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She obtained her doctorate in Organizational Development and Industrial Relations from the Sloan 
School of Management at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. She has authored two books and 
several articles and is currently a member of Statistics Canada's Advisory Committee on Labour 
Statistics. 

Q. Dr. Johnson, let's begin the interview with a general question. What do you see as the central labour 
issues facing Canada today? For each one, where do you think Statistics Canada's information and 
understanding are weakest? 

A. There are several issues that are emerging; they're already here. If you look at immigration statistics, a 
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significant percentage of people living in our cities are of neither British nor French origin. This raises 
two kinds of problems. One is language, that is, the inability to speak either English or French. The other 
is what I call "vocabulary". Even when people say the same word, they often mean different things. This 
confusion is brought into our workplaces and it can lead to perplexing situations simply because people 
have not understood each other. 

To make things worse, one of the reasons Stats Can has great problems collecting establishment data is 
because the vocabulary from one establishment to another, independent of the nationalities of people in 
them, is not the same. Every organization will talk about communication, leadership, responsibility and 
delegation. They all use these words but mean different things by them. So the establishment statistics of 
Stats Can tend to be weak. 

Problem number two is Canadian competitiveness, not just vis-B-vis the United States but globally. What 
kind of information do we need to be on top of that? I think we have to be able to understand our relative 
costs. We are a high-wage country, particularly when our dollar goes up. This means that labour costs 
become vitally important. What we could do is become much more productive than other countries. Then 
it would matter less what our compensation costs were. But we haven't been able to do that. And when I 
look at the aging of our population, I'm a little pessimistic that we will be able to do that in the future 
unless we really invest in training and development and make sure we work a whole lot smarter than our 
neighbours in the U.S. and elsewhere. So labour costs will probably continue to be important from a 
competitive point of view, which means Stats Can has got to lick the problems associated with doing 
establishment surveys. Issue number three: I think we have a real problem understanding the service 
industries. We have a fair handle on what productive capacity means in manufacturing, but we don't 
understand what productive capacity means in the service industries. Traditional service industries teach 
a variety of people skills, as opposed to technical skills, and we're a long way from getting a grip on 
them. How can Stats Can help on that? Once again, there's an establishment survey problem to deal with 
first. 

... Americans train and develop their people and make them feel as though 
they're using all their skills to a far greater extent than Canadians do.

Problem number four is the increasing need for family care and better work arrangements. We see lost 
time going up. We also see an aging of the population and a low population growth that suggests labour 
force shortages in the future. I don't think that technological change is going to have a dramatic impact 
on being able to reduce the labour supply needed in the service industry, which is where employment 
growth has tended to be. That means employers are going to have to be more responsive to different 
work arrangement needs, and the more they know about them, the better. Stats Can is in a good position 
to provide that information because of its household surveys, which are wonderful. I think they're the 

file:///N|/LHSBR/LHSAD/PERSPECT/Pe9112.htm (2 of 13) [6/1/01 10:01:44 AM]



Gail Cook Johnson speaks out on human resource issues (IS 911 A2)

best in the world. 

Q. I'd like to discuss these issues in more detail. To start, I have a few questions on training and 
development. The 1989 report, Adjusting to Win, prepared by the Advisory Council on Adjustment, 
"identifies improvements in basic education and training, as well as lifelong re-education and retraining, 
as among the most critical steps Canada must take to enhance its international competitiveness." (1) 
Would you agree or disagree? 

A. I absolutely agree. I think education and training and development are keys to Canada's 
competitiveness. There aren't many differences between American and Canadian organizations, but the 
key one is that Americans train and develop their people and make them feel as though they're using all 
their skills to a far greater extent than Canadians do. We do a very good job on rigorous one-to-one 
supervision. We have much safer workplaces. We have more rigorous control procedures in place. But 
we don't take risks with people. Why don't we? Because we tend to invest in the things that control 
people as opposed to the things that develop people. 

This problem is compounded by the aging of the work force. Our baby boomers now are at their most 
productive age. Thirty-five year-olds like to bounce out of bed and do things for twelve hours a day. At 
some point, though, they're going to reach their mid-life crisis. Some of them are already there. They're 
not going to want to work the same way; they're going to have to work smarter and not harder. And 
because we have a declining population, there aren't the people to replace them, which translates into 
more education and training for those people who are working. 

Q. Who do you think should shoulder the increasing costs of education and training programs? The 
taxpayer through government grants, the businesses who need highly-skilled workers, or those 
individuals who want an education? 

A. I think this really comes down to the old labour economists' argument about general versus specific 
training. I believe that if industry really needs specific skills it will do the training. In this case, 
government and the taxpayer should not subsidize it. Government, historically, has shown better 
performance when it has provided general skills than when it's been trying to do specific skill training. 
And if our schools produce people who are literate and numerate and who all speak the same vocabulary, 
then an employer is in a better position to do specific skill training. And can probably do it more cost 
effectively. 

Q. A great deal of money is spent by employers on training. According to the Human Resource Training 
and Development Survey, the private sector spent almost $1.4 billion to train its employees from 

November 1986 to October 1987. (2) Have you seen evidence of this? 

A. Those dollar figures are misleading because a lot of training is on-the-job training. There's nothing 
wrong with that. It can be one of the most effective ways to train people, if it's done thoughtfully and 
methodically. But it really doesn't show up in the figures; and if people give you figures, they're 
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guestimates. 

Apart from that, I know that some firms make some major commitments to training and development. 
And by that I mean executive, management and personal skills development, as well as training for 
specific technical skills. They're doing it because they're in the process of radically changing the way 
they do business. 

Q. What costs do you think employers should include when doing a cost-benefit analysis on training? 
Obviously, they would include course fees and materials, overhead costs, capital expenditures and the 
trainee's pay. What else? 

A. If you're a manufacturing concern, you've got to also include items like the cost of formal and on-the-
job training, increases in accidents and time lost, and increases in scrap. Quality statistics can also be 
used to measure costs. I don't know how you'd really measure them in the service industry. That's a more 
difficult problem, although the service industry does tend to keep good track of things like service 
complaints. That twigs them as to whether their people need more training. 

Q. The Human Resource Training and Development Survey's question on human resource planning was 
poorly answered. The impression it left was that there wasn't much planning going on. Do you agree or 
disagree? 

A. I think there's more thoughtfulness going on than that survey would suggest. Large firms spend a lot 
of time, particularly in a changing environment, arguing about their person-hour needs. But they have 
been spectacularly poor at forecasting people needs because people don't do what machines or money do. 
They don't go where you tell them to. So you can forecast in 1991 for 1995 to your heart's content and 
they'll surprise you every time. 

If you're a small firm or even a medium-sized firm, your priority is getting those clients served or getting 
the product out the door. You're probably scrambling for good people and you'll take them whenever 
your budget can bear it. The dilemma is so boxed by current events that it's hard to put it on paper. 

Q. Our experience with this survey has shown that such surveys are expensive and they impose a 
considerable burden on respondents. What data does the private sector already have on employer-
sponsored training? 

A. The Conference Board did a survey on the training practices and expenditures of medium to large-
sized organizations, which mainly focused on management and executive development. (3) That is the 
only one I know of. Why is that? I think it's because there isn't a vocabulary about training and 
development that's common among firms. There is a lot of "OJT" or on-the-job-training that goes on. But 
it's not consistent. The only exception is apprenticeship training in the trades where there are 
apprenticeship requirements which merge classroom instruction with shop floor experience. But other 
than that, people tend to do their own thing. They may buy training packages but even then they usually 
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customize them. 

Q. Statistics Canada has also had problems dealing with "vocabulary" related to human resources. Is it 
possible to standardize concepts, for example, to clearly define what constitutes training? 

... there isn't a vocabulary about training and development that's common 
among firms.

A. I can see why Statistics Canada has a real problem. A manufacturing firm, for example, can operate as 
a "machine bureaucracy". It puts a product out through control. And it controls through systems and 
processes that can be standardized. In a "professional bureaucracy", such as a law or accounting firm, 
people skills are standardized. When training and development is talked about, what's being added to 
people in a professional bureaucracy is very different from what's being added to people in a machine 
bureaucracy. 

Then you've got hospitals and educational institutions, which are mixed. They can completely confuse 
the statistician because they're not pure anything; they've got a machine bureaucracy tied with a 
professional bureaucracy. And there are the firms that I call the "ad hocracies" because they work on a 
project basis and whatever it takes to get the job done, they do. When they talk about training and 
development, they mean a whole different kettle of fish. 

So once you've mixed all this brew, how do you ask the question? I think you really have to start to 
standardize concepts at a micro or industry level. Then you begin to find consistencies. 

Q. You've already mentioned some significant differences in human resource management issues 
between the service sector and the manufacturing sector. Are there others? 

A. There's a number of them. First of all, the service industry needs a heavy dose of people skills. Its 
employees are front-line troops. They have a lot of power and control over the bottom-line business. For 
example, the person at the front desk in a hotel has all kinds of power. But there's arguably more of a 
limit to what an assembly line worker can do, in an immediate sense, for the business. Besides that, an 
assembly line worker's job is often more routinized. In the service industry, the work is not routine 
because its employees are dealing with people and people are unpredictable. So they have to be trained in 
quite a different way. You don't train them for that which usually happens; you train them for that which 
may happen, and how to react in the one-off situations. It's a different way of having to think about how 
to skill your work force. And with changes in manufacturing technology, many manufacturing concerns 
are realizing that their training needs to be different too. 
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Q. Information provided recently from the Survey of Literacy Skills Used in Daily Activities (4) indicates 
that up to 38% of working-age Canadians experience difficulties in dealing with printed material. Have 
your clients found impaired literacy to be an impediment to effective training? 

A. Oh gosh yes! In Toronto, for example, I know of an organization where, if you wanted to name any 
language, someone in that organization would speak it. It's a Tower of Babel. But the problem is more 
than a lack of literacy skills; and it's more than not being able to read the form. It's also a vocabulary 
issue. Now that we all know the same words in English, what do we mean by them? Nine times out of 
ten you're going to get different answers. 

I had an experience not too long ago with a company C 

primarily British C management which said "We've got a real problem. We're hiring Oriental scientists 
and I think they may need to learn English." So I went in and talked to these folks. They happened to be 
born in Canada and spoke English better than I do. But they meant different things by different words. It 
had nothing to do with written or verbal communication in the English language. It had a lot to do with a 
British organization paradigm coming into conflict with what a younger Canadian thinks an organization 
should do about things like decision making and consensus. 

Apart from that, when organizations offer English as a second language, it often isn't taken advantage of 
because it's demeaning. People feel embarrassed to admit they don't speak or read English, or French. 
Literacy training should be offered as an opportunity for career development. It should not be treated as 
one more benefit that an employer is giving an employee. 

... the service industry needs a heavy dose of people skills. Its employees are 
front-line troops.

Q. What do you mean by "organization paradigm"? 

A. I mean the way people put an organization together to work. What are the assumptions made about the 
distribution of power within organizations? How do they reward performance? Do they control through 
machines or through people? How do they get people to know what's expected of them? How big or 
small are the jobs? 

Every single one of those decisions is based on different philosophies and assumptions. And there are 
reasons for that. If you're making nails, it might be best to use a relatively straightforward process, from a 
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production point of view; so you should probably standardize tasks to a great degree. You will have 
morale problems, but it's not necessarily a bad production strategy. One might argue it's a bad human 
strategy. If you're trying to produce a rocket to go to the moon, then a whole number of uncertainties are 
raised that are not raised in the making of nails. So you have to change your paradigm and your 
assumptions about how you're going to reward and deploy people. It doesn't work otherwise. 

Q. In addition to the difficulties immigrants have in understanding one of our two official languages, 
literacy problems are also common among young people graduating from high school. Moreover, one in 
three high school students doesn't even graduate. How significant a problem is this?

A. I think it's a major social issue, but these people rarely make it into our labour force, because they 
have a number of disadvantages. If they've dropped out of a Canadian educational institution there are 
probably all kinds of family and social issues that have caused them to do that. And this makes them, 
from an employer's point of view, a poor employment risk, in addition to being illiterate. I find 
employers talking about immigration policy and what it might mean to them, and employers talking 
about literacy skills for new Canadians and what it might mean to them. I hear them say, "University 
graduates aren't as literate as they used to be." But I have yet to have an employer say to me, "The only 
people I can hire are Canadian high school drop-outs and what do I do with them?" So it's not a 
workplace issue with many firms because they bypass it completely. Now if labour becomes really short 
I'm sure it will become a number one issue, but so far new immigrants have been able to fill those 
employment needs. 

Q. In your experience, do employers accept formal educational attainment at face value in deciding 
whom to hire, or do they find it necessary to conduct their own assessments of knowledge and intellectual 
ability? 

A. That's all over the map. If you're applying for a job as a researcher, they'll ask you to submit 
something you've written yourself because they've learned to distrust that a BA means you can write 
coherently. In other kinds of employment tests, they're often looking for personal attributes, not technical 
skills. For that reason, they are often very controversial. If you're applying to a service organization, 
they're looking for how service-oriented you are. That isn't an educational requirement; that's a 
personality trait. As for new Canadians, one of the things employers are very poor at understanding is the 
value of a foreign degree. Employers often discount the education that's really there, unless they 
recognize the institution. 

Q. I have a couple of general questions related to human resource management and then on to 
compensation and fringe benefits. North Americans frequently look to Japan for possible solutions to 
various problems. Can you identify some Japanese practices in the area of human resource management 
that have been or might be successfully implemented by North American employers? 

A. We have all kinds of trendy things coming from the Japanese, like quality circles and participative 
management. (5) "Quality circles" are problem-solving groups with employees at the grass roots. When 
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they first came to North America, they rarely worked. And the reason is that when you asked Japanese 
people in a Japanese organization, "What do you think our problems are and how do you think we should 
solve them?" C they understood that for exactly what it was. When you asked a group of North American 
baby boomers the same question, they thought you were giving them an equal vote in decision making. 
So all hell broke loose. It's taken North American organizations quite a while to work out the vocabulary 
in a Canadian context. It all has to be Canadianized or it doesn't work. We are not Japanese. If you took a 
Canadian custom, performance management, for example, and put it in a Japanese organization, it 
wouldn't work either. Because the vocabulary is different. 

Q. Following the recession in the early 1980s, our data suggest that employers have changed the way in 
which firms manage the labour component of their production inputs. There's been a greater mix of part-
time employment, an increase in the contracting out of services and, perhaps, a greater tendency for 
firms to lay off staff rather than rely on reducing hours as a means of balancing production with sales. 
Do you see this as a "hardening" of employer attitudes toward their work force? 

A. From an employer point of view, the recession really knocked the wind out of everyone. Before that, 
no one really thought too much about how they got to the bottom line-they just did it. There were a lot of 
excesses. The recession really provoked people into thinking about their organizations. They often went 
overboard when reorganizing to make themselves recession proof, and this created dissatisfaction. People 
wondered why they should commit themselves to an employer who now wanted so much more. Change 
is difficult. People have problems with change because they don't know what it means to them. And 
organizations have had trouble telling people what change means because they didn't know themselves. 
So we have had a decline in satisfaction, which has been partly employer induced. But I think we're 
coming around and we're going to end up in a better place. We've learned a lot. 

Q. This employee dissatisfaction you've mentioned, can you tell me more about it? 

A. Employee attitude statistics tell us that employees in the last decade have become more dissatisfied. 
This observation comes from doing employee opinion surveys in hundreds of organizations and being 
able to track that data over a decade. What are they dissatisfied with? A combination of things. One is 
that people perceive their job security to have declined. Their level of uncertainty has increased about 
what employers expect from them. And when people are highly uncertain, they tend to be more 
dissatisfied simply because they don't know if they're doing well any more. 

Apart from that, organizations have downsized. They are flatter. Jobs are broader. Career opportunity is 
perceived to have declined because career paths and opportunities have changed. It also comes down to, 
"Employer, you're putting more demands on me, yet I have more demands from home and you're not 
prepared to accommodate." The quid pro quo is all one way. But I think that's beginning to change. I 
think we'll start to see satisfaction increasing, unless there's another major recession. 
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Employee attitude statistics tell us that employees in the last decade have 
become more dissatisfied.

Q. For some time now, particularly among salaried workers and those working for large firms, fringe 
benefits have been increasing as a proportion of total employee compensation. . Included in fringe 
benefits are the more obvious costs such as employer contributions to the CPP/QPP, UI, (6) pension 
plans and medical plans, and the less obvious ones such as subsidized day care and fitness facilities. Is 
this type of compensation going to increase in the future? 

A. I think so, mainly because employers will be facing a short labour supply, which means they are going 
to have to become more attractive to women and the older worker. I don't think that will necessarily 
mean day care or fitness centres in every workplace; it may mean day care or fitness subsidies. Those 
kinds of benefits might actually be offered as part of an employee menu, (7) although this way of 
compensating employees in Canada has been difficult because we don't have the economies of scale that 
the American workplace has. For example, I have clients in Canada whose job-sites employ a thousand 
people. The comparable ones in the United States employ forty-five thousand people. But I think 
employers will respond increasingly to the sort of home and work stresses that are emerging. 

It would be interesting to have accurate statistics about how much of that currently goes on. Most of the 
information we have is very anecdotal and it's often biased to large employers who can afford to do that, 
or do it more visibly. That's an area where I think Stats Can could play a role on an occasional basis. 

Q. In Canada today, there are millions of working couples with young children. Almost all of these 
couples must arrange to have their children taken care of by others for at least some of the time they are 
working. This implies a tremendous demand for workplace day care or day care subsidies. In your 
opinion, is day care going to become the single most important fringe benefit in the future? 

A. This issue is going to come up more than we ever thought, partly because families are becoming 
smaller. And they're becoming more geographically dispersed. This means that people are almost out of 
resources. The first women to enter the labour market and stay in had all kinds of options to help with 
child care. They had their mother, their sister, their neighbour. They had other children who grew up into 
babysitting siblings. These options have begun to disappear. Now the solution to this problem could be 
day care subsidies, actual day care in the workplace, or working at home. It's hard to predict. It's 
undoubtedly an issue C and it will continue to be. 

Q. Given that total labour costs, which include fringe benefits as well as wages and salaries, make up the 
largest cost of production for many employers, one would think that employers would have detailed 
labour cost information for their own use. However, employers have great difficulty in reporting 
information beyond basic wages and salaries. Why is that? 
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A. In the service industries, human resource costs are significant. They're generally 75 to 80 percent of 
the cost of doing business. But, in a high percentage of high-tech manufacturing situations, labour costs 
are just simply not as important as other costs. For example, when it costs X million dollars a day to drill 
a hole, the fact that it's costing an extra thousand to hire a consultant to look at that hole being drilled 
ceases to be all that important! In large businesses I think they have, in a fashion, a grip on what it costs 
them but it's not all in one place. Wages and salaries are taken care of in the human resource department, 
but God knows where the pension plan is. In the case of multi-establishment companies, location X 
probably takes care of wages and salaries but the head office takes care of everything else. Training and 
development, and all those other costs that we should take into account, are also hard for them to put 
together because the decision-maker on these doesn't view the business in the same way an economist 
looks at the viability of this business. As for small firms C they just don't have time to collect these 
statistics because they're running so fast. 

An incentive package that really does motivate people at the grassroots has 
to be about things that people feel they actually can control.

Q. Performance pay has been a part of executive compensation packages for many years. We understand 
that proposals to extend performance pay to many other workers are gaining ground. Do you expect that 
the proportion of workers eligible for performance pay will continue to increase? 

A. An incentive package that really does motivate people at the grass roots has to be clear. It has to be 
about things that people feel they actually can control. If a plan is based on profit-sharing only, it's 
difficult for people to be motivated by that because they know profit is made up of so many things over 
which they have no control. If it's based on the reduction of scrap on the floor or other things, then maybe 
you're talking. So these plans are very difficult things to put into place. They often need an attitude 
change. All these things tell me that maybe such plans won't become prevalent despite several good 
reasons for trying to do it. There's a lot of talk about it and this is where Stats Can could help us 
understand whether, indeed, there is a bona fide trend. 

Q. What problems would you anticipate for Statistics Canada in including performance pay in its 
existing measures of compensation? 

A. No plan that I've ever seen is the same as another. It's never the same in terms of whom it covers, 
whether it's long term or short term, what it's based on, how it's paid out, whether it's in lieu of a COLA 
clause, meaning it's not a wage increase. All those things would be important to know if these data were 
collected. But you'd have to be sure that the private sector felt these data were important to them. Or that 
you had a public policy concern. Because, in the compensation area, the private sector will go out and 
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find their own comparative data when required. They want to be sure they are paying enough to attract 
and retain the people they need; but they also don't want to pay more than they have to. So they're very 
careful to find out what it is they need to know. Now that's not necessarily what Stats Can needs to know. 

Q. What other incentives can employers offer to increase the productivity of their workers? 

A. The needs that employees have are idiosyncratic to the nature of the workplace and the kind of people 
they are. For example, I know of an employer with much lower turnover rates than its industry 
counterparts because it offers training and development that's superior. This employer has a very young 
work force that isn't all that interested in pensions and security but is really interested in job scope and 
being able to learn. It's a professional kind of firm. I have another firm that employs relatively unskilled 
labour, a little bit above the minimum wage. What does it do? The firm has its female employees picked 
up in a bus every morning. This gets them to work and it gets them home again in time for their kids 
coming home from school. Yet I would not recommend that as a general solution to the Canadian 
manpower dilemma. I think you have to look at the kind of work force you want to attract and retain in 
order to answer that question. 

Q. My last questions deal with Statistics Canada's activities in the areas of data collection and analysis. 
Statistics Canada collects vast amounts of labour market data every year. Much of it is published and 
used, but more could be made available. In your perception, is there a market for these undisseminated 
statistics? 

A. Only if they're analyzed and put in articles with chunky bits that people can grab. They're buried 
where they are because of the few who want them and try to find them. From my experience, people 
need to have the picture drawn for them, at least to begin with, before they can appreciate the information 
that's there. 

Q. With a fixed budget, Statistics Canada must ultimately choose between more analysis and more data 
collection. Do you have any guidance for the Agency in how it should deal with this trade-off? 

A. You first have to ask yourselves the questions that need to be answered from a public policy point of 
view. And the ongoing questions from a national accounts point of view. Next, I would always prefer 
that more analysis be done. There's such a wealth of labour supply information already there that analysis 
is really where effort should be put in primarily. I think people don't know enough of what's there to 
make informed decisions about their needs. Perspectives is a dynamite initiative because it puts forward 
things that people can begin to read and understand. And once they have understanding, then maybe they 
will start digging for themselves. 
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Notes

Note 1
Advisory Council on Adjustment (Canada), Adjusting to win: report of the Advisory Council on 
Adjustment, p. xviii. 

Note 2
Sponsored by Employment and Immigration Canada, the Human Resource Training and Development 
Survey was carried out by Statistics Canada from February to August 1988. For more information on this 
survey, consult the Human resource training and development survey results, 1987 (1990) or contact 
Edith Rechnitzer at (613) 951-9167. 

Note 3
The survey of Management and Executive Development Expenditures and Policies was carried out in 
1988. At the time of the interview, The Conference Board of Canada was conducting another survey 
called: Training and Development Practices and Expenditures in Canada. These results are now available 
in Training and development practices and expenditures in Canada (1991). 

Note 4
Results from this survey, carried out in October 1989, have been published in an article entitled 
"Overview of Literacy Skills in Canada," in Perspectives on Labour and Income (Winter 1990). For 
more information, contact Gilles Montigny at (613) 951-9731. 

Note 5
In "participative management", workers provide input for management decision-making. 

Note 6
These refer to the Canada Pension Plan (CPP), the Quebec Pension Plan (QPP) and Unemployment 
Insurance (UI). 

Note 7
This means an employee is allowed to choose a limited number of benefits from a longer list of potential 
benefits or "employee menu". For example, an employee may be given a choice between subsidized day 
care and free parking. 
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