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Our popular understanding of who 
has been most affected by the eco- 
nomic restructuring and trade agree- 
ments of the 1990s has tended to 
focus on workers in the fisheries, in 
manufacturing, in the public sector, 
andlor on the elimination ofUmiddle 
managers." Clerical workers are rarely 
included in that list. Daily we en- 
counter advertising for new office 
technologies and excitement about 
the "information economy."Yet cleri- 
cal workers are rarely recognized as 
the front line workers in this new 
economy. They are of course mostly 
women, mostly unorganized, and 
they continue to be remarkably in- 
visible. Their lives and work have 
been profoundly affected by eco- 
nomic restructuring and the new tools 
of the information economy-per- 
haps more profoundly, and certainly 
in more numbers, than any other 
occupational group. 

A focus on this occupation pro- 
vides us with a picture of the pres- 
sures affecting one in four women in 
the paid workforce. Clerical work is 
still a "pink ghetto": 76.5 per cent of 
Ontario clerical workers were women 
in 1991. In 1994, 26 per cent of 
women in the Ontario workforce 

tre, a counselling 
and referral service 
in the fall of 1997 

(see de Wolff; Bird and de Wolff). 
The results of the two studies have 
specific implications for meeting the 
new needs clerical workers have for 
training and education. 

Toronto has been a crucial loca- 
tion for this kind ofinitiative because 
the clerical labour force is still the 
largest non-managerial, non-profes- 
sional occupational group in its 
economy. Toronto is the home of 
many head offices, and is the regional 
and national centre of the financial 
services industries, all of which are 
dependent on a large numbers of 
clerical workers. However, even in 
this economy, over one-third (35 per 
cent) of clerical jobs have been lost 
since the boom in 1989. That is, 
92,600 clerical, mostly female, jobs 
have been lost-by far the largest job 
loss experienced by any occupational 
group in the region. By way of com- 
parison, 22,700 managerial jobs were 
lost between 1989 and 1997, but the 
proportion of managers in the labour 
market has increased from 16.5 per 
cent to 17.5 per cent. In the same 
period 17,300 product manufactur- 
ing jobs were lost, and the proportion 
ofthose jobs in the labour market also 
increased, from 9.3 per cent to 9.5 
per cent (Statistics Canada 1997). 

The large loss of clerical jobs was 
anticipated during the 1980s by peo- 

~ l e  who were analping technological 
change (see Menzies), but it didn't 
take place. Two events have made it 
the reality ofthe 1990s: the corporate 
levelling, lean staffrestructuringstrat- 
egies that were adopted during the 
recession and have hung on since; 
combined with the lower costs and 
increased reliability and accessibility 
of computer network technologies. 
In the past seven years these two 
events have contributed to a re-engi- 
neering of office support work that is 
similar to that experienced by manu- 
facturing workers in the 1980s. 

Our studies indicate that clerical 
work is changing in the following 
ways. In most cases, the work has 
intensified. Institutional restructur- 
ing over the last decade has meant 
that there are fewer support staff in 
most offices, and that they are han- 
dling an increased workload. At the 
same time, the organization of the 
work is increasingly "flexible," more 
clerical workers are part-time, part- 
year, or temporary employees. Most 
clerical workers are also employed in 
small and medium-sized workplaces, 
where the intensification and "multi- 
takingn ofjobs is most ~ronounced. 

Second, the work is often more 
complex. Clerical workers are han- 
dling an increased range of tasks, in- 
cluding a broader range ofclerical du- 
ties plus more non-clerical tasks which 
are often entry level professional work. 
We found clerical workers doing por- 
tions of a wide range of professional 
jobs including counselling, selecting 
manuscripts for publishing, editing, 
training, computer-assisted electrical 
engineering design, and computer 
network maintenance. Many cus- 
tomer service jobs are being re-organ- 
ized into call centers where workers 
are expected to handle a wider range 
ofbillingquestions, sales, andservice. 

Clerical work is more obviously 
information processing. Clerical 
workers are front line information 
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workers. The newer office software 
packages make it possible for clerical 
staff to  treat all office information as 
data, and to mobilize that data in a 
number of different forms. 

Work processes and divisions of 
labour within offices have also 
changed. Text entry has migrated to 
professionals and managers, while 
clerical staff now handle higher-end 
text processing, presentation, and 
production software and procedures. 

who do not have strong spoken Eng- 
lish or French will find it much more 
difficult to enter the occupation. 

Critical features of the clerical la- 
bour market have also changed. It is 
an employer's market, and is very 
competitive. The large scale of job 
loss has meant that many women 
clerical workers have experienced 
longer-term unemployment and 
more are receiving long-term social 
assistance. Older women tend to have 

the most difficulty 
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Some technological support is now dations, like working longer hours, 
handled by clerical staff and some increasing workloads, or putting up 
computerizedentry level professional with levels of harassment that would 
work has also migrated to clerical have been unthinkable ten years ago. 
staff. For instance, insurance clerical The stresses of being displaced, and 
staff handle all but the cheque ap- of staying employed in intensified 
proval parts of insurance claims ad- jobs have been substantial (de Wolff). 
justers work; and some accounting The studies found that there is very 
clerks handle all accounts up to and little mobilitywithin companies. The 
including audit preparation. Some restructuring of the early 1990s has 
data entry, ordering, and updating "frozen" movement. There are fewer 
has migrated to customers/clients, 
while some of the technical training 
of other clerical staff and profession- 
alslmanagers is done by support staff. 
Furthermore, some work has disap- 
peared. Data is entered once and used 
for longer sequences of related trans- 
actions. 

Most clerical jobs have an increased 
customer service focus. That is, there 
are fewer "back room" jobs where 
good English communication skills 
are not a requirement. This places 
increased pressure on non-English or 
French-speaking immigrant women. 
In the past, many have been able to 
enter the  Canadian workforce 
through data entry and accounting 
clerical jobs. Now, in order to keep 
those jobs, many are now being re- 
quired to learn spoken and written 
English or French and are receiving 
very little support to make this tran- 
sition. Current and future immigrants 

clerical and managerial jobs, and flat, 
broad-banded classification systems 
which reduce horizontal movement. 
In the 1980s a significant number of 
clerical workers moved into lower- 
level managerial positions, but many 
of these positions have been elimi- 
nated (de Wolff). 

There aresmaller numbers ofentry 
level positions, or positions which 
require no previous experience, and 
there is continued restructuring and 
outsourcing by larger employers. The 
office support work that is outsourced 
includes mail room services, photo- 
copying and printing, accounts re- 
ceivable and payable, and all human 
resources services including payroll 
accounting. 

As a result, there is loss of union- 
ized jobs in both public and private 
sector downsizing. For many women, 
unionized clerical jobs have been 
among the best jobs available, with 

generally higher salaries and benefits, 
family-related leaves, and protections 
around substantial job change. Un- 
ion victories around maternity leave, 
family leaves, training, etc., have cre- 
ated a standard for other workplaces. 
The loss of unionized jobs means that 
fewer women have these protections, 
and that working women as a whole 
lose a strong force for creating work- 
place change. 

Employers provide minimal train- 
ing, expecting employees to be work- 
ready and many employers require 
industry-specific, or equipment-spe- 
cific experience. These requirements 
create industry-specific labour mar- 
kets. Some employers now expect, 
but don't require higher levels of 
education. Employers formal require- 
ments for education background do 
not appear to have risen, but the 
education background of a signifi- 
cant number of clerical workers is 
considerably higher than the formal 
requirements of their jobs.' That is, 
under-employed people from other 
occupational groups are holdingcleri- 
cal jobs. Consequently career clerical 
workers who tend to have lower levels 
of education find it hard to compete. 

Many clerical workers who had 
permanent employment in the late 
1980s have been displaced into a 
growing contingent, or temporary 
workforce, into lower-paid personal 
service sector jobs. "Non-standard 
jobs have fewer protections, usually 
lower salaries, fewer benefits, and of- 
ten disruptive, ever-changing sched- 
ules. Many employers suggest this 
kind of work is good for women be- 
cause it allows them the flexibility to 
handle their family responsibilities, 
and for some women this is true. But 
for many it means that they need two 
or more jobs to survive, that their em- 
ployment is not stable, and that they 
have to juggle impossible schedules. 

Job losses and restructuring of the 
work itself has by no means ended. 
The rather questionable restructur- 
ing strategy that moves clerical sup- 
port work into managerial and pro- 
fessional jobs continues to be adopted 
by institutions which are downsizing. 
The round of corporate downsizing 
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that took place in the early 1990s 
has slowed but this province has not 
yet felt the impact of the large pro- 
vincial cuts that have already been 
announced. Further cuts are coming 
in education and in municipal gov- 
ernments. Many of the jobs that will 
be cut, that are considered "fat," are 
clerical. The next generations of tech- 
nological change, like the increased 
reliability of voice recognition tech- 
nologies and lower-cost optical 
imaging hardware will enable h r -  
ther downsizing and re-engineering. 

Ifthe overall occupational displace- 
ment is to lead individuals into posi- 
tions other than lower-paying jobs in 
the personal services sector, new ca- 
reer paths must be actively mapped, 
developed and supported. This is an 
effort that can not be successhlly 
managed by any one labour market 
"partner." Employers, unions, train- 
ers, counsellors, governments, and 
individual clerical workers must all 
be involved. 

A road map for training and 
education 

Our studies have identified possi- 
ble progressions and connections to 
other occupations and careers. The 
introduction of entry level profes- 
sional tasks in many clerical jobs sug- 
gests new opportunities. The pro- 
gression from accounting clerk to 
accountant is one example; another 
is the movement from production 
clerk into production design and tech- 
nology; still another is progression 
from payroll clerk into human re- 
sources management The observa- 
tion that new career paths must be 
developed led Toronto activists to a 
central critique of the existing cleri- 
cal training and education. There is 
no coordination among the public, 
private, and community-based insti- 
tutions involved. Consequently ac- 
creditation for clerical training is not 
transferable: it is not developmental, 
does not accumulate, and does not 
assist individuals in progressing ei- 
ther though clerical occupations or 
into other occupational areas. 

There is a systematic mismatch 

between existing training, the rapid 
decrease in size and increased com- 
plexity of this occupation, and the 
education of individuals in the occu- 
pation. The education and training 
that individuals need to enter the 
field, to maintain their current level 
within the occupation, and to progress 
through it is more demanding than in 
the past. Yet there is less training 
available: workplace training has sig- 
nificantly decreased in the past ten 
years (see Betcherman etal.) and pub- 
licly funded programs have closed or 
are in jeopardy. Since the early 1900s 
clerical work has acted as an entry to 
the workforce for large numbers of 
high school educated women, but 
this status is in some transition. Yet 
government policy and many pro- 
grams still focus on training new cleri- 
cal workers for entry level jobs, and 
have little ability to assist those al- 
ready in the workplace with anything 
other than product specific training. 
Clerical work continues to be the 
largest source of employment for 
women who do not have post-sec- 
ondary education or whose foreign 
credentials in other occupations are 
not transferable to Canada. Yet post- 
secondary education is increasingly 
needed to maintain many current 
jobs, andcertainly to progress through 
the occupation rather than be dis- 
placed "downward." 

The systematic mismatch is ech- 

the re-design of their own work. 
TheToronto studies have suggested 

several directions forward for trainers 
and policy makers. It is important to 
establish coordination between pub- 
lic, private, and community-based 
training institutions who work with 
clerical workers. The goal would be 
to establish a more coherent, devel- 
opmental system for clerical training, 
including consistent useofprior learn- 
ing assessment and recognition and 
transferable accreditation. With the 
formation of a training network, the 
Clerical Workers Centre is beginning 
to play this role in Toronto. Trainers 
needs to develop curriculum which 
reflects the increased responsibilities 
of clerical workers, provides connec- 
tions with or strengthens new career 
paths, and addresses the needs of ex- 
perienced workers. Trainers are en- 
couraged to adopt the "Best Practices 
in Training Clerical Workers" found 
during the 1995 study (de Wolff). 

Employers and unions should en- 
able career development through sup- 
port for career-related diploma and 
degree courses, as well as the develop- 
ment of internal clerical career paths, 
while the government supports the 
healthy transition of the occupation 
by providing substantial public h n d -  
ing for individual re-training, includ- 
ing college diplomas and university 
level degrees. 

In this region, the Clerical Work- 

Clerical work has acted as an entry to the w o r ~ o r c e  for 
large numbers of high school educated women, but this 
status is in some transition. Yet governmentprograms 

have little ability to assist those already in the workplace 
with anything other than product-specifc training. 

oed in the content of the training, 
particularly for experienced workers. 
Trainers of this group are usually 
hired to teach new software applica- 
tions. They are rarely expected to, nor 
do they have the time to expand their 
teaching into information system 
management and cross software ap- 
plications, or to help strengthen work- 
ers' abilities to take some control over 

ers Centre will begin to encourage 
trainers to explore these routes, and 
will be lobbying for appropriate and 
adequate government support for 
workers in clerical occupations. Be- 
cause of the tremendous change be- 
ing experienced by this group, we 
trust that workers, activists, unions, 
researchers, and educators in other 
regions will begin to make visible the 
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changes that are taking place in your 
local clerical labour force, and will 
begin to take action to create a clerical 
training system. 

This is a moment of large and 
historic challenge for the training and 
education community. Can we 
change it quickly enough to effec- 
tively assist one in four working 
women to equip themselves for the 
revolution in their work? 

Alice dc Wolfhas been an activist in 
f ir  over 20 years. She is currently a 
research andpolicy analyJt with apref 
erencefir working on issues rehting to 
women i paid employment. 

'For instance, in one bank, all the 
employees had either a university 
degree or 15 to 20 years experience, 
while the formal requirements for the 
job were high school graduation and 
experience in a bank (de Wolff). In a 
credit card call centre, employees were 
required to speak several language 
and have high school education, but 
over half had at least one university 
degree (Bird and de WolfT). 
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JOAN BOND 

Checking Out 

Ahead of me, man in black in profile 
thin head & neck curving into his shoulder 
like a coat hanger, he turns in slow motion: 
"Do you play the trumpet? Is that your son?" 
His wife, in front, flings him a look 
of dirty laundry, and leaning towards me, confesses 
"It's his medication." 
She pays the cashier for toilet paper, washcloths & Vaseline 
while he stares past me to the end of the line, 
sighs dropping from his foolscap face 
like coins into the clerk's palm. 
"What's your son's name?" 
His wife swivels him forward; 
another confession as her shoulder shoves into mine: 
"It's hell." They toddle towards the mall; 
she carries the bags, he carries her purse 
and all his memories inside it. 

loan Bond's poetry appears earlier in this volume. 

David Smiley Photographer 

Ready for work 
Documentary and Illustration, Portraits and Events 
20 years on-location work using appropriate lighting 
A passion for social justice 

Testimonials 

"... Your interest in the day and friendly disposition was 
un-intrusive .... Thank you for your professionalism . . . . l 1  

-Carolyn Whitzman, Safe City 

"... he also brought to these tasks an understanding and 
creative approach that always enhanced the projects .... I 
would not hesitate to recommend David ...." 

-Larry Gordon, Metro Credit Union 

"... Mr. Smiley is a very skilled photographer, he is able to 
assist. .. in communicating ... in a most powerful manner." 

-Councillor Oliva Chow 
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