equity clauses in hiring processes via bargaining––e.g. attending to candidates’ 

identification with groups designated under Canada’s Employment Equity Act––is an important 

way that unions can ensure that workplaces become more diverse.35  

In a study by labor scholars from Canada and New Zealand, it was shown that there was a 

positive correlation between unionization and the seeking of employment equity information 

(specifically immigration and ethnic minority status) by the employer.36 Interestingly, and 

somewhat contradictorily, they found that unionization did not have a relationship to lower levels 



 

of discrimination against immigrants and ethnic minorities in hiring. So, while unions are helpful 

in promoting diversity, they were shown to be less successful in combatting discrimination by the 

employer in the hiring process.  

It is therefore key that unions do not leave equity up to the employer’s discretion, and 

combat myths about employment equity (e.g. concerns over hiring less qualified candidates). In a 

study on training and equity initiatives on a Vancouver Island highway building project, Cohen 

and Braid note that it was the intentional commitment to equity hiring on behalf of Highway 

Constructors Ltd. (a Crown Corporation) that led to a “stunningly successful” model of equity 

initiatives. They note that  

It would be safe to say that both equity and local hire initiatives would not have occurred if a 

voluntary initial agreement from these parties had been relied upon. The equity provisions 

were a result of a top-down decision that was codified both in the collective agreement and the 

structure of the project’s management.37 

The reasons for this, they argue, were the support for equity initiatives in the Provincial 

government, the support from local women’s groups and Indigenous organizations, and the tacit 

support from local communities because the commitment to equity was paired with a commitment 

to local hiring.  

 Importantly, there is also a “business case” to be made for diversity in hiring and promotion 

practices. Though some studies that show mixed or non-conclusive connections between diversity 

and “positive outcomes” for employees and employers,38 there is a growing literature that 

documents the role diversity plays in widespread improves in the areas of: organizational 

commitment; job satisfaction; retention; access to a more diverse client base; creativity, 

innovation, and problem-solving; corporate image; and ultimately, economic performance.39 For 

example, Hunt et al. note that 

The analysis found a statistically significant relationship between a more diverse leadership 

team and better financial performance. The companies in the top quartile of gender diversity 

were 15 percent more likely to have financial returns that were above their national industry 

median. Companies in the top quartile of racial/ethnic diversity were 35 percent more likely 

to have financial returns above their national industry median. Companies in the bottom 

quartile for both gender and ethnicity/race were statistically less likely to achieve above-

average financial returns than the average companies in the dataset (that is, they were not just 

not leading, they were lagging).40 

From this perspective, diversity is understood as a form of latent potential that workplaces can 

capitalize on to improve organizational performance, innovation, and well-being. The way that 

workplaces can unlock this potential, Maitland and Steele argue, is by fostering inclusion. This 

requires workplaces to collectively understand inclusion in tangible ways, measure the impacts of 

inclusion, and build more inclusive workplaces.41 Importantly, Maitland and Steele caution against 



 

“piecemeal” approaches to diversity and inclusion, demonstrating the need for holistic and 

systems-based approaches that emphasize shifts in the entire workplace ecosystem. 

Therefore, an important point that emerges from this literature is the relationship between 

diverse workplaces and inclusive workplaces.42 That is, workplaces can be diverse but remain 

discriminatory and alienating places to work for women, LGBTQ+, racialized, and Indigenous 

workers. Scholarship on this aspect would likely improve the rigor of “business case” studies, as 

solely measuring diversity only provides a part of a larger set of relationships between employers, 

employees, equity, and firm performance. That said, unions would be wise to use studies 

demonstrating the “positive business outcomes” of diversity to unwilling or reluctant employers, 

if the principled stance of “equity is important because it is the right thing to do” is not gaining 

traction at the bargaining table.43  

 As CUPE National’s five-year Anti-Racism Strategy makes clear, employment equity must 

“include collective bargaining language that establishes more equitable hiring and promotion 

clauses, targeted training to provide opportunities for promotions and transfers, provisions for 

designated positions and the establishment of joint employment equity committees.”44 Below we 

take up the themes of collective bargaining and collective agreements.  

 

Collective Bargaining  

In a context of neoliberal austerity and white supremacy, unions will most often need to fight for 

advances to anti-racism through adversarial negotiation at the bargaining table. There are many 

important factors that contribute to how successful a union will be in the process of collective 

bargaining.45 External factors, such as the historical context between the union and employer, the 

current provincial and federal government, existing labour legislation, and the social context all 

contribute to the probability that a union will be successful in the collective bargaining process.46 

Unions, however, sometimes have limited power to change these factors.47 Internal dimensions 

therefore form the focus of this section.  

It is crucial to think through how we can integrate anti-racism into the bargaining process 

within our unions. An anti-racism bargaining guide produced by the United Commercial Food 

Workers notes that 

Our role as labour advocates requires us to promote equity in bargaining by being more explicit 

about how our collective agreements can address structural racism in the workplace. Our 

collective power at the bargaining table allows us the opportunity to address wages, benefits, 

and workplace treatment in a way that reflects the different lived realities of our diverse 

membership.”48 



 

So, unions must ensure that equity proposals are present and prioritized in negotiations with the 

employer. These proposals sometimes have the benefit of being non-monetary in nature, making 

the employer potentially more willing to consider them. But unions should not shy away from 

bargaining equity proposals that stand to contribute resources and financial benefits to workers 

that have historically been excluded and disadvantaged in the workplace. And while bringing 

equity to the bargaining table is important, we also need to think about how to embed equity into 

the collective bargaining process more generally.49  

In her analysis of internal union strategies and structures that facilitate and support gender 

equity in bargaining, Linda Briskin argues that unions must understand a key distinction between 

two models of equity in bargaining.50 The first model, “representative democracy,” focuses on 

simplistic understandings of diversity––that is, equity can be achieved in bargaining by 

diversifying the identity-composition of the bargaining team. Diverse representation and equitable 

participation in collective bargaining does have inherent benefits. Labour writer Rhea Rollman 

notes that “having a diverse membership in the room renders equity issues like race and gender 

more prominent and personal; the process keeps them on the agenda more effectively than closed-

door negotiating, especially while union leaderships are still predominantly white and male.” 

Rollman then quotes Megan Hillman from CUPE 3903, which represents academic workers at 

York University, who argues 

When you are trying to bargain improvements to equity language, it can be very important and 

very helpful to have a room full of equity seekers so that the employer has to face people, and 

say “No, we don’t think you, as a Black woman, should have more right to a position than the 

white man.” Or to say “No, we don’t need to make the university more accessible,” to a room 

of people with mobility devices, who couldn’t get into the room. When the employer has to 

face the people that they are saying no to, it gets harder to say no.51 

Rollman’s piece not only demonstrates the benefits of diverse bargaining teams, but of “open 

bargaining,” a model of collective bargaining that is transparent and actively involves rank-and-

file membership. Notwithstanding these benefits of representation, this model risks considering 

the work of equity to be completed once a threshold of diversity or participation is achieved, for 

example, on a bargaining team. The “representative democracy” model considers the presence of 

diverse members as the achievement of equitable bargaining. Perhaps this achieves “equity in 

bargaining” but what about “bargaining for equity?”  

Briskin reminds us that there can be no guarantee, however, that diverse bargaining teams 

will inherently result in the advancement of equity in bargaining. While Briskin argues this point 

from the perspective of gender diversity, we can easily identify similar limitations of an approach 

to anti-racism that begins and ends at representation. Briskin argues for a second model, 

“representational justice,” which shifts the focus from individual and essentialized “equity 

champions” toward championing institutional vehicles for equity within the union. While the 



 

former model focuses on achieving an end result of diverse bargaining teams, a representational 

justice approach focuses on “collective procedural inclusion,” which “shifts attention from the 

individual equality champions of representative democracy to vehicles for championing 

equality.”52 In this model, equity considerations are embedded within all aspects of the bargaining 

process, and evaluated on their ability to advance equity proposals in bargaining outcomes.  

So, what does this all mean in practice? There are three areas for unions to consider when 

thinking through how to achieve “equity in bargaining” (diverse representation on bargaining 

teams) while also successfully “bargaining equity” (tangible and intangible benefits of prioritizing 

equity in the bargaining process).  

As a baseline, the composition of the bargaining team is important to consider. Historically, 

bargaining team members have been overwhelmingly filled by white men. This suggests a problem 

in diverse representation, as discussed above, that should be addressed. This does not mean that 

equity proposals cannot be negotiated by less- or non-diverse bargaining teams. However, the 

importance of creating more inclusive and diverse bargaining team has multiple positive effects, 

including: 

● Inclusive and diverse bargaining teams represent advances in union equity structures; 

● Training and leadership opportunities for racialized and Indigenous members; 

● A more comprehensive knowledge and diverse perspectives on impactful equity issues and 

solutions; 

Whether or not bargaining teams are chosen or elected, finding ways to build equity into the 

selection process is an important baseline for equity.  

The collection of equity data and priorities via bargaining surveys is necessary to equip 

the bargaining team with, in order to make equity proposals both impactful for union members as 

well as for employers to take seriously at the bargaining table. Increasingly, unions and unionized 

workplaces are conducting equity audits and surveys to get a holistic and intersectional 

understanding of their workers’ identities. Gathering this information is an important first step,53 

but it must be tied to concrete bargaining demands and political actions by the union to be effective. 

For example, if an equity survey shows a notably discrepancy between the proportion of racialized 

and Indigenous workers in a union and on its bargaining teams, the union should work on 

recruitment, the electoral or appointment process, and/or designate equity seats to ensure equitable 

representation. Beyond gathering and mobilizing equity data, bargaining teams must gather 

information about what issues are priorities for racialized and Indigenous workers. For example, 

if an equity survey reveals that racialized workers in the union are more likely to occupy precarious 

or lower-waged jobs, feel unsupported in grievance processes, or experience forms of 

discrimination or harassment that are not included in the Collective Agreement, these must be 



 

specifically addressed at the bargaining table.54 Readers can consult the list of resources in the 

Conclusion that specifically offer examples and sample language on equity proposals, under 

“Bargaining and Collective Agreement Resources.” 

Third, the active involvement of constituency committees in the bargaining process is 

shown to be invaluable in crafting and honing of proposal language, troubleshooting employer 

negotiation tactics, and ensuring the voices of racialized members are being heard. Constituency 

committees are those that bring together members of an equity-seeking group––e.g. racialized, 

Indigenous, women, trans, disabled workers––to develop their skills and influence within their 

union.55 Briskin demonstrates how organizing within these committees has been shown to 

contribute to many positive developments within unions,56 including expanding leadership and 

activist capacity, especially for women of colour;57 building solidarity with racialized 

communities;58 deepening leadership accountability;59 and broadening the collective bargaining 

agenda.60 Foley echoes this point in her study of the role of women’s committees in advancing 

equity in unions over a 25-year period.61 Further, she convincingly concludes that the more 

constituency committees are meaningfully involved in the collective bargaining process, the more 

likely equity issues are negotiated and won.62  

There is always the concern that separate and specific committees for various marginalized 

groups will lead to isolation or tokenization, however. As Mills and Clarke note in their analysis 

of Indigenous solidarity efforts by unions: 

Strategies used to increase the representation of Aboriginal peoples within CUPE and PSAC 

have mimicked those of other marginalized groups, such as the creation of separate organizing 

committees and the creation of representative seats on executives. There are questions as to 

whether these newly formed committees will serve as ghettos for Aboriginal peoples or 

whether they will foster a transfer of power to Aboriginal members.63  

These are important concerns, especially at a time when diversity and inclusion is becoming 

increasingly symbolic and de-politicized. Briskin argues that striking a strategic balance between 

autonomy from, and integration into, the union is essential in order to maximize the efficacy of 

these committees.64 Mills and Clarke go further, however, to argue that, beyond creating more 

committees, 

A true transfer of power would involve changes in the distribution of financial resources and 

control within unions through the hiring of Aboriginal staff, the funding of Aboriginal 

controlled representative bodies with direct lines to union decision making, and Aboriginal 

representation in key decision-making seats.”65 

Clearly, “bargaining equity” requires more than just diverse bargaining teams. The collection of 

equity data, the meaningful role of constituency committees, and a clear and ongoing mandate that 

prioritizes equity are each important to the process as well. Bargaining teams must also be 



 

accountable to the membership, which often means moving away from closed-door bargaining 

sessions.66  

 

Collective Agreements 

Beyond incorporating equity into union bargaining processes, bargaining team members must also 

focus on negotiating specific equity proposals. Academic and union-produced literature tends to 

focus on a specific sub-set of issues, which are summarized below. 

Wages 

Across the board (public, private, unionized, non-unionized), racialized and Indigenous workers 

typically earn fewer wages than their white counterparts.67 This racialized wage gap is further 

compounded by intersecting dimensions of gender, immigration status, disability, etc. Unions are 

understood as an important vehicle for addressing this gap, as they contribute to higher wages 

generally, and a narrowing of the racialized wage gap specifically. Yet, the gap does persist in 

unionized workplaces, and deserves special attention in the collective bargaining process.  

The racialized wage gap is, admittedly, difficult to address through collective bargaining 

and collective agreements, as earnings are often tied to length of service and classification of 

duties.68 Despite these difficulties, the Union of Food and Commercial Workers notes that  

the issue of the racial wage gap must still be considered in our collective bargaining and 

organizing. This can be done by ensuring our labour activism includes organizing non-

unionized workplaces in which racialized workers are highly represented. We also need to 

ensure that there are protections in place in our collective agreements that can support and 

retain racialized staff who might experience racial discrimination in the workplace.69 

Beyond unionizing workplaces with high numbers of racialized and Indigenous workers and 

ensuring these workers are retained following experiences of discrimination, unions should also 

pressure employers or governments to embed mechanisms into collective agreements that correct 

the racial wage gap, and widen the recognition of prior work experience to support racialized 

workers who are newer immigrants to secure the rank or classification they deserve. 

 

Harassment and Discrimination 

It is well documented that workplace harassment and discrimination is an occupational health issue 

which often has roots in systemic inequality.70 Indeed, harassment and discrimination harm 

individuals’ mental and physical health, and have the added effect of eroding worker solidarity. 



 

As a CUPE National report on the topic notes, “there is strong empirical evidence linking 

harassment to psychological stress responses that can lead to a multitude of chronic negative health 

conditions…. Negative job outcomes from harassment can include higher sick leave, fewer 

promotion opportunities, reduced productivity, social isolation and higher turnover.”71 

By now, most collective agreements include a clause that prohibits discrimination against 

workers in accordance with provincial human rights legal frameworks. Multiple sources note, 

however, that sticking only to what is outlined in provincial legislation may leave out specific 

forms of discrimination.72 As Lippell notes, 

Legislative definitions are the product of political compromise; they are often intentionally 

convoluted, and should not be used by occupational health and safety or social psychology 

practitioners as guides to determine when prevention interventions are justified.73 

Unions should therefore prioritize bargaining clear, specific, and expansive language into their 

Collective Agreements, so that all workers are adequately protected by collective agreements.74 

There is also the issue of how effective unions are at utilizing and enforcing the grievances 

processes that undergird anti-harassment and discrimination language, which is addressed in more 

detail below (under Grievances).  

 

Leaves 

Unions would be wise to consider how Collective Agreement language pertaining to employee 

leaves can be made more equitable. In Canada, many statutory holidays correspond with the 

observance of Christian religious holidays. This is not a coincidence, but a product of ongoing 

processes of settler colonialism and white supremacy. Accordingly, unions ought to bargain 

language that allows racialized, Indigenous, and religious minority candidates access to leaves for 

observance of significant days and cultural practices, with attention paid to the fact that some 

holidays do not occur on the same day each year. There are multiple resources that offer templates 

for unions bargain into their collective agreements regarding different kinds of leaves.75 

 

Training 

Providing training opportunities for employees and management is an increasingly common 

mechanism through which to advance anti-racism in the workplace. Indeed, one of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action specifically addresses the need for education on 

Indigenous peoples and “skills-based training in intercultural competency, conflict resolution, 

human rights, and anti-racism.”76 Unions can champion anti-racism by pushing the employer to 

support training opportunities for employees, middle-managers, and senior executives,77 and even 



 

make them mandatory for upper-level management.78 The emphasis of the training can be general 

or specific to the workplace, sector, and/or geographical location. For example, the Public Service 

Association of Canada noted that 

Everyone in the federal government can benefit from training on systemic racism. It creates 

healthier work environments for racialized workers, and it ensures unbiased delivery of public 

services and programs to all Canadians, including Indigenous peoples, Black people, and other 

racialized Canadians. That’s why we are proposing the government offers training on equity, 

diversity and inclusion, and the history of Indigenous peoples and residential schools to all 

federal public service workers. It’s a small but meaningful step towards fighting racism.79 

It is important to note here that training on issues of equity do not constitute a box to check for 

workplaces to become equitable. Equity and racial justice require holistic efforts to transform 

workplaces, and cannot rely on sporadic and piecemeal initiatives. Unions should therefore be 

aware of employer approaches to equity that rely on a single or small number of superficial 

trainings in order to boost their internal or external image.80  

As well, there is a tendency to ask or expect racialized and Indigenous people to run the 

equity trainings––often without additional pay––to which the employer and union agree. This is 

not only tokenizing, but it sets up racialized and Indigenous people to fail. In an insightful report 

about how white supremacy culture operates in organizations, the Centre for Community 

Organizations notes: 

Our research has also documented a pattern where racialized employees are punished for 

things that would not even qualify as mistakes, or are being held accountable to expectations 

that were never made clear to them. The most common example we hear is that a racialized 

employee is assumed to be responsible for leading diversity or antiracism efforts in an 

organization, often without that ever having been made clear in the job posting or the job 

description. They are then blamed for the failures or conflicts that arise from those initiatives 

(or the lack of them).81 

The point here is not that racialized and Indigenous people should not be part of equity trainings–

–indeed, everyone is implicated in the (re)production of white supremacy in an organization and 

society at large. Instead, it is to examine the ways that white supremacy can operate even in the 

desire to do equity trainings in the assumptions we hold. Especially, but not only, when it is largely 

white, upper management asking: Who ought to design and run these trainings? Who do we assume 

would inherently be interested in doing so? And who will be held responsible (formally or 

informally) for the outcomes of these trainings? The answer to these questions should not 

uncritically be assumed to be solely racialized and Indigenous people in the workplace.  

Anti-racism is a workplace-wide challenge, and therefore the workplace itself should work 

to become what the Centre for Community Organizations calls “learning organizations,” which 

understand “learning as a significant organizational goal” and “find ways to facilitate learning at 



 

all levels, drawing on different forms of knowledge in order to not only face change, but to thrive 

with it.”82 They isolate four characteristics of learning organizations: 

A structure that supports learning, characterized by few formal hierarchical levels. 

It prioritizes teamwork and gives a high amount of autonomy to staff members and 

teams. This facilitates open communication throughout the organization, encourages 

risk-taking and innovation, and allows the organization to remain flexible.  

A learning climate that cultivates a feeling of trust and safety throughout the 

organization, that demonstrates an appreciation and facilitation of learning, and 

ensures the process of learning is a pleasant and safe one for all. Such a climate makes 

learning from mistakes and failures easier, acknowledges that individuals learn in 

different ways, and underlines that learning at all levels is of strategic importance for 

the organization.  

A social take on learning, acknowledging that meaningful and transformational 

learning usually comes unexpectedly, while working and interacting with others. As 

such, learning organizations seek to create and multiply the appropriate contexts and 

containers for informal learning to happen. 

A capacity to navigate complexity, allowing the organization to imagine, prototype, 

apply and evaluate novel, ecological and durable ways of addressing change and 

organizational challenges. 

Once again, this positioning of employee training as simultaneously an organizational process and 

goal is antithetical to the understanding of training as a singular event that one must complete to 

become an “ally.” Commitments to learning about and enacting anti-racism in one’s workplace(s) 

and everyday life therefore must be ongoing and take the “long view.”  

 

Recognition and Acknowledgements 

In an effort to recognize and take responsibility for ongoing colonial and racial violence, Collective 

Agreements can include: 

● Acknowledgements of the Indigenous lands upon which the workplace unit is situated or 

where the project was located; 83 

● A “statement of co-operation” about “respecting and/or co-operating with Indigenous 

peoples and/ or communities where the workplace stood, or the project was being done… 

sometimes include[ing] consideration for Indigenous culture and customs”;84 



 

● Paid or unpaid time off in observance of  

o International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (March 21st) 

o Asian Heritage Month (month of May) 

o National Indigenous Peoples Day (June 21) 

o Emancipation Day (August 1st) 

o National Day for Truth and Reconciliation (September 30th) 

Without a broader commitment to taking action to support Indigenous communities in their 

struggles for justice and decolonization, however, these mechanisms may appear superficial and 

symbolic. Recognition is therefore only the first step that unions must take in the broader process 

of reconciliation. 

 

Racial Justice Advocates 

Some Unifor locals have recently taken to bargaining Collective Agreement language for the 

establishment of a “Racial Justice Advocate” in the workplace. The template provided by the 

Unifor states that the advocate will be Black, Indigenous, and/or racialized, and functions as “a 

workplace representative who will assist and provide confidential support for Black, Indigenous 

and racialized workers whose role in the workplace will include: 

o Listening;  

o Tracking and reporting any incidences of racism and discrimination to management and 

relevant Union staff including Unifor National Human Rights Director. 

o Providing support to black, indigenous and racialized members including concerns related 

to racial discrimination and racial violence in the workplace; 

o Assisting with racial justice initiatives both inside and outside the workplace;  

o Promoting access to community culturally appropriate services;  

o Working with facility leadership to develop, implement and monitor an anti-racism action 

plan that is aligned with both Company and Union anti-racism and equity strategies;  

o Networking with allied organizations and local community partners.85 



 

Unifor recently created a Racial Justice Advocate program during negotiations with the Detroit 

three automakers (General Motors, Ford, and Chrysler) in 2020. Since then, nearly 150 Racial 

Justice Advocate positions have been bargained in Unifor contracts. Further time and a 

comprehensive evaluation of the program will be required to determine the successes and 

challenges Advocates are facing on the shop floor and opportunities for improvement. 

 

Grievances 

To accompany strong Collective Agreement language on harassment, discrimination, and equity, 

unions must be ready and willing to enforce it––which is to say, to bring grievances forward on 

behalf of racialized and Indigenous members. Unfortunately, there is a perennial issue within 

unions of not taking the concerns raised by racialized, Indigenous, female-identified, and trans 

workers seriously.86 As the recent Anti-Racism Strategy published by CUPE National notes, 

When reporting workplace racism, Black, Indigenous and racialized members are often told 

that they are overreacting or misinterpreting racist behaviour and discriminatory practices. 

Fear of backlash and lack of union support may prevent members from coming forward with 

their experiences. 

[…] 

Local leaders need to know how to support Black, Indigenous and racialized members who 

are experiencing it. Locals should promptly file grievances related to racial discrimination and 

harassment, and bring them through the grievance procedure in a timely way from start to 

finish. Violence and harassment targeting Black, Indigenous and racialized members should 

also be reported to joint health and safety committees.87 

Here we see the need for unions to build grievance processes with properly trained officials and 

an embedded equity lens so the concerns brought forward by racialized and Indigenous people are 

taken seriously. Further, there are important considerations around issues of confidentiality that 

might help alleviate concerns around backlash. Unions would also do well to develop an expedited 

grievance procedure for the settling of harassment and violence complaints, which would ensure 

that the most pressing grievances for the health and well-being of racialized and Indigenous 

workers are resolved in a timely fashion. Finally, grievances are important opportunities for unions 

to mobilize collectively around an otherwise individualized issue. This process of collectivization 

is an important means of cultivating solidarity within the membership, and of pushing back against 

the individualizing tendencies of the grievance process.88 Grievances around issues of equity are, 

and must be framed, as a whole-of-union issue (while respecting any privacy concerns of 

individuals involved) and they can be integrated into existing racial justice campaigns.89  

 



 

Workshops and Workplace Education 

Black, Indigenous, and racialized workers routinely speak to the need for workplaces to offer 

workshops and educational opportunities for workers both to learn about the importance of equity, 

as well as to develop their skills in advancing anti-racism in the workplace. In a study of the 

experiences of racialized nurses in Ontario navigating dynamics of violence and support in the 

workplace, Choinere, MacDonnell, and Shamonda reveal that nurses spoke to 

to the gaps in programs of workplace support, such as orientation, mentoring, and other 

practice-setting assistance, which are important for all nurses, but particularly critical for those 

from divergent cultures and/or educated in other countries. Educational support through formal 

professional curriculum, training, and informal peer networks have crucial roles in building 

professional and organizational capacity for nurses across domains of practice.90 

As we can see here, the opportunities for worker education exist across the spectrum of work: on-

boarding and orientation materials; mentorship and peer networks; and formal opportunities for 

training and skill development within and beyond the workplace.  

 As such, opportunities for training have become a ubiquitous aspect of anti-racism 

strategies in Canadian workplaces, unions, and governments today. Reflections on what kinds of 

union trainings are more or less effective in advancing anti-racism are scarce,91 but there is a 

growing critical analysis of the paradigm of “unconscious bias training” that is useful to note. 

Noon argues that individual agency is overstated in psychological studies of unconscious bias 

training, arguing that from a sociological perspective such training “looks pointless.”92 The 

concept of “unconscious bias” has a particular allure to workplaces looking for an easy “quick fix” 

to racism, because it is not about blame. Noon argues that “It is convenient to believe that racial 

discrimination is not a product of our conscious thought but deeply embedded, so discrimination 

is not really our fault.”93 Though not necessarily about blame, the central focus of this kind of 

training is the individual. The focus on an individual’s “unconscious bias” ignores the systemic, 

socio-cultural contexts that (re)produce individual bias, and reduce racism to inter-personal 

relations in the workplace. Noon insightfully shows that this approach to anti-racism, which 

focuses on future shifts to individual action as the way to end discrimination, ignores the structural 

aspects of racialization and racism, which act as constraints on individual action.94  

Unconscious bias training is useful insofar as it gets people thinking about discrimination, 

and their role in it. But Noon concludes that this particular approach to anti-racism is ultimately 

flawed, inadequate, and liable to be treated as a “quick fix” that employers can use to demonstrate 

their commitment to addressing equity issues in the workplace, ultimately constituting 

yet another distraction from the embedded, structural disadvantages within organisations; 

disadvantages that require far more radical solutions than introspective sessions that simply 

nudge managers and employees, often begrudgingly, into recognising that they are biased.95 



 

This point is important in a couple ways. First, it should direct us away from building trainings 

that solely treat racism as an individual, case-by-case issue. Gone are the days that acknowledging 

our “invisible knapsacks,” privileges, and unconscious biases will constitute a threshold for 

building anti-racist workplaces––these were deeply flawed approaches to begin with. Second, our 

trainings must go beyond acknowledging the existence of structural forms of discrimination––

white supremacy, colonialism, hetero-patriarchy, etc.––toward demonstrating how they operate in 

practice and how they can be transformed. This is not only important because discussions of 

structural oppression tend to get abstract, academic, and therefore potentially alienating, but also 

because it returns our focus to what we can do as individuals and collectively in ways that balance 

the important of individual actions with a keen understanding of the structural aspects of 

racialization and racism.96 In a US-based analysis of 708 private sector establishments between 

1971 to 2002, Kalev, Dobbin, and Kelly summarized their findings this way: 

Efforts to moderate managerial bias through diversity training and diversity evaluations are 

least effective at increasing the share of white women, black women, and black men in 

management. Efforts to attack social isolation through mentoring and networking show modest 

effects. Efforts to establish responsibility for diversity lead to the broadest increases in 

managerial diversity.97 

Therefore, a shift away from positioning one-off diversity trainings as the solution––and toward 

the solution being building individual and collective responsibility for anti-racism and equity––is 

both an effective and evidence-based way to advance equity in the workplace. 

 “Systemic racism is about more than individual acts of harassment or racial stereotypes,” 

writes labour activist Jojo Germino. In manifests through workplace culture, policies, and practices 

that advantage folks that are white, male, heterosexual, and non-Indigenous in overt and more 

subtle ways. Greater diversity within the workplace is not a simple solution here: without a 

commitment to fostering workplaces cultures of inclusion and equity, diversity is virtually 

meaningless. To contest systemic racism, unions must embark on a “deliberate and sustained 

process of change” in the workplace and within our unions.98 To this effect, there are numerous of 

union-designed trainings and educational resources that are publicly available. This are surveyed 

in more detail below, in the Member Education and Learning section.  

 

Government Policy 

Unions must also go beyond advocating solely for their members and use their influence to push 

for employment equity measures at the policy level. As Linda Briskin argues, 

Unions also need to take full advantage of existing legislative and human rights frameworks 

and compel employers to fulfill their obligations to equity seeking groups. At the same time, 

pressure on governments is essential to improve equality legislation, particularly around pay 



 

equity and employment equity; labour market protection through better minimum wages and 

employment standards; and family-friendly innovations on leaves, child care, and all initiatives 

that support positive flexibility.99 

The Federal Employment Equity Act (EEA) is an obvious starting point for national unions, and 

unions can continue to advocate for the Act’s continued improvement and enforcement. As a recent 

submission to the Federal Government by CUPE National points out,  

Weak accountability and enforcement mechanisms means that the EEA lacks teeth. Parliament 

has not carried out the five-year review required under the EEA since 2002, and the Canadian 

Human Rights Commission has been unable to carry out proper audits under the EEA for lack 

of resources.100 

The EEA only covers about 10% of the workforce in Canada, however, so it is inherently limited 

in its ability to make the sweeping equity shifts needed in Canadian workplaces.  

Beyond the EEA, there are several campaigns and worker demands that unions ought to 

either begin, or continue, supporting in tangible and sustained ways. Unions should advocate for 

justice for migrant workers. There are hundreds of thousands of temporary status and 

undocumented migrant workers in Canada that are subject to hyper-exploitation due to their lack 

of permanent immigration status. Many migrant workers are exempt from employment standards 

and minimum wage acts, fear deportation if they raise workplace issues, and are prohibited from 

unionizing. The irony here is that migrant workers are vital to the functioning of the Canadian 

economy––meaning that migrant workers are treated as essential, yet disposable, features of the 

Canadian labour market.101 Unfortunately, unions have had a checkered history in relation to 

supporting migrant workers.102 Historically and today, migrant workers are scapegoated for 

economic hardship and unemployment by governments, corporations, and unions. Despite being 

subject to poor working conditions, low and precarious wages, and an underlying threat of 

deportation, unions has displayed a tendency to turn toward xenophobia rather than solidarity in 

response. This has resulted in migrant workers having to pursue organizing strategies beyond 

traditional union structures.103 This reality is both a critique of traditional union organizing 

histories and a crucial opportunity for unions to commit to including migrant workers in their 

organizing efforts. Taking direction from provincial and national migrant worker organizations, 

unions must commit resources and take action to support calls for the end to hyper-exploitative 

and precarious working conditions for migrant workers, major reforms to the Temporary Foreign 

Worker and Domestic Caregiver Programs, and permanent immigration status for all migrants in 

Canada.104  

Provincially, while legislative equivalents to the EEA currently do not exist,105 there are 

crucial government initiatives that unions can, and have, advocated for anti-racism in the 

workplace. Here are some recent examples: 



 

The Aboriginal Employment Development Program, which ran from 1998 to 2010, was 

“a comprehensive employment and training initiative to improve the recruitment and retention of 

Indigenous workers in the health care and other sectors in the province.”106 Despite its cancellation, 

it stands as a model for employment equity at the provincial level. During its operation, thousands 

of Indigenous peoples were hired, received work-based skills training, and more than 21,000 

workers received “Indigenous awareness training.”107 The success of this program echoes the 

argument made by Cohen and Braid that successful employment equity initiatives depend on 

support from government and leadership.108 Similar partnerships between unions, employers, and 

provincial and municipal governments should therefore be considered in other provincial contexts.  

The creation of Anti-Racism Directorates, Councils, etc. are also important mechanisms 

to advance anti-racism at the level of government. Ontario’s Anti-Racism Directorate has 

developed province-wide anti-racism strategies, including implementing employment equity 

initiatives via hiring, promotion, education, and data-collection commitments.109 Alberta’s Anti-

Racism Advisory Council also recently made a series of recommendations that, if implemented, 

would meaningfully advance anti-racism in across the province. A primary issue with these 

organizational bodies is that their funding and continued operation are beholden to the whims of 

governments.110 

Continuing to advocate for increased Minimum or a Living Wage is another important 

avenue though which unions can use their influence to advance anti-racism at the provincial level. 

Racialized men earn 76 cents for every dollar earned by white men, and racialized women earn 59 

cents.111 Racialized workers are more likely to work in precarious and part-time work, and less 

likely to be a member of a union. Even within unionized workplaces, the racial wage gap 

persists.112 

As well, unions would do well to also consider advocating for: broadened race-based data 

collection; the establishment of provincial employment equity legislation; incorporating a 

gender- and equity-based analysis into provincial budgets; and increasing partnerships and 

funding with unions, non-governmental organizations, and community groups representing 

working class, Indigenous, racialized, gender-diverse, LGBTQ+, and disabled communities.  

  



 

Building Anti-Racist Unions 

Even though unions and the labour movement are founded on the basis of equity, dignity, and 

justice for workers, they are not immune to reproducing the political, economic, and socio-cultural 

inequalities that exist in our society for racialized and Indigenous peoples.113 According to Hunt 

and Rayside,114 Canadian unions have demonstrated more of an appetite for equity issues than 

those in the US. However, many labour scholars have reveal a long history of racism within the 

Canadian labour movements and unions. For example, Foster notes that in the 19th and early 20th 

century, the Canadian labour movement was explicitly racist, with labour leaders advocating for 

racially discriminatory immigration policies, prohibited union membership to various ethnic 

groups, and encouraged deportation and social exclusion.115 Das Gupta similarly documents the 

long history of Canadian labour movement racism, concluding that while Canadian unions have 

made some progress toward anti-racism since the 1990s, there is still much further to go.116 

  Racism in our unions can take a variety of forms.117 It can look like an Indigenous person 

being elected to a bargaining team, assuming they can speak to all the “equity needs” of the 

membership, and then being told that these are distractions from “bread and butter” union demands 

such as wages. It can look like a racialized member bringing forward a harassment complaint or a 

grievance after experiencing racism, and union stewards, staff, and/or leadership not taking them 

seriously, or being told to “hold off” on a complaint because the union is in the middle of an 

important campaign. It can look like racialized members being told at equity issues can be 

“divisive” when they are shared, or that equity issues are the work of a specific committee and 

therefore have little value in general union spaces. Racism can be the tokenizing of racialized 

members, stereotyping and offensive “jokes,” the devaluing of their work, and the expectation that 

the work of combatting racism is primarily work for racialized members to take on. It can be 

embedded in union policies and practices that appear to be race-neutral, but which therefore do 

not account for differential levels of access, capacity, and inclusion. The variety of ways that race 

and racism operate within unions can make the work of anti-racism feel daunting. However, there 

are many examples of union members doing this work and setting their unions on a path toward 

justice and equity. Below are the main themes that were identified in the collected literature 

detailing important areas of consideration for unions to more effectively live up to their 

commitments to anti-racism. 

 

Improving Diversity 

First and foremost, to accurately assess the equity landscape unions must know their membership. 

Unions must be committed to gathering relevant data from their membership in order to identify 

gaps in representation in leadership and committee roles; the dispersion of members across 

employment sectors; the proportion of members in permanent, part-time, and precarious work. The 



 

“equity audit” or “social mapping” has become a ubiquitous part of union equity work, often going 

on to form the foundation for a strategic plan to address inequities within the union.118 Take, for 

example, OPSEU’s summary of their 2020 Social Mapping Project: 

A Member Survey that collected data from over 27,000 members on the demographics of the 

membership and their experiences of the OPSEU/SEFPO.  It provided a robust sample for an 

extensive set of analyses at the level of the overall membership as well as within seven equity 

groups of focus and their intersecting identities. 

A Membership Systems Review that identified positive practices and unintended systemic 

barriers to inclusion of the full diversity of OPSEU/SEFPO members.  This involved an 

extensive documentation review and a series of fact-finding interviews; inputs from more than 

fifty (50) members through interview or focus groups; consultations with the Equity 

Committees/Caucuses; targeted analysis of the census survey responses; and an external 

review that highlighted relevant good practices from 14 other labour organizations. 

Close collaboration with the Equity Unit, Social Mapping Project Committees and the Equity 

Committees/Caucuses helped compile information, identify priorities, guide the analysis, 

provide insights and interpret findings. 

A Final Consolidated Report includes forty nine (49) recommendations with suggested 

approached for implementation that provide a road map for evidence-based systemic change 

within OPSEU/SEFPO.119 

Note here that OPSEU used a variety of methods to build depth and detail into their social mapping 

project: surveys, interviews, focus groups, consultations, and an external review. As well, it has 

been shown that working closely with constituency committees improves the process of data 

collection and analysis.120 Altogether, the goal of the equity audit is to assess the level of diversity 

across all aspects of the union’s work in order to identify and rectify organizational or structural 

manifestations of white supremacy, hetero-patriarchy, and ableism through improved 

representation. Diversity is especially important to achieve at the level of leadership positions or 

committees, as these function as the outward “face” of the union and can signal a union’s 

commitment to diversity in ways that alter entrenched hierarchies of power and privilege. The 

membership and racialized communities are far more likely to take union efforts to increase 

diversity seriously if the often white and male leadership is willing to (for forced to) step aside and 

cede some of their power in order to advance equity within the union. The value of social mapping 

therefore goes beyond developing a greater awareness of racialized disparities and inequities 

within the membership and union leadership––it also begins to build a common language and 

understanding of equity within the union, raising awareness across the membership in a positive 

and transparent way.121  

Across the board, unions repeat on the importance of having a membership and leadership 

that accurately reflects the national or regional population. While this is a good baseline goal for 



 

unions, it also reveals the limits of a primarily diversity-focused approach to equity: even if the 

proportions of membership identity are “just right,” there are various other layers of discrimination 

and oppression that will continue to plague the union. This is, as we noted in the introduction, 

where the importance of inclusion and equity come in.  

 

Fostering Inclusion 

Organizations often confuse diversity and inclusion––or assume that increases in diversity signify 

increases in inclusion. This, however, is not the case. A union’s membership may be diverse but 

still struggle to be an inclusive space for racialized members. A union depends on meaningful 

contributions from all its members to remain steadfast in the face of austerity and white supremacy. 

Therefore, ensuring that the union’s policies and practices are inclusive is crucial in the work of 

anti-racism.122 Unions can work to foster inclusion in a wide variety of ways, including: 

o Conducting a thorough internal review or “equity audit” of union policies and procedures 

from and equity lens, in conversation with racialized and Indigenous members and 

committees. 123 

o Union leadership can practice humility and reflection when inevitably met with feedback 

and criticism from racialized and Indigenous members. Leadership must be accountable, 

receptive, and take action in response to feedback. 

o Racialized and Indigenous members should be recruited and equipped to succeed in bids 

for union leadership roles and committees. Ensuring selection, election, and on-boarding 

processes are designed with equity in mind is crucial to ensuring that a diverse range of 

candidates are meaningfully considered and valued.  

o The election process itself should be considered from an equity standpoint: are there 

barriers in the electoral process that might prevent racialized and Indigenous people from 

participating?124  

o Create opportunities for racialized and Indigenous members to receive mentorship, 

training, and experience within and beyond the workplace to build their capacity to take on 

leadership and organizing roles within the union. 

o Create and adequately resource committees focused on equity. This develops spaces for 

racialized, Indigenous, and gender-diverse folks to connect, strategize, and effectively 

contribute to improving the union.125 

o Confirm that the union’s anti-harassment and anti-discrimination policies are up to date, 

clear, and enforced in a timely matter. Racialized workers are less likely to bring their 



 

grievances forward due to a lack of confidence that the process will produce effective 

results. 

o Ensure union events are inclusive of a range of ethnic and cultural norms, and that the 

union is present at cultural events outside the workplace that are valued by racialized 

members.126 

o Work toward running inclusive meetings where all members feel comfortable and excited 

about participating in meaningful ways, and that this participation is valued by the union.127 

o Unions must continue to be visible and vocal in their condemnation of racism within and 

beyond the workplace, responding to current events and lending material support anti-racist 

campaigns and social movements. What is crucial here is that unions do not settle for an 

endless line of public statements, but display actions that the union is taking to advance 

anti-racism (this is covered more below).  

 

Public Statements  

Surveying the websites of Canada’s major unions, one can find an abundance of public statements 

that: condemn racism; acknowledge various days marking commitments to human rights and 

recognizing histories of oppression; and pledge to oppose racism and discrimination in the future. 

Website areas dedicated to anti-racism, racial justice, and equity are crowded by such statements. 

Historically, racialized and Indigenous union members have fought long and difficult battles for 

unions to recognize and stand in solidarity with the fight for anti-racism––so from this perspective, 

the ubiquity of these statements is a positive development. 

 However, while there is important symbolism in these statements, racialized and 

Indigenous workers recognize that statements do little to change material circumstances of 

oppression, and are more interested in seeing tangible actions being taken by unions to combat 

racism in the union, workplace, and community. Two recent declarations from the Canadian 

Federation of Nurses Unions opposing anti-Black and anti-Indigenous racism stand out as 

exemplary cases of effective statements.128 Both begin with historical context, written with a level 

of detail that goes beyond the typical boiler plate recognitions of past oppression. They then go on 

to detail a series of commitments to take action from their specific location as nurses in Canada. 

The commitments are a mix of general pledges to root out racism, demands on governments, and 

specific actions they will take to systematically review policies, procedures, and best practices 

from an anti-racist lens.  

 



 

Internal Structures 

Many aspects of this literature review have already isolated specific internal policies (anti-

harassment, election procedures, etc.) as sites to asses with an equity lens to combat racism. This 

section therefore reiterates the importance of engaging in a systematic, ongoing, and humble 

process of internal assessment of all policies, procedures, and practices within the union. “It is not 

about a few individuals being aggressive or hateful,” states a resource developed for the Toronto 

York Region Labour Council’s Yes It Matters! campaign, “it’s about how institutions of power 

were formed and operate today.”129 In their study of how unions are developing solidarity with 

Indigenous peoples, Mills and Clarke note, “Addressing the concerns and needs of Aboriginal 

workers required that CUPE and PSAC adapt their strategies to meet the needs of Aboriginal 

peoples in different types of workplaces, and that they address the internal colonialism within their 

own structures.”130 A holistic and organization-wide perspective must therefore be taken.  

What makes systemic racism so insidious is that it often operates in race-neutral or “colour-

blind” ways––that is, it operates in spaces or within rules that may appear to be equal. As Geronimo 

reminds us: 

Systemic racism happens when people assume that the “normal” ways of doing things are race-

neutral. This ignores historical facts: society and its institutions of power – economic, social, 

cultural, and political – were built on racist assumptions, policies, and practices…. For 

example, a union may adopt a “universal” approach to organizing and can be considered to be 

“colour blind.” It does not appreciate the fact that certain groups are more vulnerable than 

others during an organizing campaign. Without ever intending to do so, this actually privileges 

certain groups and discriminates against others.131 

In short, the received knowledge from experienced labour scholars and activists are to leave no 

stone unturned. Racism, discrimination, inequality often become embedded in the very 

foundations of institutions––even unions––and therefore union activists and leadership must be 

prepared to make the necessary changes at all levels.132  

 CUPE Ontario recently adopted an Anti-Racism Organizational Action Plan that stands as 

a useful example of how this work can be taken up in a thorough and transparent way. The Plan 

clearly lays out how racism was identified and understood within the union spaces, and outlines 

action items that will be taken “to remove systemic barriers for Black, racialized and Indigenous 

members, specifically as these barriers are perpetuated, normalized, and legitimized through the 

union’s organizational culture, policies, programs and practices.” Using Geronimo’s four 

dimensions of equity work (Assess, Aim, Act, Audit),133 the Action Plan outlines three core 

priorities: (1) increase participation and representation of racialized and Indigenous members; (2) 

grow education, training, and leadership opportunities for racialized and Indigenous members; and 

(3) conduct a systematic, biannual audit of CUPE Ontario’s policies from an equity lens.134  



 

Additionally, unions must also prioritize hiring Black, Indigenous, and racialized unions 

organizers to increase the connection and engagement between these communities and their 

unions. Equitable policies are only useful as racialized and Indigenous members are aware of them 

and trust that they will be effective. Organizing staff must reflect on how they approach and 

organize alongside workplaces that have higher concentrations of Black, Indigenous, and 

racialized workers. For example, Jeffreys and Ouali analyzed union anti-racism efforts in France, 

Belgium, and the UK and found that when primarily white union activists were selected to take on 

equity or anti-racist organizing tasks, they (intentionally or not) reflected many of the union’s 

prejudiced or discriminatory attitudes. In their research, they found that 

Direct racism was rare, but indirect racism was pervasive in nearly all the workplaces we 

investigated. This was not just because of the upturn in societal racism of recent years. It was 

also because white local union activists often practised or tolerated exclusionary attitudes and 

practices towards visible minority workers. They shared, or chose to reflect, the often negative 

views of their white members despite union policy.135 

As a result of a union representative reproducing the very discriminatory attitudes that exclude 

marginalized workers in the first place, racialized and migrant workers were found to have even 

less of an incentive to become more involved in their unions. Therefore, internal policies governing 

the hiring and training responsibilities must ensure that union organizers and staff are equipped to 

represent the union when working with workers who have historically been (formally or 

informally) excluded from unions.  

The Yes It Matters! campaign provides a useful list of guidelines to help unions embark on 

this work. There are some important points to consider here. First, a union-wide effort requires a 

well-regarded leader to spearhead the effort. This can help increase the legitimacy and respect for 

the project, but also has the benefit of avoiding some of the workflow gaps that can occur in 

committee-work. It is also important that internal equity work has the full and vocal support of 

union leadership, so the formal adoption of documents such as The Charter of Inclusive 

Workplaces and Communities136 and other displays of support will help what might be a long 

process along. Another significant aspect of this work is related to the involvement of racialized 

and Indigenous workers. There is a crucial distinction here between ensuring that racialized 

workers are valued and involved in equity work, without assuming its only our responsibility and 

leaving it all up to them. Clearly dividing the responsibilities, involving equity and human rights 

committees, and providing plenty of room for rank-and-file involvement are all helpful to 

distribute the work and invite participation. If there is found to be a dearth of people with the 

capacity or the training to undertake this work, then the union must prioritize developing the skills 

of leadership and rank-and-file members through trainings and educational resources.  

 

 



 

Community Involvement and Social Justice Campaigns 

There is now a sizeable literature critiquing traditional and business approaches to unionism, 

promoting instead alternative forms of unionism.137 Broadly under the umbrella of “union 

renewal,” scholars have developed concepts of community unionism, social justice unionism,138 

or social movement unionism as innovative and much-needed shifts to union organizing and 

alternative organizing models.139 A core theme of such new forms of unionism are the commitment 

to going beyond the traditional boundaries of the labour movement.140 Importantly, Foley observes 

that 

Current renewal strategies… overlap significantly with those that female union activists have 

practised for many years in an effort to advance equity for marginalized members. That they 

are being touted as “new” indicates that the many ways female and equity activists have 

contributed to union strength in the past have gone largely unnoticed within the larger union 

community.141 

Indeed, many of the dimensions of union renewal do tend to meditate on the very struggles for 

inclusion, equity, and social justice that racialized, Indigenous, LGBTQ+, and women activists 

have advocated for within and beyond unions for decades.  

Speaking broadly, the process of renewal has a membership dimension (density but also 

diversity), economic dimension (bargaining power and wealth redistribution), political dimension 

(influence over state policy and connections with social movements), and an institutional 

dimension (shifting internal dynamics, structures, and practices).142 Chun clarifies this definition 

to centre the process of renewal on deepening union commitments to social justice: 

In Canada and the UK, scholars use the term ‘community unionism’ to describe efforts by 

unions to forge alliances with non-labour community groups and embrace campaigns beyond 

the workplace to challenge employment precaritization. In the US, scholars use the term ‘social 

movement unionism’ to make distinctions between bureaucratic union models focused on 

service provision to dues-paying members and union organizing models guided by a social 

justice commitment to improve the lives of workers at large. 

[…] 

These alternative models signal a shift towards movement-oriented strategies which 

emphasize the need to go beyond traditional union tactics, such as the strike, and develop 

alternative sources of associational power for low-paid, precariously employed workers…. 

Movement-oriented union approaches have provided a strategy and a vision for organizing 

precariously employed workers across social and cultural difference.143 

While it is beyond the scope of this review to detail the many debates about these different forms 

of unionism, there are a handful of useful takeaways in relation to building anti-racism into our 



 

union work. There are specific ways in which unions can frame their work, specific kinds of 

campaigns that can challenge social and economic inequities, and better bridge the gap between 

unions and marginalized communities.  

 In an article about the Hospital Employees Union (HEU) in Vancouver, Chun demonstrated 

that “movement-oriented union strategies, such as living wage campaigns, enable unions to 

challenge the nexus between social and economic disadvantage,” and that while “alternative union 

models promote inclusive forms of class solidarity…. unions must contend with internal conflicts 

that divide workers along racial–ethnic boundaries and employment status.”144 Campaigns to 

establish a living wage are important in their own right––but they stand to benefit those who are 

most disadvantaged in the workforce: women, racialized people, Indigenous people, and 

immigrants. Chun notes that HEU employed an approach to union organizing that forged 

relationships with community groups and social movements. She notes that “alternative union 

models also emphasize the centrality of combining struggles for redistribution with struggles for 

recognition—that is, efforts to revalue the social worth and identities of women, immigrants, 

people of colour and other socially marginalized people.”145 In an article analyzing how five trade 

unions across the UK attempted to organize migrant workers, Mustchin argues that community 

unionist approaches such as providing educational environments such as English for Speakers of 

Other Languages (ESOL) courses was an effective way to increase the interest and engagement of 

migrant workers. He notes: 

The use of learning centres, with learning project workers and union tutors coming into contact 

with migrant workers and providing advice and information on employment rights, including 

in translated form, represented a significant source of support for migrant workers given the 

weak regulatory and enforcement context. This support and representation led to these workers 

being more likely to engage with unions as a source of support, representation and advice 

relating to their employment.146 

These case studies highlight that unions must often think beyond traditional union organizing 

methods to find unique ways to connect with and organize alongside workers who are often left 

on the margins of union activity: largely racialized, Indigenous, and migrant workers. Some recent 

and inspiring examples of this include when workers in the Amalgamated Transit Union Local 100 

in Minneapolis refused to drive buses that were requested by the police to transport arrested 

protestors after the police killing of Daunte Wright.147 Or when the International Longshoremen’s 

Warehouse Union shut down one of America’s busiest ports for Juneteenth, citing their solidarity 

with Black communities resisting police brutality and racial discrimination.148 Here we see unions 

using one of their most effective tactics––withdrawing workers’ labour––in solidarity with 

movements for racial justice.  

The authors above did note some cautionary tales about these campaigns, however. The 

HEU’s decision to focus on campaigns supporting racialized women and immigrants cause internal 

divisions, primarily from the middle-class and white sections of the union. In a time of neoliberal 



 

austerity and rising anti-immigrant sentiments, this is a very real hurdle that many unions will have 

to deal with. Mustchin’s study across five unions in the UK found a similar tension arise when 

unions would devote resources specifically to supporting migrant workers.149  

Chun found that humanizing the campaign through narrative arcs and personal stories, 

however, proved to be an effective way of cultivating solidarity across socio-economic divides 

within the union.150 This argument resonates with a broader literature on building solidarity within 

social movements, which stresses the importance of constructing a coherent collective identity and 

organizing identification with this collective identity.151 Solidarity is distinct from collective 

identity, but the two are intimately linked. internal process of negotiating and constructing a 

union’s collective identity is undoubtedly an important, if sometimes overlooked, area of focus in 

in union analysis. As well, the interests, grievances, and goals of a union must be strategically 

framed in ways that communicate a shared sense of injustice to all those within the union’s 

collective identity. Drawing from a rich literature on social movements, we can see that the 

construction of a collective identity has been convincingly shown to be an important factor in the 

“emergence, trajectory, and impact” of social movements.152 It is also well supported that the 

identification of and with a movement’s identity and demands makes broad participation in, and 

commitment to, a social movement much more likely. Strategies to build unity within unions will 

be important here: collective opportunities to revitalize the age-old union slogans “an injury to one 

is an injury to all” and “there can be no economic justice without racial justice” will prove helpful 

here, as public education and consciousness-raising efforts will strengthen the internal solidarity 

within a union.  

More broadly, successful union campaigns and labour movements must construct 

“injustice frames.” The argument here is that labour campaigns must be attentive to how 

campaigns are framed in ways that conceptualize an issue as “an injury to all” and position the 

union as offering the solution.153 A good campaign frame reveals unequal power relations, defines 

a collective union identity in opposition to these relations, identifies clear targets, and allows for a 

re-imagining of what changes are possible. It therefore is designed to strengthen internal solidarity, 

garner public support, and bring people to support the union.154  

Therefore, there remains a related question of how to frame racialized and migrant 

workers’ positions within the union. In their study of union campaigns in Spain, Denmark, and the 

UK Connelly, Marino, and Lucio observed three broad “logics” of union approaches specifically 

toward how migrants are positioned. They are summarized as approaches defined by the logics of 

class, race, and social rights. They note 

The logic of class leads unions to consider migrants as part of the wider working class: 

common interests between migrant and local workers entail general solidarity among workers. 

The second logic, of race or ethnicity, insists that migrant workers’ distinctive situation and 

interests mean that more general policies are insufficient to promote effective representation. 

This logic can also apply to other groups, such as women. The third logic, of social rights, 



 

engages unions with issues that are not directly workplace-related (housing, health, welfare or 

general labour market rights). This logic is often applied to migrants not just as workers but as 

(potential) citizens.155 

There are obvious tensions within and between these three logics. These can be summarized as the 

tensions between universalistic (migrant workers are workers, and therefore labour campaigns are 

inherently pro-migrant) and particularlistic (migrant workers have distinct circumstances and 

needs that must be attended to in labour campaigns) approaches. This view is detailed further by 

Alberti, Holgate, and Tapia, who found in their study that  

trade unions tend to consider migrants primarily as workers (taking on a so-called 

‘universalistic’ approach), rather than as migrant workers with particular and overlapping 

forms of oppression (a ‘particularistic’ approach). As a result, unions tend to construct a 

dichotomy between workplace and migration issues, impeding the effective involvement of 

diverse and marginalised workers into unions.156 

What is important to note here is that it is not that migrants (or other marginalized workers) are 

passive or uninterested in involvement in their unions––in fact, research shows quite the 

opposite.157 It is instead that, once again, labour and union campaigns must be attentive to the ways 

in which they resonate (or ignore) racialized, Indigenous, and migrant workers. As Mills and 

Clarke point out: “Indigenizing labour unions does not imply a merging of unions with Aboriginal 

organizations, but rather that unions make space within their collective identities and structures for 

Aboriginal workers, while forming alliances in areas of common concern with Aboriginal 

peoples.”158 The solution posted in both studies (as well as many others) is that a more effective 

integration of strategies is needed. Unifor, for instance, has taken steps at solidifying and 

advancing its Indigenous solidarity and reconciliation work by establishing a formal “Indigenous 

Liaison” staff position. This position (staffed by an Indigenous leader) aims to build linkages and 

develop partnerships between Unifor and Indigenous communities across Canada, identify 

community projects the union can help support, and creates opportunities to educate membership 

on issues impacting Indigenous communities, the legacy of colonization and forced assimilation, 

while sharing aspects of traditional Indigenous culture and worldviews. Each union and each 

situation are unique, but being attentive to building solidarity through consciousness-raising, 

constructing a capacious and political collective identity, and balancing universalistic and 

particularistic approaches have all been shown to be key to fostering inclusion, participation, and 

justice for all workers. 

 

Member Training and Education 

On the topic of the challenges of union education, Gairey, Ng, Martin, and Jackson note  



 

With employers becoming increasingly confrontational towards bargaining unit members and 

local unions, the need is increasingly clear to utilize the strengths of the union membership 

through union education.159 

Building on the discussion above about workplace training strategies, training and educational 

opportunities for union members should balance raising awareness of how racial discrimination 

occurs through individual behaviours with an analysis of the structural dimensions of racialization 

and racism. As CUPE National’s Anti-Racism Strategy notes, 

Collective action against systemic racism requires an understanding of our shared history and 

the ongoing impacts of racism, colonization and white supremacy in our lives today. Anti-

racism education uncovers why inequities exist, exploring characteristics of white supremacy 

culture and its damaging impacts, and how oppression operates in our society.160 

Put another way, for union membership to take sustained and collective action against racism, 

there must be a shared understanding of how white supremacy operates, and how best to challenge 

it. This is “why” unions must be involved in facilitating learning opportunities for their members. 

Learning opportunities may also offer a helpful avenue for marginalized members to access their 

unions. Mustchin documents how union involvement in English-language courses and other 

learning opportunities for racialized and migrant workers had a positive effect on their engagement 

with their union. He notes:  

Learning has to an extent supported organizing, more diverse representative structures, and 

the strengthening of existing collective agreements. It has also improved access to unions for 

those in need of representation at work and improved awareness of and capacity to act over 

abuses of employment rights among migrant workers.161 

Fortunately, there are numerous publicly available union trainings and educational resources 

developed to help members develop their knowledge of racial discrimination and their skills to 

challenge it. They can be grouped into three broad categories: Consciousness Raising, Bargaining, 

and Organizing trainings.162 

Consciousness Raising trainings focus on educating members on the basics of white 

supremacy, settler colonialism, and anti-racism at a broad level. These trainings often include brief 

historical overviews, glossaries or definitions of key terms, exercises for personal and collective 

reflection, and case studies or activities to begin putting what they’ve learned into practice. The 

case studies or activities are especially useful here, as this encourages critical self-reflection and 

engagement with the information, rather than just settling for a unidirectional flow of information. 

Recent examples of consciousness raising trainings are the Taking Action on Racism worksop 

series designed by OPSEU,163 or the Unionism on Turtle Island four-day course conducted by 

CUPE Saskatchewan, PSAC, the Saskatchewan Federation of Labour, SEIU, and other unions. 

This course provides an introductory outline of Indigenous histories in Canada, histories of white 



 

supremacy and colonial violence, and emphasizes story-telling, self-reflection, and relationship-

building. Gairey et al., however, warn that 

Unions have failed to strategically promote and market their anti-racism and human rights 

courses and workshops... Aboriginal members and members of colour interpret this situation 

as yet another sign that unions are not placing a high enough priority on their issues.164 

Indeed, Mills and McCreary165 as well as Fernandez and Silver have found that while these courses 

have been taken by particularly committed union leadership, staff, and activists, “it is not clear to 

what extent such initiatives have affected non-Indigenous workers, [as] awareness levels appear 

not to have reached rank and file levels in unions.”166 Therefore, continued promotion and 

recruitment are important for such initiatives, as well as considerations for how to make such 

trainings more appealing and accessible to rank-and-file members.  

A concept that is typically invoked in consciousness raising trainings is “allyship.”167 

Allyship is often used as a way for non-racialized and non-Indigenous people position themselves 

in these trainings. Learning to be an “ally” can be an entry point for more inexperienced members 

to progress to more militant forms of anti-racist action. Allies are usually encouraged to educate 

themselves, amplify the voices of the most marginalized, and use their platforms and resources to 

support anti-racist movements.168 But without a critical analysis of the limits of “allyship,” we are 

liable to produce a growing group of people with an overdeveloped language to describe and “call-

out” oppression and an underdeveloped understanding about how to organize and struggle 

collectively for anti-racism. Therefore, consciousness-raising is an important introductory and 

accessible method to establish a baseline of anti-racism within our unions, but we must remain 

committed to training members to meaningfully contribute to building multi-racial movements 

against all forms of oppression. Indeed, “convincing white workers to abandon the delusions of 

white supremacy in favor of labor solidarity has always been difficult,”169 but it requires us to work 

twice as hard to mobilize members to move from allies, to accomplices, to co-resistors.  

Bargaining training is designed to help members win equity gains in collective agreement 

negotiations with the employer. UFCW’s Guides to Anti-Racist and Indigenous Rights,170 USW’s 

Indigenous Rights Bargaining Guide,171 and CUPE National’s collections of collective agreement 

language and anti-racism and Indigenous rights172 all represent good examples of these resources. 

While specific equity proposals are discussed in more detail above, bargaining trainings are 

especially helpful when they include: 

Background information on racial discrimination in the union and workplace, which 

situate the work of the bargaining team within a broader commitment to equity and 

anti-racism. This information is helpful to show less experienced members the 

importance of advancing anti-racism at the bargaining table, and provides useful 

analysis about how to do so. 



 

“Checklists” that aid bargaining team members in assessing the state of equity within 

their collective agreements. CUPE National released a “Bargaining Equality” series 

that contains accessible and useful information on an array of specific equity areas.173 

Large unions could reproduce this for their own locals and it would be immediately 

useful. 

Sample Collective Agreement language from various locals on specific equity issues. 

This not only helps bargaining teams understand the kind of language or framing that 

certain issues require, but substantially helps in the process of crafting local-specific 

language (or just using the text itself).  

In line with the commitment to “open bargaining,” it would also be helpful to make bargaining-

specific trainings available to rank-and-file members, in order to increase their investment in the 

collective bargaining process and their capacity to contribute.  

Trainings focused on anti-racist Organizing and Leadership training constitute a third, 

broad category of member training. Here Jojo Geronimo’s Moving Beyond Diversity, Toward 

Inclusion and Equity stands out as an exemplary resource.174 In it, Geronimo details a broad equity 

framework, provides practical and accessible tools for assessing the state of diversity and inclusion 

in the union, and offers a four step guide to building equity (assess inequity in union, define the 

aim, take action, and audit the results). The value of these trainings is providing union activists 

and leaders with practical tools to advance equity that are informed by theories and frameworks of 

justice and social change. Jeffreys argues that 

There needs to be systematic training and many more trade union propaganda campaigns 

arguing and debating societal change to equip the activists who create local trade union 

cultures with the arguments and tools to deepen or reinforce the hold of this broader reach 

trade unionism. The unions’ national political positions on racism, Islamophobia, immigration, 

refugees, the Iraq war and so on need to be continuously and interactively asserted, and in 

particular to build upon the experiences of their black members.175 

Especially important is the commitment to auditing and assessing the work after the trainings are 

conducted. As Gairey, Ng, Martin, and Jackson in their analysis of equity education in the labour 

movement, “While claims are made about ‘educating for action,’ little formal effort is made to 

track what action does and doesn’t happen, to assess how and how much the course participants 

actually apply what they learn to build organizational capacity.” Focusing on the ways in which 

equity training is put into practice signals an understanding that anti-racism is a process, and 

therefore requires sustained and intentional action over time to build toward.  

A final note deserves to be made here concerning sites of formal and informal learning. 

While building accessible and multiple opportunities for members to engage in formal learning 

(like the kinds of trainings mentioned above) is important, so too is recognizing that workers learn 



 

in a variety of informal spaces as well. Carter argues that grievances are an important site of 

“informal learning” that should be understood by union activists: 

Workers experience injustice on the job each day. For workers who belong to unions, some 

opt to enter into a formal grievance process in an effort to resolve the injustice. What they 

learn and what the union learns in the process should be of primary interest to trade union 

activists, leaders and shop stewards, as well as to radical adult educators, including, but not 

limited to those who teach grievance handling.176 

Here Carter notes we must take seriously the “deep learning” that occurs through everyday 

practices with/in the union. By acknowledging this, unions can find ways to capitalize on sites of 

informal learning––such as grievances, but also bargaining, meetings, committee work, etc.––to 

continue to build the capacity of its members. I quote Carter at length here to demonstrate the kinds 

of questions she is asking, which are helpful to better conceptualize this process. She notes that 

unions should: 

Intervene in informal learning [and] extend the reach of union education beyond the classroom. 

Ask: what are the support mechanisms in place for members engaged in a particular activity 

system? We know, for example, that grievances are a tremendous opportunity for unions to 

connect with their members, but they can also leave members disappointed, frustrated, 

disengaged, and angry at the union. What resources might be useful for grievors that could 

support / intervene in their informal learning? For example, does the union webpage offer 

accessible question and answer pages for workers dealing with a workplace problem that 

provide historical context as well as specific advice and information about the process, 

outcomes, etc.? Is there an on-line module or forum for workers to navigate to learn more 

about the grievance process something that offers both detail and broad context for how and 

why the system works the way it does, and what variables shape and effect outcomes? Is there 

a mentorship program / guide in place to support the informal apprenticeship that makes up 

the bulk of steward “training”?177 

In summary, a key aspect of advancing anti-racism in the union is building members’ capacity to 

understand, plan, and take action to root out racism at the individual and organizational levels. 

This means unions must continue to invest time, resources, and personnel to develop formal and 

informal sites of learning that give members the opportunity to build their skills and put them to 

use.  

 

 

  



 

Conclusion: The Necessity of Anti-Racism 

While this report has highlighted a variety of ways in which unions have begun to take the work 

of equity and racial just seriously, there is clearly still a long way to go. Unfortunately, 

commitments to anti-racism from union leadership have often come at the end of protracted 

campaigns by racialized and Indigenous workers to be heard, understood, and be deemed worthy 

of action. Though racialized and Indigenous members often light the spark, committed 

organizational change can only occur when there is a clear agreement on what the problem is, how 

to sole it, and meaningful interest from union leadership, activists, and rank-and-file. Building 

anti-racist workplaces requires meaningful change from the individual to the systemic levels. And 

building anti-racist unions is no longer an option. Union power has waned over the past few 

decades, and the sustainability, legitimacy, and viability of unions in the future hinges on their 

ability to become leaders in the fight for racial, gender, and economic justice for all people, 

regardless of immigration status. As labour markets become more divisive and inequitable, unions 

must become more inclusive and equitable. Unions must re-commit themselves to not only better 

serving their members, but expanding their membership by organizing non-unionized members––

especially in service and retail sectors, which are disproportionately where racialized workers are 

employed. As historic social movements emerge in response to the climate catastrophe, police 

violence, Indigenous land defense, housing crises, and widening economic equality, unions must 

continue to forge relations of solidarity and support these movements with their time, energy, and 

resources. It is easy to fall into a defensive, scarcity-driven stance of “protecting what we have” in 

a tumultuous time such as ours; but what is needed now are bold and imaginative strategies for 

systemic transformation. And at each step, we must remember that none of us are free until we are 

all free. 

Fortunately, when unions commit substantial institutional resources and effort toward 

supporting racialized and Indigenous communities they can, and do, make a difference.178 It is 

necessary for there are to be resonance within our unions about our collective commitment to anti-

racism and equity, however. As Upchurch et al. demonstrate, “strategic change is more likely to 

succeed when political congruence exists between the values, expectations and intended outcomes 

of the three sub-sets of: leaders, activists and members in a union.”179 This work of building 

“political congruence” across both the terrain of values and expectations, as well as at each level 

of union hierarchy, is not an easy task. But the unions surveyed in this review are certainly engaged 

in this work and it will be up to union activists to continue pushing both union leadership as well 

as the broader membership toward fighting for equity and racial justice. 

 While a range of materials were reviewed for this document, discussions with the Global 

Labour Research Centre and Unifor’s Social Justice Fund and time constraints resulted in a focus 

on national unions, and union and labour organizations focused in Ontario. There would 

undoubtedly be much to gain from a more thorough accounting of union strategies in contexts less 



 

represented in this review. As well, this review focused only on publicly available sources. There 

are certainly vastly more resources to be found internally within member-only sites and archives 

that were not accessible to this review. Altogether, this review humbly offers a non-exhaustive 

snapshot of how unions are advocating for equity and racial justice in a range of areas. This review 

is intended to be helpful in providing union members with a range of articles, educational 

materials, toolkits, and resources that can guide anti-racist work within our workplaces and our 

unions. It stands as a thematically organized collection of this material, which can be useful for 

the creation of anti-racism strategies, toolkits, trainings, or educational resources. To this effect, 

some of the most notable and useful materials are listed below for union members interested in 

anti-racism. 
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