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What is actually said by negotiators in the formal context of municipal labour negotiations is 
significantly less important than one might imagine. External forces often exert a remarkable 
influence on the ultimate outcome of labour negotiations in the municipal context, serving 
to shift language and focus away from the merits of each party’s demands or arguments 
to the more political (and sometimes personal) discussions that take place outside of the 
negotiating room. This article addresses the external influences in two recent Toronto 
labour negotiations, and attempts to explain both how and why they are more useful for 
determining the success of each negotiating party than even what the parties themselves 
bring to the table.

Introduction
In municipal labour negotiations, what often matters most is not what is said around the 
negotiating table. Instead the individuals involved, their relative political positions and 
influence, and public opinion are all typically more important than the content of the 
negotiations. As a result in attempting to determine the potential success or failure of a 
given labour negotiation in the municipal political context, it is equally if not more important 
to examine these external factors, as well as the political backdrop against which the 
negotiation is taking place. These factors play an influential role in predicting whether 
a settlement will be reached. Moreover, in certain situations, these external factors are 
sufficient to explain why one side emerged victorious in the event that no settlement was 
reached.

A body of scholarship has developed recently in an attempt to use external factors or 
influences to explain the outcomes of negotiations and mediations. In addition, the work of 
a number of scholars focused on multilateral disputes provides a unique window into the 
intricacies of municipal labour negotiations. A brief overview of these areas of scholarship 
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follows this introduction, with a view to situate this analysis in relief against these two bodies 
of work. These theoretical views will be brought to bear specifically on the important external 
factors that influence complex multi-party municipal labour disputes in Toronto.

Why should we care?
If the substantive content of negotiations that take place in the context of municipal labour 
disputes in Toronto is less important relative to less substantive external influences, it 
may well be the case that municipal negotiations in other areas—and labour negotiations 
at other levels of government—exhibit a similar phenomenon. This is important for both 
academics and policymakers. First, the actual content of negotiations may be less useful 
than previously thought for understanding both the law and the politics that underlie such 
negotiations. Further, it is exceedingly difficult for provincial and municipal lawmakers to 
design and implement policies that take into account the perhaps less tangible external 
factors that may ultimately and more profoundly influence a given negotiation. In short, 
if the substance of a negotiation is less influential than other factors, planning for and 
understanding negotiations will be a much more challenging task.

Following the brief literature review, this analysis will attempt to explain the outcomes of 
two municipal labour negotiations that took place in Toronto in 2008 and 2009: the Toronto 
Transit Commission strike and the Inside-Outside City Workers strike, respectively. In 
particular, this analysis will look at public opinion, the balance of power between the parties, 
perceptions among the parties of each others’ trustworthiness, and each party’s use of 
language. In doing so, this analysis will discuss the differences between each labour dispute 
in terms of these factors, and will attempt to describe how each dispute ended the way it did. 

What do the scholars say?
In their examination of social cognition in negotiations, Druckman, Olekalns, and Smith 
suggest that interpretation often plays a deciding role in negotiations (Druckman et al. 
2009). The content of negotiations is therefore often less important than the manner in 
which what is said by one party is interpreted by the other. In essence, what matters most 
are two factors: first, how the relationship between the parties impacts interpretation (what 
Druckman, Olekalns, and Smith call “person-based cues”) and second, how the political 
or cultural atmosphere impacts interpretation, which the authors call “context-based cues” 
(Druckman et al. 2009, 16).

The authors’ main proposition is that, when either of these cues encourages negative 
interpretations, parties to the negotiation will be less inclined to reach a settlement. 
Furthermore, when both person- and context-based cues are congruent—that is, when 
both cues encourage negative interpretations—their impact is amplified (Druckman et al. 
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2009, 17). The authors suggest that these cues are based on the perceptions of the other 
party that are rooted in notions of trustworthiness and power; specifically, that “perceptions 
of trust and power serve to filter interpretations of events that [lead to] turning points [in the 
negotiations]. These interpretations also influence negotiating outcomes” (Druckman et al. 
2009, 35). Therefore, these cues encourage negative interpretations.

The authors found that a low level of trust between parties amounted to a person-based 
cue, which led to negative interpretations. Furthermore, a relatively even power balance 
and a positive political atmosphere that collectively led to positive interpretations were 
insufficient to counterbalance the negative interpretations caused by the pre-existing lack 
of trust (Druckman et al. 2009, 36-37). More revealing perhaps is the finding that, although 
outcomes are unaffected by the power balance and the political context when trust is low, 
a high level of trust did have the converse effect when combined with a highly uneven 
power balance and a negative political atmosphere (Druckman et al. 2009, 36-37). In other 
words, although both trust and power are important, the former is significantly more so; the 
perceived trustworthiness of each party is therefore an overwhelmingly influential factor in 
the success of a negotiation, irrespective of what is said while at the actual negotiating table.

In her discussion of critical moments during negotiations, Putnam provides some additional 
insights into the importance of interpretation (Putnam 2004). Putnam notes that shifts in 
levels of language can lead to concurrent shifts in interpretation. More specifically, Putnam 
identifies five kinds of language shifts: specific to general; concrete to abstract; part to 
whole; individual to systemic; and literal to symbolic (Putnam 2004, 278). For Putnam, a 
language system exhibits patterns of broad categories, in which terms differ in vertical levels 
of abstraction. These lines of abstraction in turn provide another plane or dimension in 
which a conflict could be engaged (Putnam 2004, 278). A shift in language, specifically from 
individualistic language to systemic language, changes the scope of the negotiations. For 
example, a City of Toronto negotiator could choose to move the discussion away from the 
merits of the labour union’s arguments to an assertion that the City has many responsibilities, 
and is therefore unable to acquiesce to the union’s demands. This is an example of the City 
negotiator shifting language from the individual to the systemic and, in the process, taking 
hold of the conversation in such a way as to preclude the union from using what would likely 
be their strongest argument, whatever it may be. Ultimately, it may not matter what the union 
negotiator argues: the City negotiator can find strength in the language shift away from the 
specific policy questions to questions of a more political nature.

Another possible example in the context of municipal labour negotiations is that of a union 
negotiator evoking images of the working class Canadian and juxtaposing them against the 
allegedly corporate-minded Toronto City Council or provincial cabinet. This is an example 
of a shift towards symbolic language, which similarly allows the union negotiator to gain 
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control of the conversation in an effort to distract from what may be an unreasonable union 
demand.

Putnam argues that a shift in language typically leads to changes in the attitudes, cognitions, 
and orientations of individuals, or changes in relationships among parties (Putnam 2004, 
277). As a result, shifts in language—especially of the sort in the above examples—can 
lead to negative person-based or context-based cues. Specifically, Putnam’s language 
shifts have the ability to change the power dynamic significantly, profoundly affecting the 
relationship between the two parties. These language shifts do not have to take place within 
the negotiation itself. Language shifts do the most damage to the power balance between 
parties when they take place outside the negotiation, such as in the press or in public 
addresses made by either party (Putnam 2004, 281).

McKersie and Cutcher-Gershenfeld build on this scholarship in their work on labour-
management relations in the context of alternate dispute resolutions (McKersie and 
Cutcher-Gershenfeld 2009). They argue that a given negotiator’s core functions are twofold: 
they must be at turns competitive and collaborative depending on the context. McKersie and 
Cutcher-Gershenfeld argue that the main tool at the negotiator’s disposal is a finely-tuned 
ability to structure attitudes or, as they put it, to be a “relationship shaper” (McKersie and 
Cutcher-Gershenfeld 2009, 501). They speak of what they call the natural inclination of 
parties to a negotiation between management and unions:

Managers assume...that unionization will bring a turn for the worst rather 
than an opportunity to be the best. Unions themselves too often assume 
that management does not accept their legitimacy and will distrust even 
those well-intentioned managers who are genuinely interested in partner-
ship (McKersie and Cutcher-Gershenfeld 2009, 504).

The authors conclude on this basis that there are a number of deeply-held assumptions 
that “cast a shadow over the negotiations process,” and that frequently lead to unsuccessful 
negotiations (McKersie and Cutcher-Gershenfeld 2009, 504).

The interesting connection between the arguments posed by McKersie and Cutcher-
Gershenfeld and those of Druckman et al. and Putnam is that the natural inclination of 
parties to municipal labour negotiations would appear to lead to negative person-based and 
context-based cues. Assuming the worst of one’s counterpart in a negotiation can only lead 
to a reduction in trust and an increase in the desire to swing the power balance in one’s 
own favour, both of which are negative person- and context-based cues. As mentioned 
earlier, when both person- and context-based cues are congruent (in this case, negative) 
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their effect is augmented. Therefore, the natural inclination of negotiators in the context of 
municipal labour disputes is to not reach a settlement.

However, the negotiators in Toronto labour disputes themselves are, in practice, not the only 
parties present at municipal labour negotiations. The press, the voting public, the members 
of the union in question, and numerous Toronto city councilors are all typically involved in 
any given municipal labour dispute. Any of these parties have the ability to influence the 
negotiation in one or more of the ways noted above and, as a result, negotiations in the 
context of municipal labour disputes tend to take on a somewhat multilateral nature. In 
his work on multilateral negotiations, Thomas Kochan points to some important external 
factors that play a profound role in explaining a negotiation’s outcomes (Kochan 1974). 
Kochan’s main proposition is that the greater the extent of internal conflict among either of 
the two core parties to the negotiation, the more likely that multilateral bargaining will be 
unsuccessful (Kochan 1974, 526). Kochan points to the fact that in the event of internal 
conflict, each party has two options at their disposal: the party could resolve its differences 
internally, or each dissenting individual or group within the party could represent itself by 
intervening in the negotiation (Kochan 1974, 528).

By way of an example, in Toronto the negotiating team for the City is often comprised of a 
number of managers who have the authority to negotiate on behalf of the City, and whose 
political leanings are unimportant: they are civil servants who act on instructions from their 
political masters. However, Toronto City Council is rarely in agreement about what course 
of action is best for the City to take in any given strike negotiation. As a result, councilors 
who oppose the mayor, or oppose the majority City position, tend to speak out against the 
mayor or the City publicly.

Furthermore, third-party commentators and interested third-parties, such as the provincial 
government, other unions likely to be engaged in labour negotiations with the City in 
the near future, taxpayers’ interest groups, and others typically get involved by similarly 
speaking out in favour of one side. Unfortunately, each additional group or individual that 
speaks publicly does so with slightly different (or sometimes completely different) political 
and personal motivation from those of the two core negotiating parties. As a result, the 
negotiation expands to include groups and individuals with positions that differ and that are 
inconsistent with the positions of the original two parties. 

Kochan agrees with Druckman, Olekalns, and Smith, when he concludes that “the nature 
of the collective bargaining process in city governments is a natural outgrowth of the 
political context in which it operates” (Kochan 1974, 542). Furthermore, he asserts that 
“the bargaining process in the public sector responds to the nature of the relationships that 
exist among the diverse interests that share power over bargaining issues” (Kochan 1974, 
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542). Simply put, external factors such as relationships between members of each core 
negotiating party—as well as the actions taken by those members when they realize that 
their exact interests can only be fulfilled through an individual intervention on their part—
play profound roles in the success or failure of a given negotiation, irrespective of what 
actually happens inside the negotiating room.

What actually happened in the two labour disputes?
In recent years the City of Toronto has seen its share of labour disputes, two of which had a 
significant impact on the City and its citizens. The 2008 Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) 
strike ultimately led to a settlement where TTC drivers became the highest paid transit 
workers in North America. In 2009, all City of Toronto employees commenced a strike action 
that became notorious for images of uncollected garbage rotting during one of Toronto’s 
hottest summers. For all their similarities, however, the two strike actions were different, 
in that the political atmosphere and notions of power were far more important external 
influences in the 2008 TTC strike, and the perception of trustworthiness between the parties 
as well as language shifts were far more influential factors in 2009.

In terms of the political atmosphere, public opinion of the TTC went from begrudging 
tolerance prior to the strike to outright animosity during and immediately following it (Fleet 
2008). The situation was slightly different in 2009. For various reasons, contrary to the 
situation only a year previously, fewer citizens of Toronto were outraged by the striking 
workers’ tactics (Dale 2009).

The power balance surrounding the TTC strike was particularly important. During the strike, 
the City of Toronto was able to ask the Ontario Legislature to draft back-to-work legislation 
immediately, which the latter did within days (Ferguson et al. 2008). Since legislation of this 
sort precludes the union’s use of its strongest tactic in negotiations—a strike that, in this 
case, would have crippled Toronto had it continued—the City had a very strong position 
against the union. By contrast, the 2009 strike saw a much more balanced power dynamic; 
if any imbalance existed it was in the union’s favour, as a result of less inflamed public 
opinion (Dale 2009).

The perception of trustworthiness amongst parties was a crucial external influence in 2009. 
Prior to the strike in 2009, labour negotiations had been proceeding for months, and the City 
and the unions had been in a protracted state of disagreement (CBC News 2009). Once 
the strike did happen, several union representatives made it quite clear that the City had in 
fact acted in bad faith (CBC News 2009)—a clear sign that the union was not in a position 
in which it felt it could trust the City.
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Finally, the 2009 Inside-Outside strike saw a number of language shifts, primarily from 
the merits of each side’s arguments to the political landscape of the City of Toronto. The 
strike took place under David Miller’s mayoralty, in the year before Toronto’s most recent 
mayoral election. Informal campaigning for that election began shortly after the strike ended 
(Coyle 2009). As a result, a number of councilors, commentators, activists, lobbyists, and 
academics saw the strike as a defining moment in David Miller’s term as Mayor of Toronto. 
A significant number of language shifts during the 2009 Inside-Outside strike were from 
systemic language to individual language, which shone a spotlight on Mayor Miller and, in 
turn, distracted from the merits or shortcomings of each side’s demands or offers (Weese 
and Peat 2009; Gee 2009).

Beginning with a brief overview of the facts, this analysis will address each labour dispute 
through a discussion of each of the following factors: the political atmosphere, the power 
balance, perceptions of trustworthiness, and the use of language. Ultimately, the aim of 
this analysis is to recognize the importance of these external factors in determining the 
outcome of negotiations in the municipal labour context, and to acknowledge that what 
happens within the confines of the formal negotiation itself is significantly less important to 
the eventual outcome.

The 2008 TTC Strike
The Facts

Beginning just after midnight on April 26th 2008, the TTC strike—a legal strike action by 
TTC unionized employees1—suspended all bus, streetcar and subway services. Citizens of 
Toronto and TTC employees were given approximately 90 minutes notice before the strike 
began, although in some cases no notice was given until subway station doors were locked, 
at which point signs were posted informing would-be commuters of the strike (Mathieu et 
al. 2008).

The City of Toronto had initially offered TTC drivers and vehicle operators a 3% annual 
wage increase over three years, which the unions did not accept. In addition, the unions 
found two other causes for concern: the injury compensation package and the proposal 
that some TTC employee jobs be contracted out by the City to private companies (Topping 
2008). 

In reaction, the City of Toronto asked the Provincial Legislature to consider back-to-work 
legislation, which they implemented the very next day, April 27th. The Legislature passed 
Bill 66, the Toronto Public Transit Service Resumption Act, 2008, which ordered the TTC

1  The employees in question were represented by two unions: Amalgamated Transit Union 
Local 113 and Canadian Union of Public Employees Local 2.
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employees to resume their work or face a daily fine of $2,000, and ordered follow-up 
arbitration to resolve the remaining disagreements between the City and the unions (Fleet 
2008).

While the strike was quickly crushed, during the lead-up to the strike and during the strike 
day itself there were a number of very important external influences that put the City of 
Toronto in a position to be able to ask the Ontario Legislature for the assistance that the 
latter ultimately provided. The first and most important external influence was the political 
atmosphere surrounding the TTC at the time.

Atmosphere: Politics and public opinion

For several months leading up to the 2008 TTC strike, Toronto commuters were increasingly 
dissatisfied with the value they received for the ever-increasing amount of money they paid 
to use the TTC’s services (Mathieu et al. 2008). In several instances, TTC employees 
bore the brunt of commuters’ distress. A 2008 TTC press release asserted that, “in 2007, 
there were 667 assaults and threats against operators. Some have been threatened with 
death, punched, choked, or spat on” (Toronto Transit Commission 2008). In the weeks 
leading up to the TTC strike, employees of the TTC began to feel significantly more at 
risk of harassment or violence. As a result, although “the union had promised 48 hours’ 
notice before walking out, [the] president of the union local said ‘threats and abuse’ from 
passengers had prompted an immediate strike” (New York Times 2008). The president also 
stated that the union had “assessed the situation and decided that [it would] not expose 
[its] members to the dangers of assaults from angry and irrational members of the public” 
(Kalinowski and Javed 2008).

Rather than soothing an already antagonistic ridership, the union increased the level of 
resentment and negative attitudes that commuters and Torontonians in general felt towards 
the TTC. John Tory, the Leader of the Official Opposition in Ontario, called the strike 
“outrageous” (Fleet 2008) and the Toronto Star suggested that Torontonians had been 
“hijacked by a transit strike” (Kalinowski and Javed 2008). In addition, much of the political 
anger that followed the strike was actually directed at the leaders of the TTC union, who 
were portrayed as responsible for putting their workers in the line of fire of disgruntled 
commuters. One prominent politician even suggested that the union leaders should 
be “horsewhipped” for their behaviour (Ferguson et al. 2008). Ultimately, irrespective of 
whatever offers or counter offers may have been made around the negotiating table, the 
union lost its most potent weapon—the ability to strike—simply by virtue of its inability to 
handle the external political situation.
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Power: Relationships between and within the parties

As a result of the union’s inability to handle the political situation, it found itself in a position 
of very low power relative to the City of Toronto. Still, it was the power balance within the 
union that actually caused the strike. Prior to the decision to strike, an offer by the City had 
been ratified by transit commissioners and recommended to TTC employees by the union. 
However, as the Toronto Star reported, “it was no sooner ratified by transit commissioners on 
Wednesday, when cracks began to emerge in the union’s support for the deal” (Kalinowski 
and Javed 2008). Essentially, powerful divisions in the ranks of the union helped to derail 
the ratification as members of the rank and file intervened on their own behalf, in a classic 
example of Kochan’s multilateral negotiation model.

TTC mechanics feared for their job security, as the new offer involved bus repairs being 
done outside of the TTC, and a number of maintenance workers were unhappy about not 
being included in the new payment structure, which would have seen TTC vehicle operators 
become the best paid drivers in the region (Kalinowski and Javed 2008). As a result of these 
rumblings, the union as a whole was unable to reach an internal agreement on the offer 
proposed by the City and was therefore left with no option other than to strike.

More internal cohesion may have afforded the union more bargaining power. It may have 
even averted the strike and allowed the union to save face. Unfortunately, because of the 
lack of internal cohesion and agreement, in addition to the union’s inability to effectively 
handle the political situation, the union ultimately lost more than if the formal negotiations 
had been the only factor at play. Because of the existence of these external influences, 
whatever may have happened inside the negotiating room and around the negotiating table 
was immaterial; the external factors were sufficient to preclude settlement.

The 2009 Inside-Outside Workers Strike
The Facts

The 2009 Inside-Outside Workers strike was a legal strike action undertaken by two 
Toronto unions: CUPE Local 79 (representing the inside workers), and CUPE Local 416 
(representing the outside workers). It commenced shortly after midnight on June 22nd and 
approximately 24,000 City of Toronto employees were involved (CBC News 2009).

According to the City of Toronto, the strike affected many services including garbage 
collection from single detached dwellings, low-rise residential dwellings and some small 
commercial businesses; parks and recreation, including pools and grass cutting in parks; 
daycare facilities; public health, including regular health inspections of restaurants, public 
pools, city beaches, health clinics and dental offices; and many other services (Toronto Star 
2009).
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The strike concluded on July 27th, when the City and the outside workers reached a deal 
favourable to the union, which was followed shortly thereafter by a deal between the City 
and the inside workers, also favourable to the union (Globe and Mail 2009). As in the 2008 
TTC strike, there were a number of very important external influences that, in this case, put 
the union in a position to be able to reach a favourable settlement. The most important of 
these was the use of language in public statements made by both the City and the union, 
as well as in the press.

Language: Taking hold of the conversation

Mark Ferguson, president of CUPE Local 416, spoke to the media several days before the 
strike:

We initially called for a strike vote in hopes that that would focus the 
minds and get the City truly negotiating. That didn’t work. We then asked 
for a no-board report hoping that was going to get the city moving and 
truly negotiating. That didn’t work. We’ve had 17 days to try and effect a 
deal, and that does not appear to be working, so in our mind there is no 
reason to extend the deadline at this point (CBC News 2009).

According to several commentators who expressed agreement with Ferguson, the frustration 
on the part of the union was that the City was stalling negotiations and appeared unwilling 
to move forward on a number of issues without good reason. One commentator wrote the 
following:

The union contract with the City expired on December 31, 2008. Since 
that time city council has prevaricated and stalled, awarded themselves 
increased salaries and continued to accept perks, raised taxes and found 
various ways to reach deeper into the taxpayers’ pockets. At latest count 
the city has had almost six whole months to settle this (CBC News Com-
ment 2009).

Ferguson’s comments, in light of the general tenor of political opinion about the City’s 
bargaining strategy, placed the union in a favourable position with taxpayers. More 
specifically, the obvious frustration in his language served to shift the dialogue away from 
the merits of his union’s demands and requests to the notion of bad-faith negotiation on the 
part of the City.

In terms of Putnam’s model of language shift in negotiation, Ferguson’s comments are a 
classic example of a shift from specific language to general language. In moving away from 
the details of the negotiation, Ferguson took control of the conversation—as evidenced by 
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the fact that a number of political and news commentators expressed their agreement with 
him following his remarks—and shifted the dialogue to the general state of the negotiations. 
Irrespective of what was actually said around the negotiating table, Ferguson took hold 
of the external political discourse, allowing the union to effectively one-up the City before 
any strike commenced. However, in doing so, Ferguson actually acted in such a way as to 
reduce the level of trust between the negotiating parties, which was the external factor that 
ultimately prevented a settlement and led to the strike action.

Trust: Perceptions of each party by the other

In reaction to Ferguson’s comments, and likely in the realization that the union was 
apparently unwilling to discuss the merits of their own arguments, the City of Toronto began 
publicly announcing contingency plans in the event of a strike. Joe Pennachetti, who was 
then the City of Toronto Manager, said five days before the strike commenced that “the 
[contingency] plan the city has prepared means that many critical services will continue” 
(CityNews Toronto 2009). In articulating some of the specifics of the City’s plan, Pennachetti 
made it quite clear that the City did not expect to reach a settlement, specifically when 
responding to questions about steps the City would take in the event of confrontations 
between striking workers and Torontonians (CityNews Toronto 2009).

Although less important to this strike than issues surrounding shifts in language and control 
of the discourse, the fact that the City appeared to be expecting a strike with almost a week 
of negotiations still to take place before the deadline speaks to the City’s significant lack 
of trust in both the negotiation process and in the willingness of the union to come to the 
negotiating table with a view towards a settlement. In addition, Mark Ferguson’s articulation 
of the union’s frustrations with the City’s bargaining strategy spoke to a similar lack of trust 
in the City’s desire to reach a mutually acceptable agreement. When neither party to a 
dispute of this nature is able to come to the table trusting that the other party will be willing 
to negotiate in good faith, nothing that is said at the negotiating table will matter at all.

As Druckman, Olekalns, and Smith concluded, the level of trust is often the strongest 
indicator of a given negotiation’s prospects for success or failure (Druckman et al. 2009, 
36-37). Their study concluded that no other external factor or contextual change is able to 
cure a low level of trust. In the case of the 2009 Inside-Outside Workers strike, the City of 
Toronto’s dismissal of the negotiation process combined with the union’s ability to take hold 
of the discourse—and to shift the language from that of specific demands to a more general 
frustration with the process—demonstrated an immense lack of trust on both sides of the 
table. Such a lack of trust was fatal to the strike negotiations, and nothing said around the 
table would have mattered.
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What can we conclude?
Both strikes demonstrate that in municipal labour disputes in Toronto, the politics that 
underlie the disagreement are far more fractious and multifaceted than is the case in more 
prototypical commercial or personal injury disputes. In municipal labour disputes, there are 
often numerous interests at play: specific factions of a given union may intervene in the 
dispute to advocate for their own interests, and third-party commentators often have an 
impact on the proceedings by virtue of their ability to influence public opinion. 

As a result, municipal labour disputes in Toronto are much more multilateral than private-
sector labour disputes and, by virtue of their multilateral nature, are much more susceptible 
to external influences such as public opinion, power imbalance, use of language, and trust. 
This analysis has not focused on what was actually said around the negotiating tables of each 
of the labour disputes in question; in addition to such transcripts being exceptionally difficult 
(and in some cases impossible) to acquire, the point that this analysis has attempted to 
make is that such an examination is unnecessary. The external factors identified throughout 
this analysis are such that, in the case studies in question, they were so influential that the 
content of the formal negotiations did not matter.

In the case of the TTC strike, the lack of internal cohesion in the TTC union served to 
make it impossible for the union to avoid a strike. Public opinion also made it impossible 
for the union to succeed, given their choice of tactics. In the case of the Inside-Outside 
Workers strike, the union’s ability to control the discourse by shifting the language away 
from the details, combined with the overwhelming lack of trust on the part of each party to 
the dispute, meant that a strike was inevitable. This precluded a successful negotiation, 
irrespective of what either party may have said at the bargaining table.

Although these are only two examples among many, what the case studies suggest is clear: 
unless parties to municipal labour negotiations in Toronto can control the external influences 
that underlie their disputes, what they say in formal negotiations is often significantly less 
important than what happens outside. Whatever they may be willing to discuss behind 
closed doors is often overshadowed and undermined by what happens in the press, in the 
minds of the negotiators themselves and, ultimately, in the court of public opinion.
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