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Abstract 

 This thesis investigates the role of accounting information in the automotive industry 

restructuring of 2008 and 2009 in Canada. The crisis in the automotive industry led to 

government-funded restructurings for two of the top manufacturers in North America, effectively 

adding the government as a third party to the negotiations. Following a series of negotiations that 

occurred between AutoCo and UnionA, I conduct a case study that examines the individual 

actors’ use of accounting inscriptions in negotiations, as well as explore the dynamic interaction 

between accounting and trust at the negotiation table. The use of actor network theory highlights 

the individual actors, their actor-networks, accounting inscriptions and the continuous translation 

process inherent in labour-management negotiations. Accounting inscriptions are shown to play a 

central role in negotiations, particularly as a forum for bringing the actor-networks together. 

Furthermore, I explicate the notion of tactical trust, as it emphasizes the assessment, monitoring, 

and adjustment inherent in decisions to trust actors within dynamic business contexts. 

 I also investigate the roles that the Canadian government played throughout the 

restructuring of the automotive industry. Through an in-depth case study of the restructuring from 

its antecedents through to outcomes, the research focuses on the roles of the government officials 

in the negotiations between the company and the unions, and their use of accounting information. 

The empirics highlight that the government not only acted at a distance but utilized sovereign 

power and direct intervention to achieve their objectives in the automotive industry restructuring. 

I find that the accounting served as the flexible substitute for the government’s presence at the 

negotiations table while they were acting at a distance and is used as an immutable parameter 

when the government directly intervened. This paper extends the governmentality literature by 

highlighting the coercive character of government actions, technologies and programs, and the 

notion of government in action. I consider the implications of these research findings on the 
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labour-management negotiations, accounting, actor network theory and governmentality 

literature. In conclusion I also highlight various avenues of future research. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

In this thesis, I examine the role of accounting in the restructuring of the Canadian 

automotive industry in 2008-2009. This thesis critically explores the role of management 

accounting calculations in the process of managing labour-management relationships. Using 

insights from actor network theory and governmentality, I analyze the role and impact of 

accounting inscriptions in the labour-management negotiations that took place during the 

automotive industry restructuring, as well as consider the function of the Canadian government in 

the proceedings. As such, this thesis seeks to contribute to the growing literature on accounting in 

action (see for example, Burchell, Clubb, Hopwood, Hughes & Nahapiet, 1980; Hopwood, 1983; 

Ahrens & Dent, 1998) and, more specifically, to a small but expansive number of studies that 

contemplate the role of accounting in labour-management negotiations (McBarnet, Weston, & 

Whelan, 1993; Waterhouse, Gibbins, & Richardson, 1993; J. Brown, 2000a; Amernic & Craig, 

2005). This thesis is broadly located within the interpretive research paradigm (Burrell & 

Morgan, 1979; Chua, 1986, 1988). 

This introductory chapter highlights the background issues that motivate the study and 

the specific objectives that are pursued throughout the thesis. Section 1.2, which follows, will 

provide background on the financial crisis and restructuring process of the automotive industry 

and identify some the key issues that motivate this study. Section 1.2 will further describe the 

aims of this thesis, an overview of each thesis chapter, and a brief summary of the contributions 

made by this research. Finally, Section 1.3 overviews the thesis structure. 

1.1 Background and motivation 

The recent history of the automotive industry is well documented through popular media 

and first-person accounts (MSNBC, 2009; Fox News, 2010; Rattner, 2010; Lutz; 2011). Globally, 
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the automotive industry is a complex and shifting system of domestic, foreign, and imported 

manufacturers, consumers, and regulators. Over recent decades, changes in regulation, 

competition, and customer demographics have caused fundamental shifts in the manufacturing 

capacity demands of the industry. In North America, as a result of intense competition and a 

shortage in credit available to consumers and dealers during the global financial crisis, 

automotive sales volume dropped precipitously, and the automotive industry began having 

liquidity problems (Associated Press, 2008b). In November 2008, the Big Three automakers 

(Chrysler, Ford, and General Motors) made a concerted appeal to the federal governments in the 

U.S. and Canada to request funds to support them through their financial difficulties. During the 

final two months of 2008 and much of 2009, Chrysler and General Motors went through a 

government organized restructuring with the aid of Canadian, Ontario and U.S. government 

loans, and, for Chrysler, a partnership agreement with FIAT. As the restructuring required loans 

of approximately CDN $15.266 billion from the Canadian and Ontario governments to Chrysler 

Canada and General Motors of Canada Limited, accounting and financial information became a 

focal point throughout the negotiations and restructuring. For the governments, companies, 

unions, dealerships, and creditors involved in the restructuring, there were many different uses for 

the accounting information in the creation and implementation of the restructuring plans.  

1.2 Research questions 

The general research question of my thesis asks, “what role did accounting information 

play in the automotive industry restructuring?” Specifically, this study aims to address the 

following questions: 

i. Does the provision of accounting inscriptions impact labour-management 

negotiations and, if so, in what way?  

ii. How, if at all, does trust affect the role and uses of the accounting inscriptions 

and the actors’ relationships during negotiations? 
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iii. What roles did the government and governmentality play in the automotive 

industry restructuring?  

iv. How was accounting utilized by the government in the creation and 

implementation of the restructuring programme?  

These questions map on to two broad, related themes: (i) the labour-management negotiations and 

(ii) the government involvement in the restructuring.  

In order to answer the research questions posed, I conducted field research, providing 

first hand insights into the role of accounting information, actors (and their networks), and the 

government throughout the restructuring. The field research consisted of three sets of 

interviews—with union executives, company management, and government officials— each of 

which provided specific observations into their role in the labour-management negotiations and 

restructuring, their use of accounting information, and their relationship with other actors 

involved. Additional archival data was sought to corroborate the information detailed by the 

interviewees. As the most recent recession saw numerous bailouts, restructurings, and loan 

agreements, there is much to learn. In addition to the unique context, there is little existing 

research that explores labour union, company management, and government networks all 

involved in a labour-management negotiation.  

In order to address both the areas of negotiations and government involvement, this thesis 

takes the form of two connected research papers. The organization of this thesis is specific to the 

data collected and the paper format that chapters 2 and 3 take. If I were writing a book on this 

topic with the same data, I would be employing a different organization and sequencing to the 

chapters and information presented in this thesis. This thesis also differs from the three separate 

paper format as chapters 2 and 3 share a substantial amount of collected data. There is a 

deliberate duplication of data and relayed information across chapters 2 and 3; done to provide 

information and background for the readers of each chapter as if they were being read separately. 

These two papers, around the same topic, are discussed below in turn. 
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 Paper 1 - Accounting and trust in labour-management negotiations 1.2.1

Accounting information in labour-management negotiations is a topic that researchers 

have been exploring for a number of years, though a consensus has not been reached as to its use 

by labour or management in negotiations (Liberty & Zimmerman, 1986; McBarnet et al., 1993; 

Trumble & Tudor, 1996). Often viewed as “management controlled and full of black holes” 

(McBarnet, et al., 1993, p. 94), there is speculation in the prior literature that the union viewed 

accounting inscriptions as unnecessary (Craft, 1981; Waterhouse et al., 1993). Consequently, the 

relationship between union and management is characterized by suspicion, which is often a result 

of manipulated accounting information provided by management. As the relationship between 

union and management is usually viewed as being adversarial and complex in nature, this lack of 

trust is frequently expected.  

Though trust, in both relationships and accounting, has become an important theme in 

research in recent years, there is a lack of consensus on the definition of trust. It is popularly 

conceptualized as a binary concept: trust or distrust (Tomkins, 2001; Power, 2004). Trust should 

be viewed as more than that simple binary notion as fluctuations in social, economic, and political 

factors, as well as changes in personal and business relationships, cause vicissitudes in the level 

of trust in an individual or situation (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt & Camerer, 1998). The level of trust 

placed in an object or actor can depend on circumstance, context, and knowledge. With the 

introduction of a third party to the negotiations, in this case the government, the circumstances 

surrounding these labour-management negotiations changed. Though multifaceted definitions of 

trust are beginning to be employed in the literature, there is a lack of evidence to model it 

properly in a relationship as complex as the one seen in the automotive restructuring process. 

This chapter employs actor network theory to aid in the analysis of the actors, their actor-

networks, and their use of accounting inscriptions during negotiations. The continuous translation 

process highlights the constant evolution and compromise between the actor-networks, while the 

obligatory passage points frame the accounting as more than “just the numbers” and as notable 



 

 

5

obstacles. I investigate the role that trust plays in labour-management negotiations and the 

embedded relationships, as well as consider the role that trust plays in the use of accounting 

inscriptions. 

Accounting inscriptions are found to be an important aspect of these labour-management 

negotiations, both as a forum to exchange information and a persuasive device used by the actors 

involved. It is seen as a type of information that frequently brings the actors and their networks 

into discussion at the negotiations table. Also important to these discussions are the relationships 

between those actors involved, as some have known each other for many years and have 

developed a level of trust in their cross table counterparts during negotiations. I develop the 

concept of tactical trust to provide a better explanation of the fluctuating nature of trust in this 

relationship. In the model established and adapted from Sun, Sun, Yi and Zhao (2012), I highlight 

the various steps, active and passive, that are taken by actors in a relationship to change their 

level of trust in another. The development of this model was designed to expand the use of an all-

encompassing definition of trust, and avoid simply reiterating a binary concept as is often seen in 

existing research. 

This chapter on accounting and trust in labour-management negotiations provides further 

evidence to the body of literature that states that accounting inscriptions are an important 

component to negotiations. This chapter further highlights accounting inscriptions as a motivator 

for the networks to come together. The malleability of the accounting inscriptions calls into 

question the level of trust that is placed not only in the accounting inscriptions but in the actors 

supplying and debating the accounting. Tactical trust expands the literature’s scope by 

contributing a more complete model of the varying level of trust in any given relationship and 

noting that a spectrum of trust can exist. 
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 Paper 2 – Government in action: Accounting in the restructuring of the automotive 1.2.2

industry 

Government initiatives to assist the North American automotive industry in 2008-2009 

represent one of the largest governmental industry interventions in recent history. The Canadian 

government became an essential piece of the puzzle throughout the restructuring process; from 

loan provider to debtor-in-possession, the government had final approval over a number of 

aspects of the companies’ restructuring. The restructuring of the automotive industry, in 

governmentality literature, can be considered a programme created and implemented to solve a 

problem society was facing. The paper utilizes governmentality to examine the role of 

accounting, the government and technology in restructuring the automotive industry.  

Most often highlighted in the governmentality literature are programmes that are 

conceived by the government but administered and run by non-governmental actors (while the 

government participates at a distance). Action at a distance is a concept in the governmentality 

literature that is often highlighted in the accounting research conducted (cf. Neu, Gomez, 

Graham, & Heincke, 2006; Graham, 2010). Dean (2010b, 2010c) questions the history of 

definitions in extant literature and raises doubts about the lack of government intervention in 

governmentality research. Dean (2010b) introduces the concept of government in action, or direct 

intervention, questioning the involvement (or lack thereof) of government in programmes. 

Though action at a distance may still be present, “one should seek a balance between governing 

too much and governing too little” (Dean, 2010c, p. 463). This paper attempts to provide context 

to and examples of government in action and the “balance” of governing in contemporary society. 

The empirics highlight that the government not only acted at a distance but utilized 

sovereign power and direct intervention to achieve their objectives in the automotive industry 

restructuring. The viability plans (i.e., a comprehensive overview of the restructuring and the 

company, their current plan, their future plans and how they intended to deal with the loans) and 

the waterfall charts (a document that outlined the cost for all aspects of the labour contract; 
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including health benefits, additional benefits [including tuition assistance, vehicle purchase 

program etc.], overtime premiums and paid time off) became pivotal pieces of accounting in the 

labour-management negotiations. At the beginning of the restructuring, the government attempted 

to be seen as acting at a distance through the viability plan constraints and use of the waterfall 

chart in the labour-management negotiations. In March 2009, the government’s analysis of the 

company’s viability plans and the lack of the company’s progress through the restructuring 

prompted the government to directly intervene in the restructuring. They continued to use the 

waterfall charts to push, pull and coerce in the labour-management negotiations. The government 

also utilized their sovereign power to enact legislation to allow cost cutting measures to be taken 

for the company’s health care trust and pension plans. 

The empirics highlight that when the government acted at a distance, the viability plans 

and waterfall chart, served as the substitute for government’s presence at the negotiations table. 

Parameters were enacted on these two technologies by the government in an attempt to guide the 

company and its stakeholders through the restructuring. When the government directly 

intervened, the waterfall chart, was utilized by the government officials to ensure that changes 

were made to the labour contracts. The waterfall chart allowed the government officials sitting at 

the negotiations table to apply immutable parameters on the labour cost per hour cost cutting 

calculations. 

This thesis chapter expands the governmentality framework through further exploration 

of the government in action notion and highlights that a contemporary government does not only 

act at a distance or use their sovereign power. The shift between direct intervention and acting at 

a distance also highlights the role of accounting information during the restructuring. Accounting 

information is not only seen as a flexible parameter during the government’s action at a distance 

phase but it was also an immutable parameter; when the government was directly intervening, the 

parameters were government calculated and controlled.  
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1.3 Thesis structure 

Each chapter brings into perspective a different portion of the role of accounting and 

actors in the automotive industry restructuring. In Chapter 2, I present the portion of the field 

research that focuses on the three negotiations that occurred in 2008 and 2009 between AutoCo 

and UnionA.1 I follow the accounting embedded in the discussions and examine the role of trust 

between the actors and the accounting inscriptions. Accounting inscriptions play a central role in 

labour-management negotiations, particularly as a forum for bringing the actor-networks together. 

Furthermore, the notion of tactical trust is explicated as it emphasizes the situational nature of 

trust and trusting behavior and underlines the strategic and reflexive use of trust within dynamic 

business contexts. This second chapter concludes by considering the implications of these 

findings for labour-management negotiations generally, as well as considers future research 

opportunities. 

Chapter 3 investigates the role the government played within the labour-management 

negotiations at the centre of the restructuring and how they used accounting information to inform 

their decisions and movements. The empirics highlight that the government not only acted at a 

distance through the benchmarks set for the labour-management negotiations and the viability 

plans, but they also directly intervened when they felt necessary to ensure that the government 

loans would be supporting an industry that they perceived as properly structured. The chapter 

concludes with a discussion concerning the direct intervention of the government in this 

programme and the need to explore the notion of change in a contemporary government’s actions 

throughout the implementation of a programme. Future research is also discussed. 

Chapter 4 connects the research findings from the two main empirical chapters to the 

thesis. It also summarizes the contribution of this thesis to the accounting, actor network theory 

and governmentality literature as well as provides concluding remarks to the thesis. 

                                                      
1 The company and union’s names have been changed due to confidentiality agreements. 
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Chapter 2 

Accounting and trust in labour-management negotiations 

2.1 Introduction 

Over the past 30 years, the North American automotive industry has been radically 

transformed by a series of events that included the introduction of foreign car manufacturing 

plants into North America in the early 1980s, a barrage of oil crises through the 1990s and, 

perhaps most dramatically, the economic crisis of 2008. With approximately 13,000,000 cars 

manufactured in North America in 2008, and over 3,100,000 jobs in the United States and 

440,000 jobs in Canada dependent on the automotive industry, worsening economic conditions 

and industry performance had profound and far-reaching consequences for many (International 

Organization of Motor Vehicle Manufacturers, 2010; Canadian Auto Workers Union, 2010a; 

Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2011; Ward's Automotive Group, 2011). In 2008 and 2009, the 

Canadian, Ontario and United States governments approved billions of dollars in loans to be 

supplied to Chrysler and General Motors (GM) on the condition that they received concessions 

from their creditors, stakeholders and labour unions. This automotive industry restructuring, 

funded by taxpayers’ money, was a highly publicized event that dominated the front pages of the 

press for much of the first seven months of 2009 (de la Merced, 2009; Isidore, 2009; MSNBC, 

2009; Reuters, 2009; Schmidt & Macaluso, 2009; The Canadian Press, 2009a). One of the major 

focal points of attention was the obligatory labour-management negotiation rounds that occurred 

in both the U.S. and Canada before the final loan agreements and U.S. bankruptcy proceedings of 

Chrysler and GM.  

The restructuring resulted in a lively contest over the accounting, finance, loans and 

automotive products that would propel the companies out of the difficult financial position in 
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which they were mired.2,3 During this restructuring, all of the stakeholders in the companies—

including bondholders, creditors, and labour—were asked to make concessions.4 Through a series 

of grueling negotiations, the unions attempted to protect those that worked in the plants from 

government expected, and management backed, concessions. This was a fraught episode for all 

stakeholders, and a historical first for labour-management negotiations. Negotiations are typically 

held every three years, but, within twelve months in 2008 and 2009, there were three negotiations 

between AutoCo and UnionA.5 The accounting and finance plans, created by the company, were 

carefully scrutinized by the government and third-party experts to assure themselves that the 

companies would have a viable future. The accounting and finance inscriptions played a key part, 

in what turned out to be a multi-billion dollar restructuring of the automotive industry.  

Although researchers across a variety of different literatures have taken an interest in the 

labour and relationship aspects of negotiations (Jain, 1981; Kahn, 1993; Poitras, Bowen, & 

Byrne, 2003; Kolb, 2004; McKersie, et al., 2008), there is little work that takes account of both 

labour and management perspectives (i.e., research that, in essence, asks questions of both sides 

of the same negotiation). Further, there is minimal recent research that has contemplated the role 

and uses of accounting inscriptions in the negotiations process (cf. Foley & Maunders, 1977; 

Amernic, 1985; Liberty & Zimmerman, 1986; Murnighan & Bazerman, 1990).6 Aiming to 

address these gaps, this paper documents a qualitative study that concentrates on the individual 
                                                      
2 The term “restructuring” is used as result of interviews with government officials who viewed the term 
“bailout” to have negative connotations to the work that was being done. Restructuring, they claimed, is 
therefore a more accurate term for what actually occurred within the industry. 
3 In following with the actor network theory convention, information of any sort whether a number be it 
accounting, financial or otherwise is considered an inscription in this paper.  
4 Both U.S. parent-companies went through the bankruptcy process and came out with a new set of 
shareholders, which included the Canadian, Ontario, and United States governments, as well as the U.S. 
union pension fund. Existing shareholders were essentially left with a nominal, if any, stake in the new 
company. The bondholders held negotiations with the company and government to settle on payment for 
their debts from the company during the bankruptcy proceedings.  
5 The company and union’s names have been changed due to confidentiality agreements. 
6 Labour contracts contain a variety of cost numbers including labour costs, pension costs and benefit costs. 
The inclusion of these inscriptions brings forward the concern of all those involved as to how they are 
produced, what affects their creation, and what role they will play in negotiations. Accounting inscriptions 
are central to what management does on a daily basis and how the union protects its employees, yet its role 
in negotiations has been largely neglected in the extant research in the field. 
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actors’ views and perspectives on the negotiations process, as well as explores what roles 

accounting inscriptions and trust play at the negotiation table.7,8 As the loan agreements and cost 

savings became a key component to the restructuring, the accounting inscriptions utilized in the 

labour-management negotiations played a deciding factor in the outcome. 

The broad aim of this research is to investigate the role and impact of accounting 

inscriptions in labour-management negotiations. Following the series of negotiations within 

Canada that occur between AutoCo and UnionA, the empirics of this paper present a 

chronological account of the 2008 and 2009 automotive industry labour-management 

negotiations, focusing on the ways the actors involved in the negotiations view their role and the 

role of accounting inscriptions throughout the process. The use of actor network theory (ANT) 

highlights the accounting inscriptions, the individual actors, their actor-networks, and the 

continuous translation process that is negotiations. This paper considers the way in which 

accounting inscriptions can act to both enhance and destroy trust at the negotiating table. 

Specifically, it addresses the following two related research questions:  

(i) Does the provision of accounting inscriptions impact labour-management negotiations 

and, if so, in what way? 

(ii) How, if at all, does trust affect the role and uses of the accounting inscriptions and the 

actors’ relationships during negotiations? 

This paper seeks to contribute to the accounting literature in two primary ways. First, it 

provides further insight into the role of accounting in the labour-management negotiations 

context. In particular, it reveals how accounting is used as a starting point for discussion within 

negotiations. The case study elucidates the ways in which accounting inscriptions are employed 

                                                      
7 Although negotiations did occur between the UAW and the three automotive companies, access to the 
UAW was not obtained. It is important to note that none of the automotive companies filed for bankruptcy 
in Canada. 
8 AutoCo is used as the pseudonym for both the American parent company and Canadian subsidiary. To be 
seen later, the American parent company eventually filed for bankruptcy protection in New York, while the 
Canadian subsidiary never filed for bankruptcy protection in Canada. 
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by the union (to highlight the capacity of the manufacturers to bear increases in wages, pensions 

and/or benefits) and by manufacturers (to demonstrate that they are unable to sustainably afford 

increases in the labour costs). All of the actors involved in the process use inscriptions to 

persuade their opponents of the merits and appropriateness of their methodologies and 

interpretations.  

Second, this discussion provides insights into the complex relationship between trust and 

accounting. In this paper, an explanatory emphasis is placed on the role of trust within the 

relationships that surround the actors that utilize and supply the accounting inscriptions during 

labour-management negotiations. Ultimately, due to differences in an actor’s interpretations and 

motivations, trust is not implicitly placed in accounting received from another network; 

verification is required to trust what has been supplied. I then elaborate on the notion of tactical 

trust to explain changes in the nature of trust between selected actors and accounting inscriptions 

during the negotiations process. A continuous model of tactical trust and trusting behaviour is 

introduced to highlight the steps in a relationship and aid in expanding the literature.  

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The next section highlights important 

aspects of the cross-disciplinary literature that informs this research and the theoretical 

underpinnings of the chapter, which is then succeeded, in the third section, by an overview of the 

methodology used in the study. The fourth section supplies an introduction to the North American 

automotive industry, and describes a case study of the labour-management negotiations that 

occurred in the automotive industry in Canada in 2008 and 2009. An analysis that amalgamates 

the case study and industry-level inscriptions then follows in the fifth section, and the sixth and 

final section offers concluding thoughts and highlights future research opportunities. 

2.2 Background and theoretical framework  

Although the disclosure and use of accounting in labour-management negotiations has 

been investigated by a small body of researchers in the past (cf. Liberty & Zimmerman, 1986; 
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McBarnet et al., 1993; Trumble & Tudor, 1996), there is little consensus surrounding the way in 

which accounting inscriptions are used at the negotiations table. In broad terms, the existing 

literature has characteristically taken a one-sided management view when examining accounting 

and labour-management negotiations, neglecting the union’s perspective in the process (Cooper 

& Essex, 1977; Trumble & Tudor, 1996; Craig & Amernic, 1997). The lack of a union 

perspective is compounded by the historically embedded skeptical view that unions have little 

knowledge about accounting and cannot get past their lack of trust in management to effectively 

employ accounting during negotiations (R. Brown, & Trumble, 1995; Craig & Amernic, 1997; J. 

Brown, 2000b). For example, Craft (1981) asserts that “the union might prefer not to be 

completely aware of all aspects of management’s financial position” (p. 101, emphasis in 

original). There is speculation that unions do not view accounting inscriptions as necessary, nor 

do they always believe the information given to them, as it is “management controlled and full of 

black holes” (McBarnet et al., 1993, p. 94; Craft, 1981). Information asymmetry is “intuitively 

obvious” (Waterhouse et al., 1993, p. 528) when it comes to the relationship between labour and 

management because of each network’s differing objectives.  

Ogden and Bougen (1985) stated that “accounting information is a malleable resource” 

(p. 218) in negotiations, highlighting that accounting can be used indiscriminately and could be a 

point of contention between the management group, or network, and union networks. This 

malleability could pose problems for naïve union leadership that use accounting inscriptions in 

their negotiations. As malleability could be viewed to lead to an altering of the interpretation or 

calculation of the accounting, Toms (1998) found that “negotiations tended to break down over 

competing interpretations as to the profitability of trade” (p. 234). While these interpretations 

were part of a dispute between the two networks, it nevertheless highlights that accounting 

inscriptions may be subject to negotiated meanings or even manipulated as needed in any 

situation by either network. The type and timing of inscription disclosure can also affect the 

union's use or rejection of accounting inscriptions during discussions with management (Jain, 
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1981). If management fails to disclose financial statements, most rational negotiators would seek 

information through different avenues, leading some to believe that “the disclosure of information 

cannot be expected to affect bargaining outcomes to the relative advantage of either labour or 

management” (Maunder & Foley, 1984, p. 101).9  

The disclosure of financial statements and additional information by management, in 

theory, places the union and management on a level playing field. As the extant literature has 

shown, however, this is not always the case; sharing the financial inscriptions with the union is 

often seen by some as inadvisable (Craft, 1981; Amernic, 1988; Craig & Amernic, 1997; J. 

Brown, 2000a). There have been many social, economic and political developments since the 

bulk of research on labour-management negotiations was conducted (Foley & Maunders, 1977; 

Palmer, 1977; Pope & Peel, 1981; Murnighan & Bazerman, 1990; Trumble & Tudor, 1996), 

which makes it unclear as to how unions and management currently deal with accounting 

inscriptions and their relationships in today’s negotiations contexts.  

 

Trust, cooperation and relationships 

The role of trust in accounting and its functions has become an important theme of 

accounting research in recent years (Porter, 1995; Tomkins, 2001; Dekker, 2004; Barrett, Cooper, 

& Jamal, 2005; Barrett & Gendron, 2006; Drake, Haka, Lau, & Miller, 2008; Free, 2008; 

Vosselman & van der Meer-Kooistra, 2009). There have been articles examining the role of trust 

as an alternative to accounting inscriptions (Tomkins, 2001), accounting as a signaling device for 

relationships (Vosselman & van der Meer-Kooistra, 2009), and trust as a source of control 

(Dekker, 2004). In the literature, trust has been conceived in a variety of ways, but typically as a 

binary concept shown as risky or not risky (Das & Teng, 2004); reliable or unreliable (Weber & 

                                                      
9 Labour laws require some sets of information to be supplied to the union, but there is a difference 
between what is required by law and what is used or requested by the union (Waterhouse et al., 1993; J. 
Brown, 1997). 
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Tasa, 2010) and positive or negative (Vosselman & van der Meer-Kooistra, 2009). While these 

conceptualizations have yielded valuable insights, many scholars have argued that trust is too 

multi-faceted and complex to be operationalized as a simple duality (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & 

Camerer, 1998; Tomkins, 2001; Power, 2004); that the level of trust placed in another depends on 

circumstance, context and knowledge. Trust in an actor requires an examination of a variety of 

characteristics including, but not limited to, dependence, experience, competence and motivation 

of the actor in a particular setting. Fluctuating social, economic and political factors, as well as 

personal and business relationships, can alter how trust is viewed in any context  

For the purposes of this paper, trust is defined as the “knowledge of the interests, 

dispositional characters, or the moral commitments of the trusted” (Cook, Hardin, & Levi, 2005, 

p. 92). The level of trust that can be placed in an actor, then, depends on all three aspects: (i) 

interests, (ii) dispositional characters and (iii) moral commitments of the trusted. Hardin (2002) is 

one of the most cited definitions of trust and refers to encapsulated interest; the notion that one 

trusts another because “your interest encapsulates mine” (p. 3). The other characterizations of 

trust are developed from prior literature that examines trust in a variety of settings. The 

dispositional character is reflected in the Rotter (1967) scale which measures interpersonal trust 

based on “position in the family, socioeconomic level, religion and religious differences between 

parents” (p. 664). Moral commitments are highlighted in Barber’s (1983) definition, where trust 

is the “expectations involving a general moral order and specific norms of competence and 

responsibility” (p. 9). These characterizations emphasize the differences in definitions available 

and the possibility that trust has a vacillating nature. Cook et al. (2005) go beyond incorporating a 

variety of definitions to also focus on the likelihood of cooperation in a relationship. They argue 

that cooperation in relationships is about reliability and the incentive placed within the 

relationship that creates a safe and productive context for the actors involved. 
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The labour-management relationship: Intersecting networks of actors 

In this chapter I draw upon more than just transcripts and standard theory, I draw upon 

the notion of a bricoleur, “someone who invents their own strategies for using existing materials 

in a resourceful, creative and even original way to complete a specific task” (Macintosh, 2009, p. 

166). The task at hand is the interpretation of movement by actors and actor networks in the 

restructuring of the automotive industry utilizing actor network theory (ANT). The sociology of 

translation (also known as ANT)  

relates to the construction of chains of translation, namely, the process by which knowledge 
claims and ideas are progressively transformed into facts through the enrolment of people 
who come to interpret claims and ideas in ways that cater to their own interests (Malsh, 
Gendron and Grazzini, 2011, p. 195). 

 

These ideas are all related to the term bricolage, which can be described as “combining old things 

in new ways” (Patton, 2002, p. 402). By following the accounting inscriptions, I make claims and 

observations about this particular context, the actors and networks embedded in it and create a 

new translation that incorporates the changes to the social, political and economic factors 

surrounding the context. I acknowledge that the fate of my interpretations “ultimately rests with 

their reception by relevant audiences” (Malsh et al., 2011, p.196).  

The labour-management relationship is adversarial, complex and hierarchical in nature.10 

This paper utilizes ANT to highlight the intersection of these groups or networks during 

negotiations. The three actor-networks involved in the context of the 2008-2009 automotive 

restructuring process are the government, company and union. Using an ANT lens, this paper will 

introduce a different way of viewing trust in accounting, as well as provide a better understanding 

                                                      
10 Management researchers see labour-management relations as a forced or obligatory relationship where 
there is no escape route; the company is reliant on the employees to do their work, while the union 
represents those employees (Anderson, 1984; McKersie, 1999). Industrial relations researchers see the 
relationship between labour and management as an essential part of negotiations; they view the 
continuation of the relationship as an outcome of the negotiations. Walton, Cutcher-Gershenfeld and 
McKersie (2000) highlight the forcing, fostering and escaping strategies as typical relationship dynamics in 
negotiations.  
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of the role of accounting in negotiations, through the in-depth, multifaceted examination of the 

actors, or individuals, and groups involved in labour-management negotiations.  

ANT was originally conceived in the work of Callon (1986), Latour (1987, 1999 & 2005) 

and Law (1999), and incorporates a process called translation, which is used to diffuse an idea 

and reconcile differences in opinion between actor-networks. ANT has been adapted for use in a 

variety of research projects in accounting, including the professionalization of accountants 

(Gendron & Barrett, 2004), the investigation of management control systems (Quattrone & 

Hopper, 2005; Hyvonen, Jarvinen, & Pellinen, 2008), and within the health care sector 

(Llewellyn & Northcott, 2005; Dambrin & Robson, 2011). Each study highlights various aspects 

of ANT, such as the notions that each actor, actor-network and inscription plays a specific part in 

the translation process, and that the inclusion of non-human actants allows researchers to examine 

the relationship between the material and semiotic.11 

Translation is a continuous, always changing process that is subject to constant revolution 

and compromise (Pipan & Czarniawska, 2010). It is a multi-dimensional coordination between 

actors or actants to construct common meanings, define their roles, and persuade one another to 

reach individual and collective goals. The translation process was broken down by Callon (1986) 

into four moments: problematization, interessement, enrolment and mobilization. 

Problematization is concerned with the definition of the problem and how an actant or inscription 

becomes indispensable; interessement is about the relationship and requirement of the 

relationship between actants, while enrolment determines the definition and coordination of the 

actants roles. And, finally, mobilization refers to the methods used by the main actors to ensure 

that their wider actor-network understands the solution to the problem. The actants go through 

these four steps on their way to understanding the problem, as well as discerning the inscriptions 

and stabilizing their roles and positions within the translation process.  

                                                      
11 The term actant is used to describe both human and non-human actors in this setting while actor refers 
specifically to humans. 
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Accounting is a significant aspect of the larger network here, both as an actant and as part 

of the inscriptions that are used during the translation process. The accounting inscriptions used 

are a specific variety of tool that enables a particular type of action by the actors involved in the 

translation process. Inscriptions—which can be in the form of a report, an accounting calculation 

or a presentation—are a necessary aspect of the translation process, as they are the medium that 

engages the actants and aides in stabilizing the areas of disagreement. The iterative process of 

passing inscriptions back and forth for adjustments between actors reifies the translation. An 

obligatory passage point (OPP) occurs when an actant makes themselves immovable or 

indispensable in the translation process. The union and company management created OPPs 

during negotiations, with specific pieces (for example, paid time off and work breaks) as 

numerical obstructions. In the 2008-2009 automotive industry restructuring, the introduction of 

the government network created more OPPs in the form of domestic and international labour cost 

per hour benchmarks. The actor-networks involved in translation processes are constantly 

changing, and always relying on one another for inscriptions, enrolment and mobilization to 

move beyond the OPPs and reach the next step in the process. 

While ANT has not previously been used to study labour-management negotiations, I 

propose that it allows for the framing of the separate actor-networks and the vast array of 

accounting-based inscriptions employed, and helps explain how those inscriptions are used in the 

translation process. In turn, the translation process further aides in highlighting an actor’s 

movements and motivation in a particular context: “actors know what they do and we have to 

learn from them not only what they do, but how and why they do it” (Latour, 1999, p.19).12 

Through an individual actor level analysis of negotiations, this paper lends specific insight into 

the roles played by actants, their use of inscriptions and the relationships that they maintain. 

                                                      
12 ANT has been used in extant literature to examine the roles and motives of various actants in their 
networks, reifying the positions that they maintain and the inscriptions that they use (Callon, 1986; 
Alcouffe, Berland, & Levant, 2008; Emsley, 2008). 
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Employing ANT as a base framework and expanding on it, this paper endeavours to provide 

insights into the way that actors create trust in the accounting inscriptions they provide and in the 

relationships that are formed and maintained during negotiations. Figure 1 highlights the basic 

layout of the networks that were involved during the 2008-2009 automotive industry restructuring 

process.  

Through an analysis that considers the combination of labour-management negotiations, 

accounting inscriptions and ANT literature, this paper creates a framework through which to view 

the story of the restructuring of the automotive industry. This unique negotiation context requires 

elaboration on the building and strengthening of the actant relationships, and a more detailed 

investigation of the changes to the relationship that occurred during the restructuring period. To 

this end, I introduce the concept of tactical trust into the actants relationships to highlight their 

importance within the labour-management negotiations context. 

2.3 Research method 

 The research events took place during the automotive industry’s labour-management 

negotiations and government restructuring in 2008 and 2009. The scale of the restructuring and 

its ensuing consequences provide a unique setting to investigate the role of accounting in such 

large-scale negotiations. This is the first case study that describes the three-fold relationship 

between union executives, company management negotiators and government officials during the 

process of negotiations. Experimental research has yielded numerous important insights about the 

nature of negotiations, but, by definition, has tended to exclude a number of contextual elements 

from research designs.13 This paper seeks to address those gaps by focusing on the processes and 

                                                      
13 For example, experimental research has considered how information affects labour-management 
negotiations (Elias, 1990), and how common knowledge balances out the probable outcomes in bargaining 
(Roth & Murnighan, 1982). Negotiations often involve a long-term relationship between actors and the 
actor-networks, and it would be difficult to recreate this in the lab setting with the reading of a scenario. In 
addition, as trust is primarily grounded in ongoing personal relationships (Farrell, 2009), it would be 
challenging to fabricate trust without repeated human interaction and/or personal history. Greenhalgh and 
Chapman (1995) highlight this notion by stating that “our everyday experiences are quite different from the 
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procedures of labour-management negotiations before and during the restructuring of the 

automotive industry. Specifically, this field research addresses the labour-management 

relationship between AutoCo, one of North America’s largest manufacturing companies, and 

UnionA, one of Canada’s largest private sector unions (with over 200,000 members). This 

relationship can be traced back over 30 years, during which both sides experienced growth and 

decline in sales and membership, respectively, due to changes in the manufacturing industry, 

technology and sales.  

I relied on two primary data sources: archives and interviews. Table 1 outlines the 

collection of archived data sources. The data collection began with internal documents provided 

by actors within the organizations and an extensive search of external documents pertaining to the 

company and the union. The internal documents provided were dated 2002 through 2011, with 

particular emphasis on the years 2008 and 2009 during the restructuring and bankruptcy 

proceedings. The external sources included media articles about the company and the union 

before, during and after the 2008-2009 government restructuring. This search was also 

complemented by reviewing an array of books, videos and related articles pertaining to the 

restructuring and the history of the company and the union. Understanding the context that 

surrounded the negotiations under investigation was important to formulating the type of 

questions that were asked and to situating the subsequent analysis of the interview data collected.  

The data collection continued with 22 in-depth interviews that were conducted over a 

period of two years between March 2010 and March 2012. Table 2 describes the actors 

interviewed and their role within their organization and in the labour-management negotiations. 

The questions asked were designed to elicit individuals’ interpretations of their actions, reactions 

and thought processes during negotiations, and their observations of their surroundings in their 

                                                                                                                                                              

ones usually studied in laboratory simulations” (p. 170). Unlike prior accounting and negotiation research 
(Roth & Murnighan, 1982; Murnighan & Bazerman, 1990; Drake et al., 2008), the historical and future 
implications of negotiations should be embedded in the context of the experiment, as it is difficult to 
randomize away past experience in a negotiations setting (Kramer, Pommerenke, & Newton, 1993).  
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own words. Union interviews were conducted with most of the major players in negotiations, 

while company management interviews were confined to a smaller sample of those that had 

significant involvement within the most recent negotiations.  

Accounting inscriptions in this paper refer to the accounting and financial numbers that 

are utilized by the actors involved in these labour-management negotiations. Specifically I follow 

the calculation of labour cost per hour found in the penny sheets and waterfall charts (containing 

for example wages, benefits [including health care, tuition assistance, vehicle purchase programs, 

scholarship etc.], pensions, overtime, paid time off etc.), the financial statements, information 

pertaining to how AutoCo is run (e.g. production levels, employee numbers, costs associated with 

each production line and manufacturing plant) and the viability plans created for the restructuring. 

The inscriptions also include previous information collected by the union from prior negotiations, 

new contract options calculated and the new inscriptions that were created, debated and adjusted 

throughout the negotiations process.  

In an endeavour to minimize the risk of misinterpreting anomalous events, the subsequent 

analysis of the interview data incorporated Huberman and Miles (1994) three subprocesses of 

data reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing/verification, as well as some of Eisenhardt’s 

(1989) methods, outlined next. An initial analysis of interview notes, transcripts, field notes and 

contextual information was used to refine the data and search for underlying themes. The 

preliminary themes were then displayed and refined into broader overarching themes. The 

inscriptions were chronologically ordered to highlight the importance of the key events in this 

context and then compared to the existing set of public information surrounding the automotive 

restructuring. Throughout the analysis, transcripts were revisited when required and additional 

questions asked of participants to further clarify what was emerging in the themes as I re-

interviewed some participants and continued to conduct new interviews.  
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2.4 Case study: Accounting in labour-management negotiations 

This research follows key actors through the three rounds of negotiations in 2008 and 

2009, highlighting the role of accounting inscriptions and the form and nature of their 

relationships during this timeframe. The negotiations timeline has been corroborated by AutoCo, 

UnionA and media sources, as well as by the secondary materials collected from the actors 

involved. While the narrative focuses on the most recent negotiations, comparisons are also made 

to older negotiations in order to highlight exceptional events and further inform the analysis. This 

section begins with an overview of the history of negotiations between AutoCo and UnionA and a 

brief introduction into the three most recent negotiations. Then the narrative introduces the 2008 

negotiations between UnionA and AutoCo, as well as lays out the negotiation process. The third 

and fourth parts of this section address the 2009 negotiations.  

 A recent history of labour-management negotiations in the Canadian automotive 2.4.1

industry 

In the past twenty five years, UnionA has conducted over eight negotiations with 

AutoCo. The procedures followed are similar from year to year, as are the networks of actors 

involved and the schedule of negotiations. There are two different types of negotiations that 

occur: (1) national negotiations, which are typically held every three years as the result of three-

year labour contracts in place;14,15 and (2) interim negotiations, which consists of tying up loose 

ends, finalizing old contract issues and moving forward with new concerns. As one management 

respondent noted, “we get more done in interim bargaining than we do at the national table” 

                                                      
14 There are two negotiations that occur simultaneously: (1) the main national bargaining which covers the 
national agreement including wages, pension and benefits, etc.; and (2), then there are the local agreements 
that are negotiated at the same time, which cover items specific to the individual plants (e.g., paint, 
washrooms, lunch rooms, etc.) and are negotiated by plant representatives on both management and union 
sides. They typically do not involve financials or numbers. 
15 Standard labour agreements between the union and management are three years—during the 2009 
negotiations, the term of the contract under negotiation was extended to four years a result of the reopening 
of the contract. 



 

 

23

(Management Executive 3). Interim negotiations are always taking place, making negotiations a 

continuous process, a notion widely commented on by the respondents.  

AutoCo management and UnionA leadership maintain constant contact in the years 

between national contract talks; “negotiations never really end” (Local Union President 1). This 

not only allows for negotiations to continue as necessary beyond official contract negotiations, 

but it allows relationships and communication to be maintained. Actors from both sides signaled 

that the on-going relationship was important to facilitating effective negotiations. As one 

management respondent indicated, “there is no doubt that a strong relationship is required, 

period” (Management Executive 3), while a union respondent stated that he “…can’t 

overestimate how important the actual relationship is” (Union Leadership 2). Beyond the basic 

working relationship, the notion of familiarity with those whom with you work was cited as 

important. One union respondent commented that: 

…knowing your people and knowing the company and knowing if someone says 
something to you that you can go to the bank on it, is very critical. I had a situation a couple 
years ago with the chief negotiator of Company X. But a couple things he told me and later 
he backed away from. We had a hell of a credibility gap … I almost struck [his company 
with a walkout] over his lack of credibility. (Union Leadership 1) 

 
The main union negotiation team consists of the Union President, Union Secretary-

Treasurer, the Master Bargaining Committee Chair (typically a Local Union President), and 

Union Specialists, ranging from pension and benefits to research.16 Each individual in the 

network has had extensive experience in labour-management negotiations, typically acquired as 

they work their way up through the ranks in the union throughout the years. They are an educated 

group of labour negotiation specialists that know the ins and outs of a labour contract and how to 

create one.17 When asked if there were accountants on staff, Union Specialist 2 responded that 

“[w]e have an accounting department in the union but…they do the accounting functions for the 

                                                      
16 In local bargaining meetings there are many other actors involved, typically elected in their union locals 
and they are concerned and involved with the local negotiations (as opposed to the main national 
negotiations).  
17 The education background of the specialists is often industrial relations, labour relations and economics. 
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organization. They administer all of that but not in our bargaining staff.” When it comes to 

accounting aspects of the labour contracts, the union is self-taught, calling on consultants when 

necessary, but often finding the information they need themselves. On the other side of the table, 

the management negotiation team consists of a variety of upper management actors with 

experience in negotiations, accounting and finance. There is a small set of upper management that 

participates in the actual labour-management negotiations, it is really their support team—called 

the employment cost analysis group, which consists of accountants and financial analysts—who 

provide much of the required accounting and finance information before and during negotiations.  

Changes of personnel in the actor-networks at AutoCo and UnionA over the past 25 years 

have had significant implications on negotiations. Clashes of personalities and lack of trust in 

new incoming actors has affected bargaining and, at times, caused strikes over disagreements that 

persisted. An actor’s immediate perceptions of the personality, reliability and credibility of those 

seated across the table were cited as being reasons for one’s reaction to claims made or 

information given by the opposing parties.18 Management stated that: “they [UnionA] are very 

good at reading people’s personalities. I mean you know when people are being honest with you 

for the most part and they pick up on sincerity, immediately” (Management Executive 1). The 

Local Union President 2 confirmed this opinion, commenting that he was “…a good judge of 

character.”  

In spite of occasional heated debates and discontent amongst the actors, the negotiations 

have resulted in only two strikes against AutoCo since 1996. As the economy changed over the 

years and sales dipped, the workers expectations of what they believed they deserved became the 

battleground. UnionA executives often had difficulty mobilizing the information through 

presentations and pamphlets to convince the rank and file that AutoCo could not afford the 

                                                      
18 These three characteristics link back to the various bases of trust in the literature including Rotter’s 
(1967) personality factor, Weber and Tasa’s (2010) reliability factor and the moral commitment highlighted 
by Cook et al. (2005). 
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requests and as a result labour costs were seen as having become intractable (Rattner, 2010, p. 

17). Since 2002, facing increased competition and a slowing North American economy, AutoCo 

management attempted to convince UnionA to help them keep long-term and up-front costs to a 

minimum. Regardless of UnionA’s demands, AutoCo attempted to show that they could not 

afford to pay for the contract demands that the union tabled. 

 The 2008 “standard” negotiations 2.4.2

Due to the unstable economic environment in early 2008 (e.g. the early warnings 

provided by the beginning events of the fiscal crisis of that year onward), UnionA felt it was 

necessary to begin the 2008 negotiations earlier than normal. In late 2007, UnionA requested their 

standard information packet from AutoCo to prepare for 2008 negotiations. A standard 

information packet includes a set of accounting and managerial information, with detailed figures, 

including the number of active employees, the number of retirees, pension and benefits and 

various other financial, production and manufacturing figures. In the months after UnionA 

received the packet, the union’s specialists and negotiations staff poured over every inscription, 

determining what they could use to create options and contracts in accordance with the union’s 

set priorities.19 Combining their newly acquired data with inscriptions from the prior year’s 

negotiations and publically available financial statements, UnionA strengthened their 

understanding of AutoCo’s financial position and what contract changes could, in their opinion, 

feasibly be requested. In this way, UnionA specialists reinterpreted the accounting inscriptions 

received from AutoCo to create arguments in their favour: 

                                                      
19 Priorities are set by the union’s rank and file during meetings held prior to negotiations beginning. The 
union assembles a list of demands made by the rank and file for the company to view. The union leadership 
then puts together a general overview of demands that they will be attempting to win during negotiations. 
Union leadership 2 explained this concept by saying:  

“[W]hat we will do is we’ll put together what we think are the top ten issues and then we will ask 
our members to prioritize those ten issues and then we will ask them for any ideas that they may 
want us to pursue and as ridiculous as it sounds every single proposal that’s written by the 
members, debated at our membership meeting is given to the company. I’m talking thousands of 
demands because we won’t say no to our members, but the company will say no to us.” 
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I’ll look at [the data]. I’ll try and think of some arguments that come to mind when 
looking at the data. “How can we spin this” if you like “what angle can we take that 
supports our case” but I’ll also be looking for a realistic assessment of the company’s 
prospects, where it’s at so I can give honest advice to our leadership. (Union Specialist 3) 
 

 Receipt of accounting inscriptions from any source requires an understanding of the 

assumptions and methodologies used to create the inscriptions, knowledge of where the 

accounting comes from and how they are used. As the accounting inscriptions were given to them 

by AutoCo management, the union took into account errors or interpretation differences, 

accidental or otherwise, during their analysis of the inscriptions. UnionA Specialist 2 explained 

the process as such: 

…the other piece of it is the assumptions, what are the assumptions that are built into all of 
the numbers, behind any set of numbers … it is all of the assumptions they make, the 
assumptions are how many hours you work in a year, how many shifts are running in the 
plant, what’s your output going to be, all of that affects the numbers, what the dollar is 
trading at, what their supplier contracts are likely to be. So all of those are assumptions so 
whenever the assumptions in bargaining somehow disappear and become just facts so you 
know we’re always trying to say “wait a minute, what’s the figure, what’s the assumption 
that drives it” because if it’s different assumptions that drive it then you end up with 
different set of figures. 

 
Union Specialist 3 similarly opined that:  

…it’s very rare that we would actually conclude that a number was false or that the 
information was wrong or inaccurate… Company management is more sophisticated than 
that to just give us wrong information but of course with the information they give us the 
company is always preparing their argument, it’s not a neutral source of information. 
 

The known history of inscriptions provided gives the union a sense of truth in the data provided 

and the work that needs to be done prior to negotiations. 

Shared accounting and financial inscriptions have not always been the norm in the 

relationship between AutoCo and UnionA. UnionA’s specialist stated that, when it comes to 

sharing information, they have had  

…a real range of experience. I would say that the companies where we have a more 
mature relationship with because they’re larger companies and we’ve dealt with them for 
a long time understand that it’s better to have the bargaining informed by information 
rather than not information. (Union Specialist 3) 
 

In response to this claim, Management Executive 3 noted: 
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I guess in the old days …we were less apt to share information. The relationship was 
extremely adversarial with UnionA. I think that over time as we became more financially 
distressed and just in general, you can’t fight 24/7 so over time we started to give them 
more pieces of the pie, we started to share more and more information with them.  
 

The shift to sharing inscriptions changed the dynamic of the relationships and the negotiations.  

In preparation for negotiations, in early 2008, the employment cost analysis group at 

AutoCo also created a variety of costed contracts with various scenarios drawn out, using 

different figures, interpretations, interest rates, and accounting for negotiated outcome scenarios 

that could be proposed by the company or by the union. Management stated that they “would 

figure out if you changed a benefit level or benefit condition, what is your cash impact going to 

be in the year and in subsequent years due to various factors in terms of demographics and 

inflation,” (Management Executive 2) and that they would “road test it - what if we do this, what 

if we do that, what does it look like in terms of costing” (Outside Management 1).  

In March 2008, UnionA went on an “automotive road show” (McCrank, 2008) to speak 

with investors, advisors and companies about the upcoming negotiations and the dilemmas facing 

the automotive industry. Their hope was to create more awareness of the industry’s situation and 

advocate for a better environment for the negotiations. The troubled economy and industry led 

many to believe that the scheduled negotiations, expected to start in August 2008, would be 

difficult to conduct (The Windsor Star, 2008). Negotiations actually began with the automakers in 

spring 2008 and without any announcements or media coverage. A statement regarding the 

successful conclusion of talks at the first Big Three Automotive Company was the only indicator 

that formal negotiations had been underway. Shortly after, the AutoCo and UnionA negotiations 

started at the “negotiations hotel” in Toronto (The Canadian Press, 2008).  

On May 5, 2008, during the first official meeting, both sides made their opening 

presentations, highlighting the major issues to be discussed—economic indicators, foreign 

exchange, competitive analysis, and the future of the industry—and their projected timelines for 

the contract negotiations. These presentations laid the groundwork for the upcoming negotiations, 
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allowing for the enrolment of the actors into the process of negotiations with a collective goal of a 

successful contract negotiation. Each network set up what they viewed to be the salient points (or 

from a theoretical perspective I denote them as OPPs), that could not be overlooked or dismissed 

during the negotiation process. UnionA took a strong stance in their opening presentations, 

asserting that concessions were not an option for them, while management indicated that they 

needed concessions or a zero sum contract in order to be able to succeed in the future. Official 

negotiations began three days following the opening presentations, and the first official contract 

was presented by AutoCo on May 11, 2008.  

The basis for the data that AutoCo used during the negotiations came from their financial 

statements and the “penny sheet” - an internal document that breaks down the calculated labour 

cost per hour - is commonly employed to help consolidate the data (see Table 4 for a simplified 

calculation of labour cost per hour). AutoCo created the accounting inscriptions they utilized for 

negotiations by calculating the possible costs of benefits while examining the future of the 

industry and their company. AutoCo also assessed working conditions, wages and pensions, 

taking into consideration the economic aspects of the labour contract when preparing for 

negotiations. Each line in the penny sheet, a focal accounting inscription, was a calculation of an 

aspect of labour cost, including but not limited to cost of living allowances, health care benefits, 

pensions, overtime premiums, paid time off and downtime calculations. Management Executive 2 

commented that, “it’s basically in many ways a financial analysis exercise with the main parts of 

the agreement being wages, benefits, pension and wage related [numbers].” Management 

respondents emphasized that the accounting inscriptions, particularly the penny sheet and its 

calculation of labour cost per hour, were important to achieving the company’s overarching 

objectives in the negotiations.  

Labour cost per hour is one of the most important accounting inscriptions in labour-

management negotiations as it informs the union and management of the cost of an hour of work 

done by an employee. This figure is calculated by adding together wages, benefits, pension costs, 
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and other additional sums paid out by the company on the employees’ behalf as well as 

productivity bonuses, and then divided by the number of hour’s active employees at the company 

work.20 While this may seem like an easily calculated number, negotiations can be a debate 

between the two sides about the methodology behind calculating it and the inclusion of the costs 

that are used. Union Specialist 1 explained:  

All of that is reasonably verifiable and reasonably tested and checked. Where we get into 
disagreements with company’s on it is what’s the hours worked that we ought to assume 
when you’re taking that whole number and working it to a cost per hour.  
 

For those outside of the process, labour cost can be viewed as a blackbox, the calculation of 

which is under constant contention. Union respondents argued that “it’s a case of who’s 

producing the numbers, how they’re interpreting it, what they left out of the equation” (Union 

Specialist 2), and that: 

We verify all of them [numbers used in bargaining]. Not to be disrespectful, I don't call it 
a lack of trust but we understand the corporation’s bottom line. Their bottom line is either 
to preserve stockholders value, maximize investment, maximize profits, so there are 
many differences of opinion of how you get to the penny sheet. (Union Leadership 2) 
 
For the union, benchmarking the costs and benefits embedded in labour cost per hour is a 

significant aspect of negotiations. It is used to ensure that their rank and file actors receive what 

other employees in similar situations, companies, industries and countries receive. As described 

by union officials, “our research team will benchmark a union contract globally and where ever 

they’re better at, whether it’s time off the job, wages, pension, or benefits that will be our 

benchmark to reach” (Union Leadership 2). It was further explained by Union Specialist 2, who 

said that: 

[…] we have different interpretations I think that’s clear what the company sees as our 
labour costs and how we compare with who they want to benchmark us against is 
different than what we see as our labour costs and who we’re benchmarking against.  
 

                                                      
20 Productivity bonus is the concept that some plants are more efficient at producing automobiles compared 
to others. The union often insisted that they were more productive than their American counterparts and 
deserved recognition of that fact. 
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In the ensuing discussions, after the initial contract is presented, subcommittees from 

both sides addressed smaller sections of the contract, including some of the accounting aspects 

such as pensions, benefits and paid time off.21 In reference to this level of bargaining, Union 

Specialist 1 stated:  

[…] it’s an interesting dynamic because at a subcommittee level, we know the other folks 
very well. We’ve been dealing with them for years in negotiations, we have a great 
rapport with them between contracts and we can communicate and talk and share stuff all 
the time.  
 

At the centre of these cross-table discussions is a relationship of reciprocity about which all 

respondents spoke. History had built a certain type of relationship between the actors and 

networks involved in the negotiations, and it was embedded in how they acted and what actions 

they took. The repeated exchange of the accounting inscriptions, included accounting that 

pertained to the changes being discussed to calculations including benefit levels, pensions and 

paid time off, relied on the stability of that relationship. One union member stated: 

[It’s critical] that you have to trust that what they say they mean, and they have to trust 
that what we’re saying we mean and that there’s going to be differences in what you’re 
trying to do but there is that sense of there’s a relationship here and there’s a relationship 
that we’re trying to maintain and build for the long term. This isn’t just one round of 
bargaining where whoever’s got the hammer is going to use it… (Union Specialist 2). 
 

Echoing the same belief in the importance of their relationship during negotiations, an AutoCo 

representative explained that: 

…the relationship is key and part of getting that good relationship is … you have to have 
high integrity but you have to be willing to share, to explain and to give them the benefit, 
they request or at least show them the data… (Management Executive 3) 

 
The continuity of the relationship and the negotiations is seen in these quotes as a reason for a 

good relationship. The sharing of the inscriptions also bolsters the relationship and trust in those 

involved during negotiations. 

                                                      
21 Subcommittees are formed to break down the negotiations process into smaller manageable sections. 
These subcommittees are usually not concerned with the cost behind the demands as they are there to 
determine what changes are acceptable on their level. 
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During the four days of negotiations, the penny sheet and its associated accounting 

inscriptions were passed back and forth, and used in the debate over the methodology and the 

interpretation to alter the contract on hand. New inscriptions were created every time the 

calculations were adjusted or the labour contract changed; each change to a benefit, pension or 

premium was a change to the labour cost per hour. Local Union President 2 stated that 

“everything in bargaining deals with cost. No matter what it is, it’s a cost whether it’s how much 

it is per hour, how much it is for the day; how much it is for the week, month and for the whole 

life of the agreement.” It was mentioned that “part of what [Union Specialist 1] and his 

colleagues would try to do is try to unpack all of their numbers because ‘well wait a minute, this 

doesn’t make sense’” (Union Specialist 2). There was occasionally “an agreement to disagree” 

(Local Union President 1) on the use of accounting within specific calculations or about the 

contract in general but these disagreements typically didn’t derail the negotiations. 

At the conclusion of each day of the May 2008 negotiations, UnionA leadership and 

AutoCo management took an inventory of the movement within each of the subcommittees, 

determined the issues in agreement, what still needed to be achieved, and what could not be 

achieved. In the process of adjusting the contract to resolve the points of contention, additions 

and subtractions were done to alter the contract in order to satisfy the expectations of their wider 

actor-networks, determine the bottom line of the labour cost per hour, and cost out the impact to 

the company. After several days of subcommittee negotiations, UnionA accumulated all of its 

negotiated demands and assembled a formal contract. They officially rejected AutoCo’s offer, 

presented the new contract, countering with specific changes. At this point the accounting had 

been used to calculate what the changes to the contract signaled and prove that the demands were 

financially feasible. Union Leadership 1 indicated that “numbers work depending on what you 

want to make your arguments; you build the numbers around them.” Each adjustment to the 

contract means a change to the bottom line for the company. As Management Executive 3 

explained “it’s not just an income statement thing, if we cut a deal with pensions or retiree health 
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care – you could add or subtract billions of dollars of liabilities on your books.” The union, aware 

of this careful balance, agreed that “it makes no sense for us to bargain collective agreements 

when we know full well it’s going to financially cripple a company. It makes no sense to bargain 

a collective agreement when we know a company can’t afford it” (Local Union President 2).  

Negotiations were held in Toronto over four days to finalize the details of the 400 plus 

page labour contract. The table talks concluded when the contract was tentatively accepted by 

UnionA’s negotiating committee on behalf of their rank and file. At the end of the negotiations, 

UnionA is required to inform, or mobilize, through presentations, their rank and file of what 

occurred during negotiations and the changes that were made to the contract. Mobilization in this 

context refers to the use of presentations to inform the rank and file of the new labour contract 

and prepare them for a ratification vote. As explained by Union Specialist 3, “in major bargaining 

like this, part of ratification is someone gives a presentation on the economic context, the 

arguments, what we were able to achieve and why.” This coordination of actors after the 

negotiations is done to ensure that the wider actor-network understands the labour contract. 

Though the rank and file of UnionA are provided updates during the negotiations, the 

presentation of the contract by the union bargaining committee is an important part of helping the 

rank and file understand the increases and decreases associated with the contract, and allows the 

committee to field general questions.  

The bargaining pattern set by the first company in 2008 held for all three automakers: base 

wages were frozen for the duration of the agreement, cost of living adjustments were only to be 

made in the final year of the contract, and there was the creation of a “grow-in” schedule for the 

lower wages of new hires (Noronha, 2008).22 The 2008 negotiations solidified the foundation of 

the relationship between AutoCo and UnionA. Union Leadership attested to this important 

                                                      
22 The “grow-in” schedule was designed to reduce the base wage rate for new hires. New hires received 
70% of base wages in the first year, 80% during their second year of employment, 90% for their third year 
and 100% at the beginning of their fourth year.  
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groundwork in the relationship when he stated: “[…] we make sure we have a good relationship, 

a trust[ing] relationship and that we can solve problems as opposed to throwing everything in the 

basket, wait till bargaining and set a strike deadline and then have a fight about it.” The 

collegiality of the networks is apparent here and a factor in the continuation of the negotiations.  

 The March 2009 crisis-driven negotiations 2.4.3

The fiscal crisis that started to become public in the summer of 2008 saw fiscal problems 

spread through the financial sector and into the automotive industry, effectively reducing the 

availability of funds to both individuals and companies alike. Major cash flow problems followed 

for the automotive industry, with sales falling over 900,000 units in the fourth quarter of 2008 as 

consumers stopped buying vehicles (Industry Canada, 2011a). The internal company problems 

were further worsened by unfavourable foreign exchange rate changes, rising raw material costs, 

and the lack of funds available to the company to tide them over until the market recovered 

(Rattner, 2010, pp. 17-19).23 

On November 19, 2008, AutoCo, along with the other Big Three manufacturers in the 

automotive industry, approached the U.S. government for an emergency bridge loan to help them 

through the next few months.24 The CEOs of the Big Three requested these loans, claiming that 

the cost of a collapse of the automotive industry would be higher than the funds that the 

companies were requesting to help them through this tough time. U.S. Congress turned the three 

CEOs away with a promise of a second chance, requesting viability plans with full financial 

statement projections and assumptions underlying these to aid in the determination if such loans 

were appropriate. The viability plans consisted of not only the financial statements of the 

companies but future plans as to production levels, employment levels and cost cutting measures 

                                                      
23 The financial crisis caused a dip of over 4,000,000 units of production across North America in 2009 
(Ward's Automotive Group, 2011), a figure that translated to laid off workers, lost wages, decreased 
spending power and increased unemployment payouts. 
24 While these dates pertain to the United States, the Canadian subsidiaries of the American companies 
played a part in these loan requests, bankruptcy filings and negotiations. The Canadian subsidiaries did not 
file for bankruptcy in Canada. 
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the company would undertake to become eligible for the government loans. Government 

respondents reiterated the need for the additional information, “…from our perspective 

accounting information was vitally important for the purposes of assessing their viability plans” 

(Government Official 1).25 The government wanted to do their due diligence on the accounting 

inscriptions being provided to ensure that the loans were essential before they stepped in. 

The significance of the automotive industry was not lost on the government officials 

involved in the procedures; President-elect Barack Obama was quoted as saying: “millions of 

people, directly or indirectly, are reliant on that industry, and so I don’t think it’s an option to 

simply allow it to collapse” (Rattner, 2010, p. 34). Canadian Prime Minister Steven Harper 

echoed this sentiment:  

[w]e cannot afford, in the United States or Canada, the catastrophic short-term collapse of 
the Big Three automakers. The U.S. has signalled that they are not going to allow these 
companies to fail, and we will do our share of the North American package to see that 
this doesn't happen either” (Associated Press, 2008a).  
 

The government respondents echoed the notions prominent in the media; Government Official 1 

remarked that:  

… these guys were in dire straits and it was that reaction that if there wasn’t support for 
these companies there would be a domino effect, the suppliers, it would start impacting 
communities so there would be broader macroeconomic issues here […]. 
 
On December 5, 2008, two of the Big Three CEOs re-approached the U.S. government 

with viability plans as the basis for the government providing emergency bridge loans, totalling 

$34 billion (Associated Press, 2008b). The Democrats in the U.S. Congress put together a bill 

based on the supplied viability plans that included $14 billion in funding for AutoCo and 

AutoCo2.26 The bill was approved by the U.S. House of Representatives on December 10, but 

after a debate within the U.S. Senate over the terms and conditions that needed to be put in place, 

the bill was voted down. Despite these votes, on December 18, President Bush announced that 

                                                      
25 See Table 3 for a more detailed timeline of the automotive restructuring and corresponding negotiations. 
26 AutoCo2 is one of the domestic automobile manufacturers that approached Congress for restructuring 
funds. 
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$17.4 billion in funding from the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP) would be loaned to 

AutoCo and AutoCo2 with “tough” terms and conditions.27,28 

The terms and conditions included the requirement to submit, by February 17, 2009, 

revised viability plans to the government for the consideration of additional loans. In the weeks 

that followed the revised submission, government representatives, consultants and financiers 

poured over the revised plans to better understand the current state of the companies and each 

company’s plans for cost cutting and loan repayment. The need to understand the companies’ 

fiscal health was highlighted by Government Official 10, who said that:  

At a very high level, what [the consultants and financiers] looked at was what kind of 
balance sheet would they be able to move forward with after the restructuring. It became 
clear for both companies that they couldn’t continue in the situation that they were. 
 

As a result of those findings by the government, the labour contracts that had been successfully 

negotiated in 2008 were reopened in March 2009 because: 

[…] during the restructuring the government declined to certify viability plans of the 
companies but then they made a decision to provide interim financing. They did it 
contingent on the fact that the companies would ensure that everybody would take a 
haircut and that the government would make certain that the arrangements were 
competitive and viable in the longer term (Government Official 7). 
 

Despite their previous agreement with UnionA, AutoCo had to find the additional cost savings 

mandated by the government as part of the set of conditions it wanted before advancing further 

funds, in part by returning to the negotiations table with UnionA. 

While bottom line cost savings and long-term expenses drove the 2009 labour-

management negotiations, the overarching government-stated objective of the 2009 restructuring 

of AutoCo was to ensure that “everyone took a haircut” (Government Official 1). The mission for 

UnionA and AutoCo was to reach an agreement that was acceptable to everyone involved, 

                                                      
27 To make these decisions even more complicated, there was a change in governmental power occurring in 
the United States. President Bush would be leaving office in early January 2010 and President Obama 
would be taking power.  
28 The Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP) was originally created to aid the financial industry through 
the subprime mortgage crisis. There was much debate and division over the decision to use those 
previously allocated funds in the automobile industry. 
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including both the Canadian and Ontario governments. Conducted in hotel conference rooms and 

suites, as well as via teleconference, the discussions within both of the 2009 negotiations, as 

described by UnionA, AutoCo and government actors, focused on the accounting inscriptions that 

highlighted the costs and gaps in benchmarking the costs of the labour contract. Government 

Official 4 described the beginning of negotiations:  

[We] had meetings of government, union and management and that was to set the stage 
for what needed to be done. That was us setting our expectations, not negotiating. Just us 
going in and saying, we’re here, this is what we need from you and this is where we’re 
setting the bar. This is what we’re expecting to see and we’re going to need you guys to 
get together. We just sort of read them the riot act. 
 
The “riot act” included the creation of a waterfall chart, named such by government 

officials, as it calculated the gap between the government set labour cost per hour benchmark and 

the current labour cost per hour. This new accounting inscription was used by the government 

actors as their point of reference during their involvement in the negotiations. The benchmarks 

were labour cost per hour figures from U.S. and Canada based foreign automotive manufacturing 

plants, figures that were set by the U.S. government, and initially copied by the Canadian 

government. The waterfall chart was created by the government prior to all 2009 negotiations to 

“[summarize] a number of cost savings that could be achieved in these negotiations” 

(Government Official 5). The government’s waterfall charts were similar in scope to the penny 

sheets but were designed to show the calculation of cost cutting measures taken to reduce the 

difference between the government mandated benchmark and the current labour cost per hour. 

Comparable to the penny sheets, this inscription examined the benefit costs, paid time off costs 

and all other additional costs associated with labour cost per hour. The waterfall chart and its 

bottom line cost savings became the contentious focal accounting inscription during these latter 
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negotiations. After the government helped put together the waterfall chart, they allowed the union 

and management to conduct negotiations without further government interference initially.29  

Given its centrality in negotiations, the government determined “competitive” labour cost 

per hour became the point of contention throughout the restructuring process.30 The amount of 

cost savings achieved was “a concession that in decades of bargaining the Big Three had never 

been able to extract” (Rattner, 2010, p. 37) from the unions. Recalled by Government Official 4,  

As a DIP [debtor-in-possession] provider we essentially set the bar, so we would say you 
need to  get your benefit cost down by this much, and if you can’t do that, it’s not solvent, 
it’s not a sustainable operation and we won’t invest.  
  

The complete elimination of the dollar per hour gap in labour costs with foreign automakers’ 

North American plant wages was the benchmark set by the government in order for AutoCo to 

receive restructuring funds. Each day was a debate over the accounting and how to control or 

reduce the costs. Management Executive 1 recalled that:  

[…] everything we did was a financial gap analysis of cost per hour because if we didn’t 
close the gap, not only would we not have gotten government funding later but the 
company wouldn’t consider us competitive enough to allocate product to […]. 
 

Management Executive in this quote also made note of the fact that labour cost per hour was a 

calculation and benchmark utilized by the parent company as a decision factor in the allocation of 

new vehicle production – a key worry of the government officials with their concern for 

economic impact on Canada.  

These negotiations concluded quickly, within a few days at the beginning of March, with 

a satisfactory contract between UnionA and AutoCo. The contract saw a reduction in paid time 

off, changes to out-of-pocket health care expenses paid by the employees and retirees, and a cap 

on the dental plan coverage. In addition a new hire wage program was created where all new hires 

                                                      
29 See Chapter 3 for additional information and description pertaining to the government involvement in the 
labour-management negotiations and the automotive industry restructuring. 
30 There was a variety of labour cost per hour cost savings figures that were made public, including $19 an 
hour and $22 an hour. There were also benchmark figures made public, including USD $49 (CDN $60) an 
hour and CDN $57 an hour. As well, the government required that AutoCo receive at least $150 million in 
concessions from UnionA to be eligible for the restructuring loan. 



 

 

38

were hired at 70% the current base wage, with a 5% increase in wage over the succeeding 6 years 

until they reached “normal” base wage. The scholarship program, the new vehicle purchase 

discount and the tuition refund program each had reductions to the amount employees were 

eligible to receive. The two sides also agreed to discuss the possibility of a health care trust to 

remove the legacy costs from the company’s books. Ratification (with 85% in favour of the 

agreement) occurred after the union leadership mobilized the rank and file through presentations 

of the details of the contracts explaining the change to the contract, their benefits and what it 

meant for their future.  

In addition to the cost cutting and benchmarking aspects of labour-management 

negotiations, during the first five months of 2009, AutoCo was also forced to examine how the 

products they produced, a substantial non-human actant, affected the negotiations given the other 

aspects of the restructuring proposed as part of the viability plan. In particular, they reviewed the 

manufacturing schedules of each plant, determining which products could be produced at which 

plants, and if they wanted to offer guarantees about production levels and products at particular 

plants.31 Management Executive 1 commented that “past practice has been... they give us 

concessions and they "win" product.”32 AutoCo could create job opportunities for UnionA rank 

and file, while UnionA could use the allocation of products to keep jobs in a particular plant, 

providing job security to the rank and file, which is a highly sought after aspect in recent 

negotiations.  

The relationship between union and management had been under additional stress since 

the government introduced the waterfall charts to the labour-management negotiations. The union 

interviewees expressed their frustration with the restructuring process and the change in 

relationships during negotiations. Union Specialist 2 stated that “…what was happening there was 
                                                      
31 Production guarantees or product allocations are written agreements between UnionA and AutoCo about 
the production of a specific vehicle in a particular plant for a specific time period; it is a factor that can 
affect enrolment in the final translation of the labour contract. 
32 Production guarantees, or allocation of product to a particular plant, are large bargaining chips for both 
sides during negotiations. 
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the government and the employers were trying to beat up on the union because they could and 

they did. What do you do in that situation? We had to try and survive, try and protect our 

members as much as we could.” Information was the best way that the union leadership could 

mobilize and protect their rank and file, and through presentations prior to ratification everyone 

was informed of the changes and the situation at hand.  

Throughout the negotiations in 2009, AutoCo was in extensive discussions with U.S., 

Canadian and Ontario government officials about the restructuring of the company, what 

programs or product lines needed to be eliminated, and which aspects of the company needed to 

be changed. The main role of the governments, beyond providing liquidity and loans to AutoCo 

and AutoCo2, would have also been to make decisions on, “what is fair for creditors, what is fair 

for shareholders, what’s fair for labour?”(Government Official 10).  

 The final restructuring negotiations 2.4.4

Announcements were made on March 30 by President Obama and Prime Minister Harper 

that due to a lack of cost cutting measures and failure of the viability plans to lead to what the 

governments considered a viable auto industry, loans would be not granted until the government’s 

analysts and experts were satisfied with another round of company provided viability plans. 

These plans depended, in part, on the outcome of the associated negotiations with both unions 

and other stakeholders. According to the government AutoCo still had too many lenders and too 

much debt, as a result the possibility of bankruptcy was presented by the government officials. 

The federal government asked the company and union to return to the negotiations table for a 

second round of cost cutting concessions in May 2009, stating that “the governments didn’t 

believe that what AutoCo had propositioned in their reports, at this point, was enough to make 

them want to give money to the company before a second round of labour negotiations” 

(Government Official 1). Union Specialist 2 explained that, “originally we were supposed to get 

an agreement that the companies could live with and we did that,” but what the union and 
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management had achieved in March was not enough and “the agenda had changed.” The second 

round of negotiations went back to the accounting in the waterfall charts to determine from which 

areas to draw further cost savings to obtain an even lower overall labour cost per hour, while also 

finalizing details of the health care trust that was discussed in the first round of negotiations.33  

Union Specialists insisted that the two concessionary rounds of bargaining represented an 

unprecedented change in their process. Union Specialist 1 said that: 

In the context of that last round of bargaining [second round in 2009] it was driven by a 
whole other agenda and so things that we would normally have seen in terms of 
information we weren’t seeing, there was a much more limited sharing of information 
with us than we had historically received.  
 

Also noting the changed atmosphere of the table talks, Union Specialist 2 stated:  

[…] the trust was gone, it was gone because all of a sudden, you weren’t dealing with the 
people across the table, we were dealing with, at times, what do you call them “masters 
of the universe” from the New York consulting firm that was telling you the way of the 
world and that’s who was driving it.  
 

As these quotes highlight, the bargaining relationship struggled under the stress of the global 

financial crisis. Though the finish line, a negotiated contract, remained the same, the interaction 

between the actors was strained.  

After the March 30 announcement the Canadian and Ontario government officials took 

an active role in the negotiations, to ensure that the cost cutting and related accounting 

calculations wanted by the government were achieved in a timely fashion. The negotiation 

debates were centered on the cost cutting measures demanded by the government employing the 

waterfall charts as organizing inscriptions that measured the cuts to benefits levels including 

tuition assistance, new vehicle purchase programs, and paid time off allowances. Union Specialist 

2 commented that “all of the accounting rules that play out [were] all about us getting less; none 

of them [were] about us getting more, or workers getting anything for it. It’s all about workers 

                                                      
33 The health care trust, while not examined here, was an important piece of cost savings within these 
negotiations. It allowed AutoCo to transfer responsibility of retiree health care to a trust where a one-time 
designated amount of money would be placed to satisfy the health care costs of all retirees of AutoCo in the 
future. 
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taking less.” Management respondents gave the impression that the government officials 

intensified the scrutiny placed on the inscriptions and decreased the timelines for progress. 

Management Executive 3 indicated that: “in order to get that [government] money, you had to get 

concessions.” The second round of negotiations concluded after twenty days, having successfully 

met the government’s cost cutting conditions for the restructuring loans. After mobilization of the 

rank and file through the presentation of the contracts by the union negotiations committee; the 

union rank and file ratified the new restructuring deal three days after the conclusion of the 

negotiations with over 80% in favour of the new agreement.  

In the spring of 2009, AutoCo declared bankruptcy in the United States. In the end, 

TARP (in the U.S.) provided over $40 billion to the two troubled automakers during their 

bankruptcy proceedings (this figure does not include the $28 billion provided before the 

automakers declared bankruptcy). On the Canadian side, the Federal and Ontario governments 

approved a loan of over $13 billion to the Canadian arms of the same companies (Associated 

Press, 2008a). When the two automakers emerged from bankruptcy in the summer of 2009, there 

were 22 fewer factories, 1800 fewer dealerships, and a total direct loss of over 20,000 jobs 

(Higgins, 2009; Chrysler LLC, 2009a; CNN, 2009). One of the positive outcomes was that the 

automotive industry actually had a stronger outlook for its future growth than it had in the past 

decade in the eyes of some observers (Rattner, 2010, pp. 298-299). The majority shareholders of 

the automotive companies were now the Canadian and American governments (as well as a U.S. 

union-run health care trust that was designed to protect the interests of their union members and 

retirees). Both companies’ previous shareholders effectively lost everything after the bankruptcy 

filing was approved as a result of the company's new stock issuance and a reverse stock split or 

their pre-arranged bankruptcy agreements resulting in all previously held equity being cancelled. 

As the actor-networks changed during the restructuring, the relationships can be seen as 

shifting between UnionA and AutoCo, but the two networks worked together to survive the 

global financial crisis and restructuring. They reached what was described, by one of the 
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negotiators, as an “inflection point” (Management Executive 1) for the company—a point where 

everyone’s actions now will dictate how the company progresses into the future. AutoCo has 

posted profits since emerging from bankruptcy in 2009, and these were indications to the union 

that the concessions they gave up can now be reversed. 

2.5 Discussion 

Negotiations are conducted in a complex environment, replete with multiple influential 

actor-networks, expectations and accounting inscriptions. This paper aims to examine the role of 

accounting within labour-management negotiations, and the effect of trust on the relationships 

and use of accounting inscriptions within negotiations. Now that I have presented a chronological 

account of the 2008 and 2009 automotive industry negotiations (with emphasis on how the actors 

involved in the negotiations view their role and the role of accounting inscriptions throughout the 

process), the following section develops further themes that emerged from the negotiations, that 

is: (1) the utilization of accounting in labour-management negotiations, and (2) the notion of 

tactical trust as an explanation for the trust evident in the relationship between labour and 

management.  

  

Utilization of accounting in labour-management negotiations 

Contrary to Toms’ (1998) argument that negotiations can break down over competing 

interpretations of accounting inscriptions, this was not the case for UnionA and AutoCo. Though 

the cooperation evident during the restructuring may have been the result of government threats 

to withhold the loans from the company, the differences in interpretations of the accounting 

inscriptions was used as a step towards understanding the other network’s incentives and needs. 

By understanding each other’s incentives and needs, the accounting was used to aid in deciding 

how to employ the numbers to create acceptable labour contracts. In addition, the accounting 

inscriptions that were developed gave each network’s claims substance, and, at the same time, 
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ground to push back in the give and take of negotiations. The exchange and debate of these 

inscriptions persuade the other actor of one’s point and position. Contrary to what has been 

suggested by some researchers (Trumble & Tudor, 1996), accounting information is a 

fundamentally important aspect of labour-management negotiations. 

Lending support to the importance of accounting in labour-management negotiations was 

the constant recalculating of the labour cost per hour and focus on the penny sheet in 2008 and 

the waterfall chart in 2009 to satisfy the terms and conditions of the government loans. Not only 

was the focus on labour cost per hour including benefits (e.g. health care, tuition assistance, 

scholarship program, vehicle purchase discount) but the new hire base wage calculations, the 

health care trust and pension costs, each requiring a specific calculation to be made to determine 

the costs associated and the costs cut at the same time. The empirics show that those calculations 

as well as the penny sheet and waterfall charts were key elements that were the focus of the 

negotiations process. While the accounting was a powerful source of information during 

negotiations, the accounts were not interpreted as being an objective account of the costs within 

the company. Accounting can be seen throughout the narrative as a base for negotiations, often 

anchoring the discussions and disagreements between the union and the company. The sharing of 

accounting inscriptions provided momentum and coordination for the negotiations; without 

accounting data, the negotiations would have been a game of constant speculation and adversarial 

contestation. This observation supports the existing literature that touts the benefits of sharing 

accounting data within labour negotiation settings (Roth & Murnighan, 1982; Craig & Amernic, 

1997), and, more importantly, shows that the union does use accounting inscriptions in a 

sophisticated way (going against the positions offered in Palmer [1977] and Craft [1981]).  

Throughout the 2008 (early round) and 2009 (government directed concessions for 

restructuring) negotiations, utilization of accounting inscriptions as a persuasive factor was 

important to highlighting the feasibility of the contract or the need to continue cost cutting. Each 

network would need to persuade the other(s) that their calculations were appropriate, that their 
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assumptions and methodologies to calculating labour cost per hour were correct. The material 

gleaned by the union from the accounting and financial inscriptions over the years has helped 

define the problems (problematization) and progressed enrolment of the actors, both union and 

company, in the solution to the problem at the negotiation table (mobilization) (Craig & Amernic, 

1997). The also government utilized the accounting to persuade the union and company that 

further cost cutting concessions were required to meet the terms and conditions for the 

government loans.  

The assumptions and methodology utilized in preparing the accounting inscriptions alter 

the way numbers were used. Management set their objectives as obligatory passage points (OPP), 

using inscriptions to demonstrate to the union the realities (and problems) in the company and the 

industry. The union then fought back by deconstructing the data they were given, recalculating it 

to their specifications, and using accounting numbers to persuade the company of alternative 

possibilities for the contract. The use of financial accounting standards to achieve specific results 

on a company’s inscriptions is not a new concept (see Burgstahler & Dichev, 1997; Leuz, Nanda, 

& Wysocki, 2003), and accounting standards have become one of the heterogeneous non-human 

actants within this translation process. As the inscriptions are considered to be an important part 

of negotiating a contract by those involved, significant time and effort was put into explaining 

why the accounting inscriptions should be interpreted as one thing and not another, as well as 

understanding how proposed changes impacted the contracts.34  

The use of accounting inscriptions as a focus of the negotiations continued with the use 

of benchmarks within the negotiations. The role of benchmarks in convincing the different parties 

to act in specific ways was immense—the comparison of Canadian workers to American and 

worldwide workers (in terms of productivity and wage amounts) provided perspective, as well as 

                                                      
34 Union Specialist 3 highlighted his persuasive abilities when demonstrating the use of a cap on an 
employee benefit that would exponentially decrease the liability on AutoCo’s books, all courtesy of the 
interpretation of an accounting standard. 
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placed strain on the negotiations. During the restructuring process, these benchmarks, some of 

which were externally set by government actors, became the focal point. The benchmarks became 

OPPs as the government demanded them.  

 

Tactical Trust 

There is a historically created, future dependent relationship between a union and 

company management that requires trust (Bacharach & Lawler, 1981; Walton & McKersie, 

1991). The personal relationships forged between UnionA and AutoCo speaks to the importance 

of communication, honesty and trustworthiness. “The challenge that all agents face in performing 

their roles changes dramatically as the tenor of the labour-management relationship shifts over 

time” (McKersie, 1999, p. 183). Evident in the empirics was that over time, the relationships 

adjusted to the changes in actors and networks involved in the negotiations. Their adversarial past 

showed them the need for acquiescence if they were to mutually proceed into the future. The 

establishment of trust during prior years allowed the debates over labour cost per hour to continue 

without being inundated with falsified accounting inscriptions or hollow promises, giving the 

power of persuasion and coercion to both sides. This power of persuasion and coercion became 

important parts of the negotiations process.  

This study provides evidence that suggests that the actions and reactions between the 

actors during labour-management negotiations are based on perceptions and knowledge obtained 

from prior meetings and the current situation. This relationship is also the result of the history 

between the two networks, the repeated interaction between actors and the understanding that 

they gain from those repeated interactions. The forced aspect of the relationship is obvious in the 

labour-management negotiations, and makes it notably more complicated. Without an escape 

option, the labour-management relationship is tenuously bound together for better or worse, 

making the trust between the two sides that much more important. In line with Rousseau et al. 

(1998) and subsequent researchers who examine trust as a multifaceted concept, the relationship 
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between UnionA and AutoCo illustrates a changing dynamic. The concept of tactical trust is 

applied here in order to expand the literature’s multifaceted, changing notion of trust in a 

relationship. 

Tactical trust is the perceived expectation of the reliability, credibility and reciprocity of 

trusting behaviour from a person or organization that can be altered by the evaluation of a 

situation or actions. Trust is constantly being assessed, monitored and adjusted in order to 

determine whether reciprocity can be expected, and in order to determine preservation or 

abandonment of the relationship. The tactical trust model (as seen in Figure 2) highlights the 

various steps that can be taken by actors in any given relationship.  

The tactical trust model highlights the complex nature of trust in a relationship; it also 

provides stages with which to view a relationship and its key indicators. From the beginning, the 

assessment and monitoring of trust in a relationship are passive actions that are constantly 

occurring as a result of wanting and needing to maximize the benefit in the relationship. The next 

stage of trust adjustment, which is an active step, is a necessity due to changes in people, places 

and the surrounding environment. While the sustainability of the trust relationship is an important 

aspect to many relationships, there are times when trust needs to be discarded. Trust can be 

renewed by restarting the cycle, but it can also be lost forever. This is a continuous model of trust 

due to the cyclical nature of relationships and the constant need to determine what actions mean 

during the situation. This model can be applied to individuals, networks and organizations and in 

a variety of situations. Trust can change as the result of a real, or even a perceived, action taken 

by an actor and have everlasting consequences. Not strictly a definition, this model gives 

researchers a base to build from.  

The term and model of tactical trust augments the elaboration of trust in highly 

institutionalised, corporate settings. Tactical trust is used in this research to explain changes in 

the nature of trust between actors and accounting inscriptions during the negotiations process. 

Within the trust model, accounting can be inserted at each stage, as it was used throughout the 
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negotiations process and is a key part of the trusting relationship between actors. During the 

restructuring negotiations, the accounting inscriptions were constantly debated and recalculated. 

The actors stated that these changes were due to disagreements between the different networks, as 

well as in response to the wants and needs of each network. Union specialists were quoted as 

saying that the assumptions and methodology behind the accounting inscriptions make a 

difference, and that the interpreted motivation behind each person’s numbers makes them re-

examine the calculation of the numbers.  

Tactical trust provides additional nuanced aspects to the trust relationship, including the 

idea, highlighted by Free (2008) in managerial accounting research on supply chains, of “walking 

the talk.” The strategic use of trust placed within the inscriptions and actors, as well as that 

portrayed to those actants, creates a façade of trust that may or may not be the truth. The trust that 

exists in a continuing relationship situation can change as a result of an actor’s apparent strategy 

and their reaction to inscriptions provided. Surface level statements regarding trust need to be 

examined for information about the underlying dynamics of the relationship, which is especially 

salient in the context of negotiations. Though the situational aspect of trust is not a new concept 

in the literature, it often lacks the urgency and historical continuity that many business 

relationships experience in situ (Murnighan & Bazerman, 1990; Bougen, Ogden, & Outram, 

1990). Rousseau et al. (1998) state that context is critical to understanding trust (p. 402), and 

Webb (1995) underscores that a crisis can change one’s dependence on others (and that the 

importance of trust increases during a crisis). As evidenced in the case study, the continuity of the 

labour management relationship contributed to some semblance of trust between the actors and 

actor-networks throughout the restructuring.  

The research from this case study of the 2008-2009 automotive industry restructuring 

emphasized the changing levels of trust in a situation. The interviews with the union and 

company actors showed that, while the main actors trusted their own inscriptions and 

motivations, they only trusted some of the other actor’s motivations, distrusted the motives and 
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needs of many others, as well as distrusted the methodology behind the accounting numbers 

calculated by those opposing actors. There was an understanding of the need for cooperation and 

a certain level of trust between the actor networks to achieve a solution to their problems, but the 

trust needed to be both reactive and proactive within this context. 

2.6 Implications and conclusion  

Through a comprehensive examination of the labour-management negotiations in the 

automotive industry that occurred in 2008 and 2009, this paper analyzes the role of accounting 

information and trust in the relationships of the actors involved. By following the actors through 

the three sets of negotiations, the discussion details the use of accounting inscriptions and the 

relationship between the actors and networks. Throughout the labour-management negotiations, 

the use of accounting inscriptions is prevalent—from the use of the labour cost per hour 

calculations, benchmarks, financial statements analysis and reconstruction of financial accounts 

to imagined potential contract scenarios. Emotional ties also play a key role in labour-

management negotiations, with trust in individual relationships being an important element of 

arriving at a mutually acceptable compromise at the end of the negotiations.  

There are two important implications for accounting research and negotiations that arise 

from this study. First, accounting inscriptions are an integral component of labour-management 

negotiations. Contrary to suggestions in some of the extant literature (McBarnet et al., 1993), 

accounting inscriptions are shown to be used extensively as the forum for the actor-networks to 

coalesce goals and debate differences. Accounting inscriptions represent a malleable, persuasive 

resource for the two actor-networks to engage with throughout the negotiations. Uses of this 

information extend beyond the pejorative uses of accounting inscriptions as may have been 

previously implied (Ogden & Bougen, 1985). The malleability of accounting data allows the two 

actor-networks to meet on a common ground. Second, the term tactical trust highlights the 

continual active and passive moments of monitoring and adjusting trust in any relationship. In 
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line with some existing literature, trust is seen here to be malleable and adjustable depending on 

history, the current situation and the actors involved. Trust extends beyond the actors involved to 

the inscriptions provided within the context, and, with their motivation and strategy in mind, the 

actors make decisions based on history and experience. The introduction of the tactical trust 

model provides a visual aid in following the level of trust in a relationship with respect to the 

actions taken and the actors involved.  

Though many steps were taken to provide a comprehensive and substantiated account of 

the labour-management negotiations, this study nevertheless is subject to limitations. The key 

findings of this research are context specific, with no corroborating evidence from other 

industries, unions or companies. Numerous measures have been undertaken to enhance the 

validity of the case, including canvassing a range of different actors, confidentiality undertakings, 

and confirming findings and interpretations to respondents. 

Though not explored here, there is potential for contribution to and further research in the 

industrial relations literature. In support of Liberty and Zimmerman’s (1986) findings, there is 

evidence of sophistication in the union leadership’s use and understanding of accounting 

inscriptions. The notion that the union leadership has evolved toward including the sophisticated 

use of accounting inscriptions in their bargaining practices has not been examined in industrial 

relations research. In addition, the introduction of the government as a third party in these 

negotiations opens a new door in the industrial relations literature. As this was an intervention, 

the government tactics could provide additional insights into the standard wage determinants 

theories (Dunlop, 1944; Ross, 1948) utilized in industrial relations research. 

Future research could profitably expand on the role that accounting plays in forming and 

maintaining relationships. Additional research could investigate the use of accounting inscriptions 

in other industries, in other countries and in other unions. As extant literature has shown (e.g., 

Ogden & Bougen, 1985; McBarnet et al., 1993; Toms, 1998), accounting inscriptions, at least 

historically, did not always play a role in negotiations. Future research could also examine the 
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role that the government played within these restructuring negotiations and what impact their 

involvement had on the labour-management negotiations and relationships. Linking trust to the 

relationships that drive a situation and highlighting its dynamic nature will aid researchers in 

using the concept of trust more accurately. The tactical trust model requires additional evidence 

to reify the steps and definition, as each context proves unique; there is the possibility of 

expanding the model or refining it to more accurately describe the levels of trust in a relationship.  
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Table 1: Data sources 

Analysis 
Publications 

reviewed 
Databases consulted 

Search terms 

used 
Records sample 

Chrysler  
Chrysler 
website 

http://media.chrysler.
com 

EDGAR, SEDAR 
n/a  

5 financial 
statements; 12 

press releases; 3 
documents 

General 
Motors  

General 
Motors 
website 

http://www.gm.ca/gm
/english/corporate 
EDGAR, SEDAR 

n/a  

6 financial 
statements; 5 press 

releases; 6 
documents 

Automotive 
union  

Union website n/a 
Chrysler, General 

Motors 

53 reports, news 
releases and 

documents; 2 
videos 

Government 
News Release 

Government 
of Canada 

news releases 
 

http://www.ic.gc.ca/e
ic/site/ic1.nsf/eng/h_

00047.html 

Bailout, 
bankruptcy, loan 

60 documents 

United States 
Treasury 

Department 

http://www.whitehou
se.gov 

Chrysler, General 
Motors, 

restructuring, 
loan agreement 

10 documents 

Popular 
Media  

n/a n/a n/a 6 books; 2 movies 

Media 
Coverage 

Newspapers 
from across 
the world 

GoogleNews 

General Motors, 
Chrysler, 

automaker union, 
CAW, UAW, 

automaker 
bailout 

1200 news articles 
collected35 

pertaining to 
negotiations and 

bailout 

 

  

                                                      
35 While not all 1200 articles were used, they were read and informed the research. 
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Table 2: Interviewee details 

Interviewee Position Responsibilities 

Local Union President 1 Local union president Keep main bargaining committee up to date with requests from rank 
and file; negotiate with AutoCo when required; inform rank and file of 
progress Local Union President 2 Local union president 

Union Specialist 1 Benefits specialist 
Calculate aspects of the labour contract; provide support to main 
bargaining committee in terms of inscriptions required 

Union Specialist 2 Benefits specialist 
Union Specialist 3 Research specialist 
Union Leadership 1 National union president 

Lead UnionA through negotiations; public face of the union 
Union Leadership 2 National union president 

Management Executive 1 
Lead negotiator – Director in 
AutoCo 

Investigate costs, manufacturing programs and products, negotiate with 
UnionA to create an acceptable contract; assemble inscriptions from 
other departments in preparation for negotiations 

Management Executive 2 Financial analyst Calculate contract costs; provide support to other AutoCo executives 

Management Executive 3 
Lead negotiator – Director in 
AutoCo 

Investigate costs, manufacturing programs and products; negotiate with 
UnionA to create an acceptable contract; assemble inscriptions from 
other departments in preparation for negotiations 

Outside Management 1 
Lead negotiator at another 
automotive company 

Lead company through negotiations; assemble inscriptions from other 
departments in preparation for negotiations 

Outside Management 2 Automotive Industry analyst Automotive industry consultant 

Government Official 1 Lead negotiator 
Government facilitator in negotiations between the automotive 
companies and their stakeholders, including labour 

Government Official 2 Negotiation assistant Assisted in collecting data for government during and after bailout 
Government Official 3 Negotiation assistant Assembled data for government officials during the bailout 

Government Official 4 Lead negotiator 
Government faciliator in negotiations between the automotive 
companies and their stakeholders, including labour 

Government Official 5 Negotiation analyst Analytical function within the government during the negotiations 
Government Official 6 Negotiation analyst Analytical function within the government during the negotiations 
Government Official 7 Negotiation analyst Analytical function within the government during the negotiations 
Government Official 8 Automotive industry analyst Assembled data for the government on the automotive industry 
Government Official 9 Automotive industry analyst Assembled data for the government on the automotive industry 
Government Official 10 Automotive industry analyst Assembled data for the government on the automotive industry 
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Table 3: Timeline of the AutoCo and UnionA negotiations 

Date Event 
November 6, 2008 Big Three CEOs meet with House Speaker and Senate Majority leader 

in the U.S.36 
November 18, 2008 Big Three Automakers approach U.S. Congress for $25 billion in 

loans for the industry – deemed to be short term financing – 
emergency bridge loans 

November 20, 2008 Viability plans requested of the Big Three Automakers to ensure 
financial viability prior to loan approval 

December 5, 2008 Big Three CEOs reapproach the U.S. government for emergency 
bridge loans and access to a line of credit for AutoCo3.37 

December 8, 2008 Congress hears a Democrat proposal for $14 billion in funding for the 
Big Three 

December 10, 2008 U.S. House of Representatives approve Democrats $14B loan to the 
Big Three automakers 

December 11, 2008 U.S. Senate does not approve the funding to the Big Three automakers 
December 18, 2008 U.S. President announces US $17.4 billion in funding from TARP for 

AutoCo and AutoCo2 
December 18, 2008 Canadian and Ontario governments pledge US $3.3 billion (CDN $4 

billion) for the automakers as well 
February 21, 2009 Viability plans required from AutoCo and AutoCo2 
March 5, 2009 AutoCo and UnionA negotiations begin 
March 8, 2009 AutoCo and UnionA negotiations reach agreement 
March 30, 2009 Canadian and US government announced that the viability plans were 

not enough, AutoCo and AutoCo2 were required to revisit their 
restructuring plans 

May 12, 2009 AutoCo and UnionA second round negotiations begin 
May 22, 2009 AutoCo and UnionA negotiations reach agreement 
June 1, 2009 AutoCo files for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in the United States 
July 8, 2009 The Health Care Trust is created between AutoCo and UnionA to fund 

retirees health care benefits 
July 10, 2009 AutoCo exits bankruptcy 
 

  

                                                      
36 While these dates pertain to the United States, the Canadian subsidiaries of the American companies 
played a part in these bankruptcy filings and negotiations. The Canadian subsidiaries did not file for 
bankruptcy in Canada. 
37 AutoCo, AutoCo2 and AutoCo3 are the three “domestic” automotive manufacturers in North America 



 

 

54

Table 4: Labour cost per hour – Penny sheet 

This chart and its numbers are for demonstrative purposes only and does not necessarily reflect or 
represent that numbers utilized during the automotive industry restructuring and labour-
management negotiations discussed in this paper.  
 
Hourly wage $30 

Hourly value of non-wage benefits $6-7 

Normal hourly compensation $36-37 

Overtime and shift premiums $4 

Cost per hour worked of paid time off $7-8 

Impact on hourly cost of layoffs and downtime $1-3 

Cost per hour worked of supplementary unemployment 
benefit 

$1-3 

Statutory taxes $3-4 

Total active hourly labour cost $ 52-59 
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Figure 1: Networks involved in the restructuring of the automotive industry 
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Figure 2: Tactical trust model 

  

 

1. Trust assessment – “to evaluate or re-evaluate the trust degree of P in Q based on 
a certain criteria on trust relationship” 

2. Trust monitoring – a continuing task till trust is discarded, because P is always 
trying to get the maximum benefit in the relationship. Trust monitoring is a 
strategic task 

3. Trust adjustment – sometimes, trust relationship between P and Q should be 
adjusted because of changing time, place and services as well as the occurrence of 
mistrust, distrust, or untrust between them” 

4. Trust sustainment – sustainable trust relationship is an important goal for any 
relationship 

5. Trust discarded – there are times when trust needs to be discarded due to actions 
by those in the relationship 

Adapted from Sun et al. 2012 
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Chapter 3 

Government in action: Accounting in the restructuring of the 

automotive industry 

3.1  Introduction  

Initiatives by the governments in North America to assist the automotive industry during 

the economic downturn of 2008 and 2009 represent one of the largest governmental interventions 

in industry in recent history. While government assistance is far from a new phenomenon—the 

Chrysler bailout in the 1980s, the Savings and Loan bailouts of 1989, and the Air Canada bailout 

in 2001 are all well-known examples—the scale and profile of the 2009 automotive industry 

bailout, as it came to be known, was arguably unprecedented (Young, 1995; International 

Directory of Company Histories, 2004; Fogarty & Dirsmith, 2005).38 The restructuring was 

facilitated by the Federal Canadian, Provincial Ontario and United States governments, who 

together contributed a total of over $78 billion in funds that were argued to be essential to the 

continuing operation of the domestically owned automotive industry in North America (U.S. 

Department of Treasury, 2012, p. 2). In concert with this financial support came a series of 

crucial negotiations surrounding the automotive companies, including creditors, shareholders, 

bondholders, and labour unions. Each of the negotiations featured the extensive use of accounting 

information, accounting standards, and governmental policies. Not only were the companies 

negotiating with their stakeholders, they were also negotiating with the government on public 

policies regarding health care trusts and pension liabilities. 

                                                      
38 Lee Iacocca, the Chrysler CEO at the time, requested $1.5 billion in loan guarantees from the U.S. 
Congress to stave off bankruptcy; In the savings and loan bailout, the U.S. government paid $105 billion to 
resolve the failure of these institutions after a series of events caused many to turn into Ponzi schemes and 
commit fraud to attract investors; Air Canada filed for bankruptcy in 2003 after the effects of 9/11, 
declining passenger levels and rising operational costs proved too much for the company. 



 

 

58

At the time of the 2008-2009 automotive industry restructuring, there were 440,000 

people employed by the automotive industry in Canada with the industry contributing 

approximately 1.2% to Canada’s gross domestic product (Industry Canada, 2011a). While the 

economy was suffering, the Canadian government viewed the automotive industry restructuring 

as a fundamental element of the recovery; in the words of Prime Minister Stephen Harper, “…the 

government of Canada will take whatever actions are necessary to weather this economic storm” 

(Harper, 2008b). Without the restructuring, the industry might have collapsed (Shiell, Somerville, 

& Stanford, 2012), leaving hundreds of thousands without jobs, and placing additional strain on 

Canadian governmental resources. While the Canadian governments openly acknowledged that 

they controlled the purse strings within the restructuring, they attempted to position themselves 

publicly as being at the periphery of labour-management negotiations (Industry Canada, 2009b, 

2009c). 

The labour-management negotiations that occurred were pivotal to the ongoing operation 

of the automotive sector in North America. They were negotiations, and the presence of the 

government at the negotiating table led to significant changes in processes and norms. Although 

some researchers have downplayed the role of accounting in labour-management negotiations 

(Craft, 1981; Waterhouse, Gibbins, & Richardson, 1993), more recent research affirms that 

accounting information can be a central piece of the puzzle in negotiations (Amernic & Craig, 

2005; Kenno, 2013). In a recent review, Miller and Power (2013) call for renewed focus on “the 

interrelations among organizations and within the institutional field in which accounting operates 

and which it shapes” (p. 577). Responding to this call, this research highlights the importance of 

accounting in the government’s attempt to stay at a distance from the negotiations while at the 

same time influencing them.  
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This research is motivated by two factors. First, the study addresses the financing role 

that the Canadian government played within the restructuring of the automotive industry.39 The 

financial magnitude of the restructuring process led to wide-ranging debate and criticism about 

the appropriate role of government in industry (The Canadian Press, 2009b; Lowrey, 2012). 

Accounting information became an increasingly important focus for all networks during the 

negotiation process (cf. Roth & Murnighan, 1982; Craig & Amernic, 1997; Kenno, 2013). This 

research extends the prior literature (e.g. Maunder and Foley, 1977) by further examining the role 

that accounting information played with increased government involvement in the labour-

management-government negotiations.  

The second motivating factor was the changing nature of the role of the government 

involvement during the crisis. The extant literature in governmentality often portrays the 

government as setting up a programme, providing funds, and then allowing non-governmental 

agencies and actors to set-up and run the programme (cf. Herbert-Cheshire, 2000; Neu, Gomez, 

Graham, Heincke, 2006; Graham, 2010). This discussion tends to place the interpretive emphasis 

on action at a distance (cf. Radcliffe, 1999; Neu et al., 2006) rather than on direct government 

intervention, herein termed government in action. This study provides evidence about 

governmentality in practice and, more specifically, government in action in this context. The 

paper examines the role of the government in attempting to create and run a programme from its 

inception, through implementation, and into its partial closure first by attempting to stay at a 

distance from the implementation of the program and later by much more direct involvement. By 

following the changes, the nature of government involvement, as well as how the government 

officials utilized technologies during the crisis, this research provides further insights into the 

range of roles for government within the practice of governmentality. 
                                                      
39 The Canadian and Ontario governments provided CDN $14.4 billion, General Motors received $10.6 
billion and Chrysler $3.8 billion (Shiell et al., 2012, p. 12). 
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This research follows the movement of the actors, viability plans, and accounting data on 

the Canadian side of the automotive industry restructuring. In particular, it examines the role that 

the Canadian government actors played within the restructuring of the automotive industry, 

throughout the labour-management negotiations that occurred between November 2008 and May 

2009. In so doing, this study addresses the following research questions: What roles did the 

government and governmentality play in the automotive industry restructuring? And how was 

accounting utilized by the government in the creation and implementation of the restructuring 

programme?  

The study has two primary findings. First, simple categories such as action at a distance 

and government in action did not fully describe the nuances of contemporary government in this 

economic event. While the literature in governmentality has significantly added to our 

understanding of the operation of modern government, an over-reliance on action at a distance 

may result in an under-specified account of the practice of contemporary government. 

Government in action comes into focus here as an avenue of direct intervention that the 

government employs during the implementation of programmes. By taking action and directly 

intervening the government has additional power and control over the outcomes in the 

programme and the ability to interact and guide the participants yet without solely relying on the 

sovereign power of the state to legislate its “will.” Second, the study explicates the way that 

accounting was implicated in the shifts in government involvement during the restructuring. 

When the government opted for direct intervention in the restructuring, accounting information 

was utilized to set clear parameters; when the government acted at a distance during the 

restructuring, accounting was more flexibly deployed by the union and management in the 

negotiations. Since accounting became a lever the government used to help the companies 



 

 

61

through this difficult time, accounting information is considered here in a more persuasive 

function.  

There are a number of unstated and uncontested assumptions that I have chosen not to 

address in this chapter; one being the need for government involvement in the restructuring and 

the government mandated requirements for a “successful” negotiation outcome leading to the 

granting of loans to the automotive companies. The government’s intervention may not have been 

the “right” action but the action was taken; I have chosen not to problematize the government’s 

choices here but accept them. With a different frame of analysis, problematizing the 

government’s actions could have been the focus of the analysis – not some artificial alternative 

reality but a totally different analysis by itself if I had gone in that direction. 

The remainder of the paper starts by introducing the governmentality literature and laying 

the foundation for analysis of this case study. The next section outlines the methodology 

employed, and leads into the case study section that examines the involvement of the Canadian 

government in the labour-management negotiations within the context of the 2008-2009 

automotive industry restructuring. The subsequent section provides an analysis of the various 

actors, technologies, and accounting involved, and their impact on the negotiations, as well as a 

discussion on the evolving nature of governments in Canada as both an active and passive actor in 

the restructuring. The final section summarizes the major themes and offers suggestions for future 

research in the area.  

3.2  Getting things done: A review of Foucault’s theory of governmentality  

Governmentality is a theoretical perspective that emerged from a series of Michel 

Foucault’s lectures from 1977-1979 and has been prominent in accounting since Miller and Rose 

began their governmentality studies in the early 1990s (Miller & Rose, 1990; Rose & Miller, 

1992; Miller, 1994, 1998; Rose, O'Malley, & Valverde, 2006). Their work centers on the actions, 
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as well as the power and information, that a government possesses during the creation of a 

programme to solve a problem in society. Accounting scholars have considered some of the 

mechanisms through which governmentality operates, including efficiency audits (Radcliffe, 

1999), retirement income systems (Graham, 2010), relations with indigenous populations (Neu, 

2000a, 2000b), loan agreements in third world countries (Neu et al., 2006), and economic 

citizenship of a manufacturing plant (Miller & O'Leary, 1994). As “accounting is no longer seen 

as a neutral and objective practice, but rather as a powerful device in the shaping of social and 

economic life” (Jeacle, 2012, p. 587), these papers highlight the role that the government 

programmes have played in “solving” a problem and how accounting was employed to aid in 

constructing the “solution.”40 This section defines the key aspects of governmentality, and 

explores the newest notions in the theoretical framework, in particular, government in action, and 

the changing role of contemporary government in society.  

In Foucault’s 1977-1979 lectures, the notions of power, economy and knowledge emerge 

as important aspects of government and, subsequently, governmentality. Government is defined 

as “an activity that undertakes to conduct individuals throughout their lives by placing them under 

authority of a guide responsible for what they do and for what happens to them” (Foucault, 1997, 

p. 67), or, in short, the “conduct of conduct” (Gordon, 1991, p. 2). Governmentality is further 

defined as “the ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the 

calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit complex form of 

power” (Foucault, 1991, p. 102). At the state level, this mentality is about solving problems (e.g., 

unemployment, inflation, poor health, etc.); as Rose and Miller (1992) state “government is a 

problematizing activity: it poses the obligations of rulers in terms of the problems they seek to 

                                                      
40 Though criticized as because researchers have often misapplied the concepts and notions of 
governmentality (Armstrong, 1994), governmentality has continued to be used in research for the past 
twenty years. 
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address” (p. 181). The literature often highlights that government and governmentality are about 

technologies, techniques and procedures used to influence human behaviour (Miller & Rose, 

1990; Rose & Miller, 1992; Rose et al., 2006). Technology in this context is defined as: 

a particular approach to the analysis of the activity of ruling, one which pays great 
attention to the actual mechanisms through which authorities of various sorts have sought 
to shape, normalize and instrumentalize the conduct, thought, decisions and aspirations of 
others in order to achieve the objectives they consider desirable (Miller & Rose, 1990, p. 
8). 
 

The extant literature has explicated the use of technology across a variety of different scenarios, 

underscoring the importance of technology in government programmes (Neu et al., 2006; 

Graham, 2010). 

National level problems are addressed through the government’s many programmes, such 

as those for welfare, health, and education. These kinds of programmes “encompass the ideas of 

experts and specialists, individuals, committees and other organizations. They are embodied in 

reports, proposals, plans and legislation, and in taken for granted (tacit) knowledge… (they) set 

out frameworks for action” (Radcliffe, 1998, p. 380). The experts and specialists involved in 

these programmes consist of doctors, social workers, accountants, economists and statisticians. 

They use their specialized knowledge and technologies in an attempt to create solutions to these 

problems. Extant research has examined how non-state actors (e.g., non-governmental 

organizations or agencies, the Church, etc.) set-up and run the programmes, while the government 

provides programmatic aspirations and funding (Neu & Heincke, 2004; Sánchez-Matamoros, 

Hidalgo, Espejo, & Fenech, 2005; Jessop, 2007). This literature, however, has tended to neglect 

the role, if any, that the government plays directly in the creation and implementation of the 

programmes. 

In their governmentality studies, Miller and Rose (1990) combined action at a distance, a 

concept often attributed to Callon and Latour (Callon & Latour, 1981; Callon, 1986), and 
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governmentality to explain the absence of government actors in a programme or “government at a 

distance,” often reduced to action at a distance. Through the examination of the complicated 

mechanisms involved with programmes, it becomes possible to connect the calculations at one 

place with “action at another, not through the direct imposition of a form of conduct by force but 

through a delicate affiliation of a loose assemblage of agents and agencies into a functioning 

network” (Miller & Rose, 1990, pp. 9-10). The extant literature has utilized the notion of action 

at a distance across a range of different theatres, usually when examining programmes that are 

being, or have been, implemented without direct government intervention (cf. Armstrong, 1994; 

Neu, 2000a; Neu, 2000b; Neu & Heincke, 2004; Neu et al., 2006; and Graham, 2010). While 

action at a distance in the past has often been interpreted as a large physical distance, I will 

utilize distance in this research to highlight a difference in people and places; places in the sense 

of rooms or offices, not necessarily a great distance apart but a distance that is “spatially and 

organizationally distinct” (Rose, et al., 2006, p. 89). The government does not want to be seen as 

the decision maker in this context and uses this distance, no matter how slight, to attempt to 

remove themselves from the actions taken. The government was “acting from a centre of 

calculation… on the desires and activities of others” (Rose et al. 2006, p. 89). 

Foucault’s work also highlights two different forms of power evident in certain 

relationships of the government: sovereignty and discipline. Sovereign power is characterized as 

“the exercise of authority over the subjects of the state within a definite territory” (Dean, 2010c, 

p. 29), while disciplinary power is defined as being the “regulation and ordering of the numbers 

of people within that territory” (Dean, 2010c, p. 29). As Jessop (2007) states, “power circulates 

through networks rather than being applied at particular points” (p. 36), and is an important 

aspect of implementing programmes as well as the technologies and practices used by those 

implementing the programmes. Foucault originally juxtaposed sovereign power government, 
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through the use of legislation and neoliberal government at a distance or disciplinary power, 

though the setting of programmes without direct legislation. Miller and Power (2013) emphasize 

that accounting is “much more than an instrumental and purely technical activity” (p. 555), and 

suggest that it has four key roles: (1) accounting is an “inherently territorializing activity” (p. 559) 

and is concerned with the construction of calculable spaces that are inhabited by organizations 

and actors; (2) accounting is a mediating activity that is used in a variety of settings to link actors, 

aspirations, and so on; (3) accounting can be an adjudicator, there to measure and evaluate the 

performance of actors and organizations (and often employed to determine the success or failure 

of their actions); and, (4) accounting is subjectivizing or individualizing, in that “it both subjects 

individuals to control or regulation by another, while entailing the presumption of an individual is 

free to choose” (p. 555). Miller and Power (2013) proceed to note a renewed focus on the 

relations between organizations and within the institutional field that accounting shapes and 

operates: “this requires greater attention to the roles of accounting as a frame of meaning for 

actors and sets of actors, capable of shaping their cognition and their actions, rather than being 

purely external to it” (p. 577). In this sense, they highlight the importance of understanding not 

only the use of accounting in context but also how it shapes the actions actors take.  

Up to this point, this section has highlighted very well understood, referenced and 

researched aspects of governmentality; the remainder of this section expands on the 

governmentality basics. Though I respect these basics and the core of governmentality, I also 

believe in change and as Dean (2010c) highlights our “set in stone” definitions may not always be 

as applicable today as when they were originally conceived. Dean asks the question “can there be 

a crisis of ‘not governing enough’ in which the state has failed as regulator and requires direct 

intervention by states acting alone or together?” (2010c, p. 463). The key principle to the notion 
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of governing in in the present is “that one should seek a balance between governing too much and 

governing too little” (ibid).  

While the concept of government in action has a long varied history; from being defined 

as the science of administration (Wilson, 1887) to the notion that “there will always be some 

intervention by which the government can make everyone better off” (Stiglitz, 1998, p. 3-4), it 

has not been explored in depth in the literature. Jessop (2007) refers directly to a changing role of 

government in programmes, while Miller and Rose (1990) suggest that Foucault’s concepts of 

government and governmentality provide “a potentially fruitful way of analysing the shifting 

ambitions and concerns of all those social authorities” (p. 1). The term government in action 

acknowledges changing intensities of direct inventions in government and governance, opening 

up governmentality for a more nuanced understanding of contemporary government. Dean 

(2010c) entertains a set of questions that calls into focus the change in government and governing 

and the juxtaposition of sovereign power and neoliberal government, not only at a distance but in 

action as well. 

Along these line Rose et al. (2006) address accusations that governmentality is stagnant 

and respond by stating that rationalization, “the process of rendering the various elements [of 

government] internally consistent – is never a finished process” (p. 98). Rationalities often 

change as the result of new problems or solutions while still “retaining certain styles of thought 

and technological preferences” (ibid). They also stated that in speaking about these rationalities of 

government one needs to do so “without implying that these are all identical in origin or in detail” 

(ibid). These changes in rationalities or actions by the government indicate that changes can occur 

and can be triggered by new problems in society.  

In order to address these questions and the concept of change; the theoretical construct of 

government in action introduces the notion that the government may not just act at a distance but 
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directly intervene in the “conduct of conduct” (Gordon, 1991, p. 2), through the use of 

technologies, procedures and analyses to exert their power over a programme and those involved 

it them. The “government had to act upon these relations [people and people, people and things, 

people and events] that were subject to natural processes and external pressures, and these had to 

be understood and administered using a whole range of strategies and tactics to secure the well-

being of each and of all” (Rose et al., 2006, p. 87). As part of governmentality this quote can 

underscore the use of different strategies and tactics in programmes to create a solution to the 

problem, direct intervention can be another tactic utilized by the government in these situations. 

Direct intervention though is not about the sovereign power of the government to use legislation 

to achieve results.  

History has shown that Canada is more of an interventionist state, as the use of back to 

work legislation has been employed in Ontario and Canadian political histories. The Ontario 

Social Contract, legislated in 1993 by Bob Rae’s New Democratic Party (NDP), was designed to 

help restructure the public sector by forcing changes to the negotiated contracts of civil service 

workers (Hebdon and Warrian, 1999). “The Social Contract was to be a disaster for both labor 

and the NDP, leaving a legacy of mistrust and bitterness” (ibid, p. 201) in his own defense, Bob 

Rae has stated that “the social contract was a good idea but a political failure” (Brennan, 2009). 

Beyond the Social Contract, two other strategies emerged to achieve wage restraint in Canada in 

the 1990s, including legislated controls and hard bargaining in various provinces (Hebdon and 

Warrian, 1999). These doctrines set the stage for the involvement of the Canadian and Ontario 

government in the private sector negotiations in the automotive industry restructuring even if it 

was an unprecedented action involving requiring the rewriting of a private sector negotiated 

contract, freely entered into by management and labour. Dean (2010a) states that there is “the 

need for strong state entities capable of sovereign decision making and taking executive action” 
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(p. 22). Executive action can be viewed as necessary to render “reality governable” (Rose et al, 

2006, p. 89). 

Foucault’s study of governmentality is important in the recognition of the changing 

structures and actions of a contemporary government. Recent work examining the operation of 

government as action at a distance (cf. Bailey, 2006; Dean, 2010b, 2010c) provides a partial 

account of complete description of the dynamics of contemporary governing. I focus on the core 

notions of governmentality, explore the meaning of government in action and attempt to highlight 

the four key roles of accounting outlined by Miller and Power (2013). This study, responding to 

calls for field-based research into the operation of contemporary government (Dean, 2010b, 

2010c) provides broader insights into what a full range of government actor responses to 

significant economic crises maybe beyond the direct exercise of sovereign power and using 

programmes, rationalities etc. to attempt to govern at a distance. 

3.3  Research method 

In order to explore the programmes through which the government chose to restructure 

the automotive industry, a case study design was selected. Field research aids in exploring how 

the government drew upon accounting within the restructuring process and through the 

progression of government involvement in the labour-management negotiations. Though there 

were numerous groups of individuals involved, this study focuses on the interaction of Canadian 

government officials, both provincially and federally, with company management and union 

executives in Canada during the restructuring process.  

The research relies on two primary data sources: archival and interview-based. Table 1 

outlines the collection of archival data sources. The data collection began with an extensive 

search of both internal government documents and other secondary sources pertaining to the 

governments, companies and union. The internal documents collected were dated 2002 through 
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2012, with a focus on the years 2008 and 2009 during the bankruptcy and restructuring 

proceedings. The external secondary sources employed included media articles about the 

companies and the union before, during, and after the restructuring. This search was also 

complemented with an array of books, videos and related articles pertaining to the restructuring 

and the history of the companies and the union that informed the research. The timeline (see 

Table 5: Panel A for a detailed timeline of the 2008-2009 restructuring) of the negotiations and 

restructuring was important in developing the type of questions that were asked and dictated the 

subsequent analysis of the data collected. 

The interview data consists of interviews with 22 individuals, which were conducted over 

a period of two years between March 2010 and March 2012. Table 2 explains the actors 

interviewed and their role within their respective organizations. Semi-structured interviews were 

employed and the interview protocol was created to encourage the individuals to speak about 

their actions, reactions, and thought processes during the restructuring. Major themes of the semi-

structured interviews were each actor’s role in the restructuring, their interaction with accounting 

information and how the government functioned as a whole throughout the process. 

Figure 1 illustrates the groups of stakeholders involved in the automotive industry 

restructuring and the relationships that existed between the groups. The actors interviewed for this 

study were part of the Canadian and Ontario government networks, as well as the union and 

company actors involved at the time. Each set of negotiations represented a significant part of the 

restructuring settlement, and each network had specific parts they needed to be played to keep the 

companies operational.  

The analysis of the interview data utilized the three sub-processes from Huberman and 

Miles (1994)—data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing or verification—as well as 

methods advocated by Eisenhardt (1989) as follows. A combination of hand coded and computer-
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coded analysis of interview transcripts, field notes, and contextual information was used to refine 

the data and search for underlying themes. Organizing the data into chronological order 

highlighted the importance of the key actors, dates, and data in this context, and the inclusion of 

publically available data added to the richness of the account. Throughout the analysis, transcripts 

were revisited when required and additional questions asked of participants to further clarify what 

was emerging in the themes. The analysis of the data was characterized by a continuous process 

of refining themes and theories.  

3.4  Case study: Negotiations in the automotive industry restructuring 

In what has been regarded as the worst economic period in the U.S. since the Great 

Depression in the 1930s, the years 2007 to 2009 saw the collapse and subsequent bailout of many 

financial institutions by the U.S. government (Reuters, 2008; Reuters, 2009; Taylor, 2009; 

Gorton, 2010).41 In a move to generate stability in the economy, the United States Congress 

created a programme called the Troubled Asset Relief Program (TARP), which was designed to 

purchase assets and equity from financial institutions in distress.42 The automotive industry first 

began experiencing problems when financial institutions curtailed their financing of consumers 

seeking to purchase vehicles, and these problems were further compounded by the lack of credit 

directly available to the automotive companies. In this way, the financial sector difficulties had, 

in turn, contributed to the erosion of earnings and confidence in the automotive sector (Standing 

Committee on Industry, Science and Technology, 2009). The involvement of the government in 

                                                      
41 According to Cross (2012), the Canadian economy was not in a worse situation during this time period 
than in the 1981 and 1990 recessions; technically, in comparison to the U.S., Canada was better off during 
the recession on most national economic measures. 
42 TARP was originally conceived to provide support for and strengthen the financial sector after the 
subprime mortgage crisis in the United States. It eventually provided over $400 billion to the finance 
industry in the U.S. Some of the funds initially earmarked for the financial industry were allocated to the 
automotive industry to support the restructuring. Similar to what occurred later in the automotive industry 
the financial companies were required to submit business plans, analysis was completed and decisions 
made on the basis of those business plans. 
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the restructuring of the automotive industry in December 2008 prompted widespread concern 

amongst taxpayers and politicians throughout North America (The Star, 2009). A series of 

meetings and negotiations between the automotive companies, government officials, company 

stakeholders, and labour unions took place in the months that followed (see Table 5: Panel A for 

the detailed timeline of the restructuring, as well as Panel B for the specific funding amounts paid 

out by the Canadian and Ontario governments). The programme created for the automotive 

manufacturers became a complex system of loans, policies and procedures that were established 

and executed by the government. 

On November 18 and 19, 2008, the Big Three automakers testified in U.S. Congress and 

requested US $25 billion in funding for the industry.43 To address the monetary concerns of 

providing loans to the automakers, the U.S. Congress government requested financial viability 

plans be submitted before any funds were disbursed. These viability plans would lay out the 

companies’ plans for the future, beginning with the restructuring and into the medium and long-

term future, details of manufacturing costs, labour relations and expected financials were also 

included. Though these sessions were being held in Washington, D.C., the Canadian and Ontario 

governments were implicated, due to the existence of Canadian Chrysler and General Motors of 

Canada Limited (GMCL) manufacturing plants in Ontario and became actively involved in the 

prospect of loaning funds to the automotive industry to ensure production stayed in Canada.  

The first viability plans were submitted to the government on December 2. Ford 

requested funding, though it specifically wanted access to line of credit guarantee, rather than a 

loan per se (Ford Motor Company, 2008); Chrysler and General Motors (GM), in contrast, 

                                                      
43 Representatives for the companies were as follows: Chrysler Chairman Robert Nardelli, Ford President 
Alan Mulally, and GM Chairman Rick Wagoner. 
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requested substantial loans directly from the government.44 From an accounting perspective the 

viability plans were disassembled by the due diligence experts hired by the government from 

accounting firms to search for properly articulated numbers, industry outlooks and assessments of 

the companies as a going concern.45 Due diligence became a key term in the restructuring in 

reference to the government analysis. For Government Official 1 due diligence was “part of the 

company investment deal; used to review financial statements; test assumptions; scrutinize plans 

and give opinion that helps you determine what needs to be done. We wanted to make sure that 

the standards used conformed to acceptable standards.” The viability plans became the window to 

each company’s past, present, and possible future. 

On December 10, 2008, the U.S. House of Representatives approved an automotive 

industry restructuring bill. In a swift response, the U.S. Senate voted to reject the bill on the same 

day. The restructuring details in the viability plans were seen as not enough, without any 

indication as to the repayment of the loan requested, the future outlook of the economy as it 

pertained to the industry, or the concessions the automotive manufacturers would request from 

stakeholders. The plans had a distinctly positive outlook for the automotive sector (Chrysler LLC, 

2008; General Motors Corporation, 2008). Despite the poor plans, five days later, U.S. President 

George W. Bush announced that the government would provide loans, with stipulations, totaling 

US $17.4 billion to Chrysler and GM under TARP to aid them in continuing operations until the 

next administration could take office and take further action.46  

                                                      
44 For clarification and separation purposes, Chrysler and GM will refer to the parent companies founded 
and run in the United States, Chrysler Canada and General Motors of Canada Limited (GMCL) will refer to 
the Canadian subsidiaries of the U.S. parents. 
45 The Standing committee of Industry, Science and Technology were also asked to examine the crisis in 
the automotive industry in Canada. 
46 GM would receive US $13.4 billion that month, while Chrysler received US $4.0 billion in January 2009 
(Fox News, 2010) due, in part, to the difference in the size of the companies. 
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On December 20, the Canadian and Ontario governments pledged US $3.3 billion (CDN 

$4 billion) in funds to the struggling automakers north of the border. Government Official 1 

described the Canadian and Ontario government involvement by stating that “if [we, the 

government] wanted to have a toehold still in the automotive market, [we] needed to ante up the 

money to ensure that they [the companies] kept the automotive manufacturing footprint in 

Ontario and Canada.” Premier McGuinty was quoted as saying “those people and their jobs are 

worth fighting for” (Ontario Office of the Premier, 2008). The loans, from both Canada and the 

U.S., carried strict terms and conditions, including the directive to return in February 2009 with 

better prepared viability and restructuring plans including the option of filing for bankruptcy 

(Harper, 2008a).47 At this point the U.S. was the only government to have disbursed funds to the 

automakers, Canada and Ontario would not disburse funds until March 2009 for Chrysler and 

May for GMCL. 

The viability plans outlined a number steps to be taken by the company; one of which 

(see Figures 3 and 4 for the corresponding pages from Chrysler and GMs) were cost cutting 

negotiations with the labour unions (General Motors Corporation, 2008; U.S. Department of 

Treasury, 2009).48 Central to the cost cutting negotiations was the U.S. government mandated 

labour cost per hour of US $49 (approximately CDN $60 when the government factored in the 

foreign exchange on the US $49 an hour figure), a figure analogous to the labour cost per hour of 

foreign owned automotive companies operating in the U.S. At this time the Canadian and Ontario 

governments elected to adopt the same figure for the labour-management negotiations in 

                                                      
47 Steven Rattner has penned a book on the restructuring of the automotive industry from a U.S. perspective 
(Rattner, 2010). 
48 January 2009 saw the beginning of negotiations between the United Autoworkers Union (UAW) and 
both Chrysler and GM. 
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Canada.49 Government Official 4 indicated that the choice of the $60 benchmark, was a “policy 

decision,” something that government officials decided but that: “the overriding principle was 

that Canadian manufacturers should be able to compete at as low a cost for their human resources 

as Toyota or Honda.” In essence the government felt that the labour cost should not differ 

between foreign-owned automakers (Toyota and Honda) and a domestic-owned automaker 

(Chrysler or GM). Labour cost per hour is a central figure in “standard” negotiations and the 

government continued to utilize that accounting information in these negotiations.  

Prior to negotiations beginning, the government assembled the union officials and 

company executives to create what was termed a “waterfall chart” by government officials. The 

chart was a document that outlined the cost for all aspects of the labour contract; including health 

benefits, additional benefits (including tuition assistance, vehicle purchase program etc.), 

overtime premiums and paid time off. It was designed to provide a map for those involved in 

negotiations to ensure that they were going to meet the government benchmarked labour cost per 

hour. On March 5, 2009, the CAW and GMCL began their labour-management negotiations. On 

March 8, after only three days of negotiations, the CAW and GMCL concluded their negotiations. 

The agreement reached by the CAW with GMCL purportedly achieved an all-in-labour cost per 

hour that met to the CDN $60 benchmark set by the government (Canadian Auto Workers Union, 

2009b). 

The CAW and Chrysler Canada negotiations began on March 23 and similar to the CAW 

and GMCL negotiations, the government mandated the use of the waterfall charts so that it could 

see that the benchmark was being met. In other words, it was used to make visible the invisible 

costs that are found in the verboseness of the contract. These negotiations were interrupted, 

however, on March 30 when the U.S. government released a statement announcing that both 
                                                      
49 The US $49 was the industry acknowledged labour cost per hour figure for foreign manufacturers in the 
U.S. Management, and union interviewees confirmed knowledge of this number prior to the negotiations. 
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Chrysler and GM were “not viable as currently structured” (United States Government, 2009a, 

2009b).  

After the Canadian due diligence providers completed their analysis on the expanded 

viability plans, similar to that done on the first set of plans, the Canadian and Ontario 

governments took direct action by releasing a statement announcing that “while the restructuring 

plans represent progress, they do not go far enough to ensure the long-term viability of these 

companies” (Industry Canada, 2009a).50 The Canadian government’s analysis focused on two 

points: the first was “whether the companies have demonstrated that they will be competitive in 

the marketplace,” and the second was “whether the companies will have a competitive cost 

structure over the medium to long term” (Industry Canada, 2009a). As a result of the alleged 

inadequate changes in the viability plans and the purported lack of evidence that the companies 

were taking the actions necessary to complete their plans, the automakers were directed to return 

to their stakeholders – labour, retirees, dealers and suppliers – for concessions, “to contribute 

appropriately to improve overall cost structures” (Industry Canada, 2009a). As the companies 

were pressured back to the drawing board on cost cutting measures and negotiations with other 

stakeholders, the labour-management negotiations resumed. 

Politically, the restructuring of the automotive industry was still a sensitive subject after 

the bailout of the banks in the U.S.—there was a less than 50% public approval rating of the loans 

to the automotive industry (The Canadian Press, 2009b). Government Official 4 stated in 

reference to the issues and agendas within the restructuring that:  

                                                      
50 The Canadian and Ontario government’s actions throughout the restructuring closely resemble the 
movements and decisions of U.S. government. Though there is a deviation in the labour cost per hour 
benchmark in the final negotiations, many of the actions taken by the U.S. government are mimicked by the 
Canadian and Ontario government. Government Official 7 stated that “… our parameters were developed 
in conjunction with the [United States Treasury] so some of its hard to separate from what happened in the 
United States and what happened in Canada.” This suggests an institutional theory line of investigation that 
I have chosen not to follow in this thesis but that is viable for future research. 
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[we had] to be very careful [choosing] what hills you wanted to die on because you can’t 
control the whole agenda… these [issues] are the things that are unique and we will die 
on that hill. We will not go forward if we don’t get our way on that one [issue]. 
 

The Canadian government asserted a need to ‘draw a line in the sand’ as to what they were 

willing to accept, in an effort to be seen as strong and powerful in the restructuring. The public 

statements made in March 2009 provided assurance that the loans were not going to be given 

without the requisite monetary concessions from the companies’ stakeholders and reorganization 

from the companies.  

After the announcement was made that the changes to the viability plans and steps taken 

subsequently were not adequate, the Canadian and Ontario governments decided to change the 

required labour cost per hour from CDN $60 to $57. This change was a result of the 

government’s new intention to have the benchmark be a Canadian automotive manufacturing 

worker, in a Canadian foreign-owned automotive manufacturing plant. The new figure of CDN 

$57 was now the reflection of labour cost per hour in Canada of foreign-owned automotive 

manufacturing plants, not a currency translation of the U.S. agreed upon foreign automaker 

labour cost per hour. This shift, again a policy decision by government officials made in light of 

the numerical analysis conducted on the viability plans and an examination of the industry, was 

seen as equalizing the labour cost per hour across the automotive industry in Canada according to 

Canadian wages, not U.S. wages at Canadian foreign exchange rates.  

The ensuing negotiations debated over where costs could be cut, which accounting 

standards could be used and which benefits could be changed. There were discussions about what 

cost cutting was acceptable to company management and union leadership as well as the 

government officials. The government became directly involved in these negotiations after the 

March 30 announcement by the Prime Minister, these government negotiators were tasked with 

finding the limits of the two sides in these negotiations and meeting the deadlines set. Additional 
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details will be provided in the analysis section as to the development of these negotiations. The 

CAW and Chrysler Canada negotiations continued through to April 24 when a deal was finally 

reached. 

The Chrysler contract had no cuts to base wages or to pensions, but saw changes to the 

health care contributions made by employees and retirees, as well as changes to the drug plan 

fees. Most importantly the company and union agreed to a new hire wage program—all new 

employees were hired at 70% the current base wage, with a 5% increase in wage over the 

succeeding 6 years until they reached “normal” base wage. Though these concessions created cost 

savings, it wasn’t enough – in accordance with government mandates, the agreement also set the 

wheels in motion to create a health care trust, pending a change in legislation (Canadian Auto 

Workers Union, 2009a). The health care trust, a concept introduced by the United Autoworkers 

Union (UAW) in the U.S., is a union-run trust that provided benefits to the automakers retired 

employees, effectively removing that liability from the companies’ books. 

Despite the cost savings accumulated, the U.S. government pressed Chrysler, and its new 

partner Fiat, to file for bankruptcy (though their subsidiary Chrysler Canada was did not file).51 

The “pre-packaged” bankruptcy programme was carefully constructed by the due diligence 

providers and government officials involved in the U.S. so that when Chrysler filed for Chapter 

11 bankruptcy, the UAW, Fiat, and the three governments were positioned to become the 

shareholders. When new Chrysler emerged from bankruptcy on June 10, 2009, the UAW owned 

55%, Fiat owned 35%, the U.S. government owned 8%, and the Canadian and Ontario 

governments owned 2%. Fiat actually owned a variable percentage of Chrysler as a result of their 

agreement with the government to fulfill a number of achievements over the coming years, 

                                                      
51 A partnership agreement was signed between Chrysler and Fiat S.P.A prior to the submission of the 
February 2009 viability plans. The deal was brokered in such a way that Fiat did not have to supply any 
funds to purchase the company, but would instead provide the technology for smaller, more fuel-efficient 
cars and the expertise necessary to keep the company operational (FIAT, 2009). 
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including: achievement of regulatory approvals to produce the Fiat family of engines in the U.S.; 

achievement of sales of Chrysler vehicles outside NAFTA; and achievement of regulatory 

approval to produce a Chrysler model based on Fiat technology (FIAT, 2009).  

After Chrysler Canada had concluded their negotiations, GMCL and CAW went back to 

the negotiating table. The government officials explained that “[GMCLs] viability plans were not 

good enough and they needed to continue to strip their operating costs and finalize the health care 

trust agreement in order to achieve the support of the government” (Government Official 1). This 

quote shows the importance to the government of an equitable restructuring and the necessity at 

this point to change the GMCL labour cost per hour to the government mandated benchmark of 

CDN $57. Union Specialist 1, in reference to the second round of negotiations, complained that 

“twice they changed the rules…”  

These negotiations saw GMCL and the CAW again negotiating the contract under the 

government mandated waterfall chart but this round saw the government officials seated at the 

negotiations table in the negotiation hotel with the company management and union leadership. 

The accounting numbers, figures and standards each played a role in the way that costs were cut 

from the labour cost per hour. Further details about the negotiations will be described in the 

analysis section of this chapter. The final CAW and GMCL May 2009 labour agreement was very 

similar to the Chrysler Canada contract with base wages remaining unchanged. They also 

implemented the same new hire program as Chrysler Canada. The health care trust was also 

negotiated to cover the costs of the GMCL retiree health care benefits. Each of these changes 

brought cost savings to the company over the next ten years and beyond, and the new hire 

program was a particularly important aspect of the cost savings (Canadian Auto Workers Union, 

2009c). 
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The labour-management negotiations between the UAW, GM, CAW, and GMCL were 

all finalized by May 22, 2009, allowing GM to file for bankruptcy in New York on June 1 

(GMCL did not file for bankruptcy in Canada.) Extensive preparation and planning was done 

prior to GM filing for bankruptcy on June 1, they opted to employ a “pre-packaged” bankruptcy 

process. The pre-packaged bankruptcy paved the way for GM to exit bankruptcy on July 10th. The 

United States Treasury emerged owning 60.8%, the Canadian and Ontario governments 

collectively owned 11.7%, Voluntary Employee Beneficiary Association (VEBA), a UAW-run 

benefits trust, owned 17.5%, and the remaining 10% was owned by unsecured bondholders and 

creditors from the pre-bankrupt GM. 

The Canadian government’s actions can be seen as calculated to “secure the well-being 

of each and of all” (Rose et al., 2006, p. 87); balancing the need to save the industry while also 

protecting taxpayers from the calamitous decline of the economy. The government fulfilled the 

role of guide, and facilitator throughout the restructuring, ensuring that the loans being supplied 

would benefit not only the companies but their communities. The restructuring, particularly the 

labour-management negotiations, were a series of meetings, debates and discussions around the 

loans, accounting and future outlook of the companies in which the government took both active 

and passive roles.  

 

Beyond negotiations 

During the time that the negotiations were being conducted, the companies were updating 

their viability plans to cut additional costs and setting into motion all necessary changes to their 

operations. The viability plans highlighted a number of cost savings measures taken by each 

company. At Chrysler, there was a reduction in the number of model lines being produced, a 

planned decrease in the number of dealerships, a downsizing of salaried staff as well as changes 
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to their benefits, pension plans and a freeze in raises for a number of years. At General Motors, 

they sold the Hummer, Saturn and Saab divisions while discontinuing the Pontiac line of vehicles. 

They also planned a decrease in the number of dealerships, downsized their salaried staff and cut 

benefits, pensions and froze base wages. Chrysler emerged from bankruptcy with a completely 

new set of shareholders while 10% of General Motors equity was kept by unsecured bondholders 

and creditors from old GM in exchange for giving up their creditor status. Each of these changes 

to the company structure had associated accounting cost savings and were taken into account by 

the government during the restructuring.  

Evidence from the interviews showed that beyond the cost cutting measures in the 

waterfall chart, there were two accounting costs in the negotiations that involved the labour 

unions. The first was the proper funding and restructuring of the pension fund. Prior to the 

restructuring, GMCL was subject to provincial pension legislation and as a result were only 

required to cover shorter-term service costs in their pension accounts (McFarland, 2009).52 In 

other words, this provision did not require the companies to keep up-to-date on their full 

actuarially determined pension funding requirements. A seriously underfunded pension account 

could have spelt additional disaster for the Canadian and Ontario governments if they had been 

required to guarantee a certain portion of the pensions if either of the companies failed. As a 

result the labour contract and loan agreement stipulated that GMCL would over the next several 

years bring their pension accounts up–to-date on contributions based on “solvency” calculations 

(Canadian Auto Workers Union, 2009c; Shiell et al., 2012; see Table 5: Panel B for full details on 

the funds distributed to Chrysler Canada and GMCL).53 

                                                      
52 GMLC and Chrysler were beneficiaries of legislation that denoted them as “too big to fail.” Algoma 
Steel Inc. and Stelco Inc. were the two other main beneficiaries of this legislation – both of which later filed 
for bankruptcy and have since been sold.  
53 The Pension Benefits Act was legislated by the government to provide an extension of temporary 
solvency relief for private sector pension plans (Financial Services Commission of Ontario, 2013b). 
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The second major accounting cost embedded within these negotiations was health care 

costs. The proposal was that these costs were to be limited via a creation of a health care trust. 

This would allow Chrysler Canada and GMCL to remove the remainder of the legacy costs from 

their financial statements; the total legacy costs from their financial statements consisted of both 

the pension and health care costs for the 40,000 retirees of the companies.54 The agreement 

enabled the companies to transfer a set dollar amount to a union-run health care trust that would 

provide all future health care benefits to the retirees of both companies in Canada.55 Though its 

formation had been agreed to during the restructuring negotiations, the health care trust required a 

change in public policy. Union Specialist 1 commented on the health care trust by stating that 

“the government had to write up legislation which they did in the [2010] spring budget that 

enacted or enabled this sort of structure to exist in Canada under the tax rules.”56 Without 

government legislation in this step the health care trust would not have come to fruition and the 

cost savings and viability plans would not have met the government loan terms and conditions.57 

The accounting and financial numbers were used by the government officials, and their 

hired experts, to track the cost savings of the companies within the restructuring. The 

employment of non-governmental experts occurred, for the most part, because the government 

officials desired third-party verification of the measurement and evaluation of the costs within the 

labour-management negotiations and the broader restructuring. Government Official 4 stated this 

position as: “we’re not pension accounting experts or health care trust accounting experts, we 

                                                      
54 GMCL had approximately 30,000 retirees, while Chrysler Canada had approximately 10,000 retirees at 
the time. 
55 In 2010, it was announced that Chrysler Canada would pay $1.325 billion into the health care trust 
(Canadian Auto Workers Union, 2010b), while in 2011 it was announced that GMCL would pay $2.535 
billion (The Canadian Press, 2011). These payments would occur over the next 7 years.  
56 The health care trust was created in December 2010 and is now known as Automotive Sector Retirees 
Health Care Trust (asrTrust). 
57 This legislative change was a rare example of the government use of sovereign power in these 
negotiations, that is the government acted to change the “rules of the game” so as to enable these proposals 
to be put into effect. 
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brought them in, as did the unions, it was critical to those conversations.” The accounting was 

utilized in both a positive and negative way to ensure the government objectives were met. Each 

group involved, including the government, company management and company stakeholders, had 

their own objectives, technologies and procedures to following during the restructuring. 

Fulfillment of the terms and conditions for the government loans was not an easy task but the 

stated overarching goal for all involved was to ensure the continuation of the companies and 

industry in Canada.  

 

Aftermath 

 Chrysler Canada repaid $1.7 billion of its loans, the full amount still outstanding, on 

May 30, 2011 (Department of Finance Canada, 2011). After previously trading in the remainder 

of their loan receivable for stock, the Canadian and Ontario governments sold the remainder of 

their Chrysler stock in July 2010 and are fully divested from the company (Deveau, 2011). 

GMCL paid back $1.5 billion in loans (including $83 million in interest) to the Canadian and 

Ontario government in April 2010 (Harper, 2010; Industry Canada, 2010). The remainder of the 

loan was converted to equity during the GM IPO in November 2010 (Deveau, 2011). The 

Canadian and Ontario Governments own approximately 9% of the preferred shares in GM as well 

as 11.7% of the common shares (Keenan & McCarthy, 2012). According to one calculation, the 

U.S. and Canadian taxpayers lost $1.3 billion on the Chrysler restructuring loans (Muller, 2012). 

Though the loans were “repaid in full”, a portion of the loan was converted to equity prior to that 

payment and when the government sold their equity stake, the price they received for their shares 

was not equivalent to the remaining loan amount provided to Chrysler. Similar calculations have 

not been made for GM because the Canadian and Ontario government have not sold their GM 

shares. 
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Though there was hope for the repayment of loans at the outset of the restructuring, it 

was not an expectation when the funds were disbursed. As highlighted by all the government 

officials, and summarized by Government Official 4, “we never expected to make money on the 

shares, the fact that they paid the loans back was a momentous occasion.” Government Official 4 

also commented that  

…we didn’t ever buy shares in those companies to make money; we bought shares in 
those companies to keep them from a calamitous decline. Saving the individual 
companies from bankruptcy was not our objective. The investment was an investment in 
the industry, and the buying of time. 
 
In the 2012 negotiations between the CAW and the Big Three automakers, the contracts 

were ratified with an updated wage schedule which saw an increase in the number of years before 

a new hire reached “normal” wage status (from 6 to 10 years), a $3,000 ratification bonus, and 

annual “profit sharing” payments to the rank and file (Canadian Auto Workers Union, 2012a, 

2012b, 2012c). These agreements extended the cost savings to the company and have allowed the 

companies to continue working with and on their restructuring plans.  

Due to bankruptcy and funding requirements, the government was a pivotal player in the 

restructuring efforts of the automotive industry. The role that they ended up playing grew 

substantially as the severity of the crisis became apparent to the companies, its stakeholders, and 

government officials. Control over final loan amounts, agreements between company and 

stakeholders, and, in the end, becoming shareholders in the companies, gave the government 

more power than was initially predicted. Throughout the final months of 2008 and the first seven 

months of 2009, government officials, union leaders, and company management spent much of 

their time creating and participating in a programme conceived to save the automotive industry 

and the cities that it formed and sustains.  
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3.5  Analysis 

The case study has introduced the important dates and actors involved in the restructuring 

of the automotive industry. The analysis that follows highlights the actions and technologies used 

by the government officials, union executives and company management throughout this 

government programme. In an attempt to further interpret the actions and movements of 

government actors following governmentality theory, I divide the analysis section into 

government at a distance (the absence of government actors in a programme) and government in 

action (the presence of government actors in a programme). This division is an artificial construct 

that enables me to better explore the theoretical nuances in the context of this case study. 

 Government at a distance 3.5.1

At the beginning of the restructuring the Canadian government attempted to be seen as 

refraining from direct intervention in the labour management negotiations, acting at a distance 

through the viability plan constraints and the forum for the creation of the waterfall chart to guide 

the labour-management cost cutting. These actions highlight the “calculations in one place with 

action at another” (Miller & Rose, 1990, p.9) by government officials that is often seen in the 

literature (cf. Neu, 2000; Graham, 2010). The government officials interviewed claimed to 

understand how important the accounting and financial plans were. To continue the action at a 

distance tradition in programmes, in December 2008 the government hired outside consultants 

including legal counsel, actuarial scientists, and accounting experts, many from the Big Four 

accounting firms, to scrutinize the viability plans and financial data submitted. In defense of this 

decision Government Official 1 stating that: “if we are going to support them we need all their 

financial information and there needs to be a reasonable plan for the future”. In addition, 

Government Official 1 underscored that “we needed to understand the financial state of the 

companies.” Prior literature has also highlighted that “the technologies of budgets, audits, 
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standards and benchmarks… [are] so crucial to the operationalization of programs of governing at 

a distance” (Rose et al., 2006, p. 95). The Canadian and Ontario governments proceeded to utilize 

the viability plans, standards and benchmarks to facilitate the restructuring at a distance in the 

beginning of 2009. 

In the government’s analysis of the information provided, there were two primary 

accounting tools that they focused on utilizing during the labour-management negotiations: the 

viability plans (comprehensive overview of the restructuring and the company, their current plan, 

their future plans and how they intended to deal with the loans) and the labour costs (including 

pension, health care costs, and retiree costs) as represented by the waterfall charts. By requesting 

the companies’ submission of viability plans, the government had hoped that the companies 

would map out, with minimal government intervention, what they needed to do in order to meet 

the government funding requirements. The government’s analysis and judgment of the viability 

plans were “differentiated by time and space” (Jeacle, 2012, p. 586) from the creation of them, 

loosely aligning the companies and stakeholders into a “functioning network” (Miller & Rose, 

1990, pp. 9-10). The viability plans brought attention to “the role of accounting as a frame of 

meaning for actors and sets of actors, capable of shaping their cognition and their actions, rather 

than being purely external to …” (Miller and Power, 2013, p. 577) the organization and the 

restructuring.  

The government’s hired outside consultants, many of whom had a history of dealing with 

bankruptcy and restructuring, were tasked throughout the restructuring with verifying the 

appropriateness and accuracy of the viability plans. Government Official 7 confirmed these 

experts were tasked with undertaking “full due diligence of the viability of these companies going 

forward, based on the plans that they submitted to the government.” All of the governments 

involved reported on March 30, 2009 that the viability plans had not gone far enough in stripping 
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costs to warrant the government loans. Government Official 1 had explained the scrutinization of 

the viability plans as an examination of whether the companies were going concerns, and “given 

what was proposed [funding-wise] how they were going to deal with the suppliers, employees, 

bonds, loans etc. There needed to be a full understanding of the implications that were being 

brought upon them [in accepting the government loans].” In the later versions of the viability 

plans the government wanted to be sure that “enough costs had been stripped from the company” 

(Government Official 1) to meet the government loan terms and conditions. The government 

utilized the viability plans as the overarching parameters for restructuring the automotive 

companies; in the end though the companies cut their costs, bankruptcy for Chrysler and GM was 

still required to receive the loans from the U.S. government.  

The second piece of accounting information focused on by the government, while 

attempting to maintain a distance from the restructuring negotiations, was the labour cost per hour 

benchmark. In an attempt to better understand the calculable space of the labour-management 

negotiations, a committee was assembled in January 2009 before the negotiations began in 

Canada in March. Government Official 4 commented that, “we had to challenge the accuracy of 

the data being used.” Co-chaired by the governments of Canada and Ontario, the committee was 

tasked with determining the actuarial and accounting standards and assumptions that were being 

used to calculate labour cost per hour. “We brought [labour and company negotiation officials] to 

the table through a series of very long conference calls… it was always presented from the very 

beginning as a very technical committee. This is just fact finding, not a negotiations forum,” 

stated Government Official 5. They also explained that: “[a] forum for technical exchange can 

work to a point but I would say that on the whole it was successful - as it eliminated a lot of 

noise, a lot of little red herrings” (Government Official 5) when it came to assumptions and 

interpretations of the accounting and numbers being used. Government Official 3 recalled that 
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there were two main debates during these meetings: “the first [was] how the number is measured 

and then what the actual number is. So you have to kind of get to an agreement on the first and 

then you have to try to get to an agreement on the second.” 

This technical forum established the “waterfall charts”—the documents that contained 

accounting information outlining the possible cost savings in the labour contract (see Table 6). 

The waterfall chart, with the initially stated objective of $60 labour cost per hour, was a 

technology used at a distance to provide flexibility to the company and union in their 

negotiations. The flexibility was derived from the fact that the government, while placing cost 

goals on the negotiations, did not dictate where the costs savings were required to come from in 

the waterfall chart. “The waterfall chart summarized a number of cost savings that could be 

achieved in these negotiations. Then it all boiled down to one ‘plug’ which was how big a cost 

savings they would get…” (Government Official 5). Government Official 7 claimed that, “we set 

parameters by which we expected the company to be competitive.” The waterfall charts linked 

the gap between the negotiated numbers and the benchmarks set. Government Official 4 claimed 

that “if [the companies] couldn’t demonstrate competitive labour costs in Canada, we weren’t 

going to be there, that was a fundamental principle to us.” The waterfall chart is a device that 

provided freedom to the union and company to choose a variety of paths (theoretically similar to 

the subjectivizing aspect of accounting highlighted by Miller & Power [2013]) while the 

government still maintained control over the device. As competitive labour rates were a 

fundamental accounting calculation in the restructuring and one of the core issues, labour cost per 

hour, a standard benchmark used by the union and company negotiators for years, became one of 

the calculable spaces.  

During the negotiations stage of the restructuring, the accounting information can often 

be seen at the forefront of the discussions, enabling action on the actions of others. The 
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accounting inscription, the waterfall chart, often served as the substitute for the government’s 

presence at the negotiations table, partially because the government’s bottom line during the 

restructuring was to ensure that the cost savings objectives were achieved. In an attempt to act at 

a distance, the government officials were not at the initial negotiations tables. This tactic allowed 

CAW, Chrysler Canada and GMCL to initially conduct the negotiations without the government 

being present, but within the calculable space of the waterfall chart. The waterfall charts was used 

by the government to achieve the objective of controlling the costs of labour in the automotive 

industry without direct government intervention in the negotiations. The viability plans also came 

into focus as a part of the government’s source of power and knowledge (Sánchez-Matamoros et 

al., 2005). The government was concerned with the viability plans ability to predict the future of 

the companies, in essence territorializing the companies into calculable spaces (Miller & Power, 

2013).  

By using accounting at a distance, the government enabled the individuals involved to act 

within its set of parameters. The government also demonstrated control over portions of the 

negotiations and discussions that occurred through the viability plan data. Particularly in the 

labour-management negotiations emphasized here, the accounting information in the waterfall 

chart became the driver behind cost cutting achieved in the negotiations. Both, the viability plan 

and the waterfall chart, became the forceful tools, used to measure and evaluate the performance 

of the company, often determining if the company succeeded in meeting the government’s 

calculated and constructed benchmarks. 

  Government in action – direct intervention 3.5.2

In March 2009 when the announcement was made by the Canadian government that the 

companies’ had not provided enough cost cutting measures to meet the government’s terms and 

conditions for additional loans, the government opted to directly intervene in the labour-
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management negotiations. The Canadian government believed, as a result of their analysis, that 

the prior benchmark of $60 labour cost per hour did not provide sufficient enough cost cutting 

measures and changed the labour cost per hour benchmark to $57. The original $60 benchmark 

was based on foreign automotive manufacturing workers in the U.S. converted to Canadian 

dollars, while the $57 an hour figure was based on foreign owned automotive manufacturing 

workers in Canada (e.g. Toyota in Cambridge, Ontario). The government wanted to be seen as 

“levelling the playing field” of labour rates in Canada.58 Union Specialist 1 in defense of the 

original waterfall charts stated that: 

we sat up here … and reached an agreement that was satisfactory to [the company], fit 
their restructuring plan, that we could live with and ratify, and did ratify and then we’re 
told by the U.S. Treasury and the Canadian government that it wasn’t good enough…. 
 

During the second half of the Chrysler negotiations and the second round of GMCL negotiations 

in the spring, the Canadian and Ontario governments became an active presence at the 

negotiations table, often overseeing the discussions and meetings between management and 

labour. The waterfall charts became more than just action at a distance, with the introduction of 

the $57 labour cost per hour figure, the waterfall charts were reconfigured and the government 

negotiators took the charts to the negotiations table with them.  

In this set of negotiations, with the government at the table, the waterfall charts and its 

associated parameters played an even larger role in directing the discussions. These parameters 

were set because the government had determined in late March 2009 that the viability plans (and 

correspondingly the labour contract) did not meet the government’s expectations about what 

needed to be done at the companies in order to qualify for the loans. Government Official 4 stated 

that “it was if we were setting the terms so they had to kind of satisfy us, not instead of the 

company, but as well as the company.” In this set of negotiations the government wanted to see 
                                                      
58 The concept of “levelling the playing field” was often used by the CAW to justify pattern bargaining in 
the automotive industry. 
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specific changes to the pension agreement, the creation of the health care trust and dictated that 

costs needed to be cut from labour cost per hour. Union Specialist 2 stated that “we had to reach 

an agreement on the whole health care, retiree health care benefit issue or not get the 

government’s support.” In other words, the flexible use of the waterfall charts in the early 

negotiations was made less flexible with direct government intervention.  

As the federal and provincial lead negotiators, Government Official 1 and Government 

Official 4 were tasked with finding the cost cutting limits to the labour cost per hour, determining 

the compromise between the company and union limits, and ensuring that the negotiations came 

to a cost cutting resolution within the allotted time. They helped keep the discussions moving 

forward and on point: “On several occasions we needed to intervene… to say ʻno it’s not good 

enough or you have to get on with it, we need this by Thursday otherwise we’re pulling out’” 

(Government Official 4). Each government lead appeared to understand how labour-management 

negotiations worked and indicated that they used the process to their advantage, while often 

claiming they attempted to refrain from directly intervening in the process (i.e. so strong is the 

belief in action at a distance even when the government was at the table the actors needed to 

maintain the belief that they were not directly intervening). As the greatest concern here was the 

avoidance of a collapse of the automotive sector; the government leads leveraged the power of 

persuasion over those involved by reminding the actors that the government held the purse strings 

(and could withdraw the promise of funds if the benchmarks were not met). Government Official 

4 indicated, “it wasn’t so much about the company, it was more about what the union was 

prepared to let go of to meet the target that we set.” Local Union President 1 explained the 

process by stating that:  

We would meet with the company on issues, we’d come to an agreement on those issues. 
Then they’d bring that package that we put together collectively to the government. Then 
the government would oversee it or look at it and they would make recommendations 
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back to us. “We’ll agree that you can do this, or this, but we want this changed and that 
changed.” 
 

The government officials, as shown in this quote, were the arbitrators in this negotiation, actively 

involved in the conversations, dictating not only the benchmarks but oversaw the calculations 

attributable to the cost cutting.  

To ensure that deadlines set for loan disbursements and restructuring plans were not 

missed, the Canadian government also set strict timelines for the negotiations. As Government 

Official 4 explained:  

…it was a constant kind of game of threats, they were real threats. So definitely we were 
facilitating and had to facilitate…in our role as facilitator the important thing to 
understand is what is really important to the two sides so there is a lot of “you’re going to 
go talk to one side and hear them out” and then “you’re going to go talk to the other side 
and hear them out.” 
 

The government took an active role in pushing the company and labour to meet those deadlines. 

The deadlines and parameters were tactics employed by the government while directly 

intervening and Foucault (1991) has stated that “the government employs certain tactics to 

arrange things in such a way that certain ends are achieved” (p. 93). The “ends” in this 

programme was “avoiding the disorderly collapse of the automotive industry” (Government 

Official 1). 

In the final labour-management negotiations agreements to create the health care trust 

and fully fund the pension plans were facilitated by the government through the use of sovereign 

power to allow these changes to occur. The health care trust required government sovereign 

intervention through the enactment of legislation to allow the existence of the fund under tax 

laws.59 The creation of the calculable space in the health care trust was a technology 

implemented, with calculations showing it would provide cost savings to the company. The 

                                                      
59 The Chrysler Canada health care trust was approved in December 2010 while the GMCL health care trust 
was approved by the Ontario Court of Justice in November 2011. 
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funding of the pension plans was designed to ensure the Pension Benefit Guarantee Fund, a 

provincially legislated fund, would not be required to step in and provide funds to the retirees if 

the companies went bankrupt (Financial Services Commission of Ontario, 2013a).  

The Canadian government required CAW and GMCL to return to the bargaining table in 

May in order to be eligible for the loans GMCL had requested. GMCL was the larger company, 

with significantly more costs to cut and as a result the labour-management discussions amounted 

to an even more in-depth, active examination of the $57 waterfall charts and the calculations it 

contained. The alleged severity of the situation saw the government push through multiple lines 

of resistance between the union leadership and company executives: “We had to be very, very 

firm and keep making sure that all the promises that were made would be lived up to” 

(Government Official 4). As described by Government Official 4, 

…as a DIP [Debtor-in-possession] provider we essentially set the bar, so we would say 
“you need to get your benefit cost down by this much, and if you can’t do that, it’s not 
solvent it’s not a sustainable operation and we wouldn’t invest.” 
 

The accounting was utilized by government officials to ensure changes were made so that the 

companies would qualify for the loans. It was through active mediation and coercion by numbers 

by the government directly involved in this round of negotiations that it is claimed to be the 

reason that these negotiations were successful in achieving the parameters wanted by the 

government. A rather circular round of arguments to be certain. 

The federal and provincial government leads were deeply involved in the measurement, 

evaluation, and discussion of the calculated costs and the accounting data sets being used in the 

labour-management negotiations. Though it is not often the government that becomes directly 

involved as a party at the table in labour-management negotiations, Government Official 1 

explained, 

…while [the] government has been involved in restructuring we tend to keep our distance 
from labour negotiations. Governments typically do not get [involved], that’s between a 
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company and its union. In this one we actually had to because there were a number of 
elements to it, the governments were not going to invest in these companies unless as we 
all said, everybody took a haircut. 
 

At crucial points during the negotiations, the government intervened when the discussions were 

not proceeding as the government wanted them to. Government Official 4 described this decision 

to act within the negotiations as: “we intervened because they didn’t get it.”  

Within these negotiations, there were three different perspectives, three different starting 

points, and numerous voices trying to be heard. Local Union President 1 had stated that “to be 

quite honest it was a pretty stressful time for all of us because you felt like you were sort of not in 

control.” As the self-described “facilitator” in the final rounds of negotiations the government 

leads oversaw and approved the cost cutting to the labour contracts. In the end the government, 

company and its stakeholders came to an agreement on the terms and conditions of the 

government loans, agreements that kept both Chrysler Canada and GMCL out of bankruptcy in 

Canada. 

3.6  Discussion 

The automotive industry restructuring became an important government programme that 

supported the manufacturers during a time of economic instability. The government negotiators 

played a variety of roles during the restructuring including guide and facilitator to ensure that 

each benchmark set was achieved on time. This study demonstrates how the Canadian 

government officials drew upon a diverse set of accounting information, actions, and technologies 

to help restructure the Canadian automotive industry and shape the embedded negotiations. Their 

use of accounting information corresponded to the variety of roles that they were playing and was 

often used strategically to provide support to the restructuring negotiations and “secure the well-

being of each and of all” (Rose et al., 2006, p. 87). Accounting became “a powerful device in the 

shaping of social and economic life” (Jeacle, 2012, p. 587) during the automotive industry 
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restructuring. Following the accounting and the government negotiators, the case study highlights 

that the government played a significant role in the restructuring of the automotive industry, 

employing a wide range of strategies while shifting between action at a distance and government 

in action. The government’s role extended beyond serving as a mere provider of funds to a more 

active role as a guide, facilitator, mediator and coercer in the various phases of the programme 

that came to fruition.  

Foucault defined governmentality to highlight the actions government took to control the 

people they governed. In the literature that has followed, researchers have examined how the 

government acts at a distance through programmes to ensure the “conduct of conduct” (Gordon, 

1991, p. 3). Dean (2010c) describes how government officials have handled crises in our history, 

bringing into focus the changes in actions, risks, and technologies since 9/11 and the 2008 

financial crises. In Dean’s examination, he brings forward the thought that researchers rely too 

often on historical definitions and accounts but that times have and continue to change. He 

suggests that “one should seek a balance between governing too much and governing too little” 

(Dean, 2010c, p. 463). Graham and Neu (2003) highlight the importance of accounting in the 

changing world, particularly through supranational organizations. In a similar way, Bailey (2006) 

utilizes critical state theory to analyze the history of change in the European Union governance in 

the last two decades. These two studies show that environmental shifts can motivate changes in 

the roles of governmentality, leading back to Dean’s notion of change in theoretical definitions 

while Foucault had stated that “governing people… is always a versatile equilibrium” (1993, p. 

204). The change in tactics to seek a balance could point to a varied range of strategies, tactics, 

technologies, and actions used by a government in action to achieve their goals. As recent 

literature has brought to the forefront these new issues, this case study draws attention to the shift 

from action at a distance to direct intervention at a micro level. 
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The Canadian government has taken action in negotiations before but in a different way; 

in the private sector the government has introduced back to work legislation utilizing an arbitrator 

after the fact and in the public sector the government has legislated wage rollbacks (Hebdon and 

Warrian, 1999; Swimmer and Bartkiw, 2003; Public Service Alliance of Canada, 2009). The 

imposition of the government on freely negotiated contracts in private industry as was done in the 

restructuring is largely unprecedented (MacKinnon, 2012; Canadian Foundation for Labour 

Rights; 2013). This creates a unique context to view the actions of the government and analyze 

their use of accounting. It was their physical presence at the labour-management negotiations 

table that changed the dynamic of the programme, its associated technology and the nature of the 

calculable spaces.  

Without an understanding of the calculated spaces and accounting information, the 

restructuring may not have achieved the government objective of “avoiding the collapse of the 

automotive industry” (Government Official 1). The government utilized their power and control 

through a focus on a particular form of accounting information embedded in the waterfall chart in 

the negotiations as well as withholding the loan funds until the government’s aims were achieved 

such that they could assert that the loans were being given to a viable industry. Throughout the 

restructuring the viability plans became one of the governable technologies that the government 

placed parameters on and continued to act on from a distance. The waterfall charts and viability 

plans highlighted the important numbers and figures and were called upon to push the company 

and its stakeholders towards an agreement. The government could be seen strategically 

employing certain tactics at various points during the restructuring to “protect the country and the 

investment of taxpayer funds” even if this was just a rhetorical device. The government made use 

of the accounting and financial information available to them to direct the companies and 

stakeholders on the perceived “right” path, often from a distance. As Foucault has shown, modern 
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neo-liberal governments attempt to take action at a distance so as to avoid being seen as the 

decision maker. The “distance” they create divorces the government from the responsibility of the 

effects of the neoliberal agenda they seek to advance but without the possibility of blame if things 

do not turn out as they “should” as a result of the actions taken.  

However, I find that the government functioned in a variety of capacities during the 

restructuring, from action at a distance to employing sovereign power rarely but more frequently 

employing government in action with direct intervention without the coercive power of 

legislation. The empirics and analysis emphasize that action at a distance was evident but that 

this simple category fails to fully describe the nuances of the government actions in the 

restructuring. Government in action is shown here as being an important piece of this programme 

when it comes to government actions and technologies. Unlike the “delicate affiliation” between 

people supposed by Miller and Rose (1990, p. 9), the government’s actions here are a reflection 

of force and power excised in a manner unlike that posited by Foucault in his analysis of 

sovereign power versus action at a distance. By using accounting to mediate the negotiations, the 

government ensured that they had “calculable and manageable spaces” (Rose et al., 2006, p. 94) 

to govern as they felt necessary. The actions of the government reflect Dean’s (2010c) notion that 

there needs to be a “balance between too much and too little governing” (p. 463). Utilizing 

sovereign and more frequently disciplinary power via their direct intervention, the Canadian 

government exercised power to regulate and create order in the restructuring of the automotive 

industry.  

Accounting was drawn upon in its various guises to support the restructuring, and played 

a substantiating role in the government’s forceful actions. The use of accounting appears to 

follow the nature of government action in the restructuring. There were stages during the 

restructuring where the government acted at a distance, in particular when it came to the 
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company’s initial creation and recrafting of the viability plans, as well as during the first set of 

labour-management negotiations. In the latter, by establishing the minimum cost savings figure 

that was needed prior to the labour-management negotiations beginning; the government could 

allow Chrysler Canada, GMCL and CAW to conduct the negotiations on their own in March. The 

waterfall chart at that time provided flexibility to the union and companies in terms of where 

costs were cut from.  

The viability plans were the purported blueprints for each company’s restructuring 

efforts, including the cuts to dealership networks, changes to creditor obligations and concessions 

from labour. Plans for and achievement of the cost cutting measures were part of the conditions 

that the government required to be met before the loans were made in Canada. The due diligence 

experts hired by the government were tasked with analyzing the viability plans and providing 

information as to the likelihood of these plans being sufficient to ensure the going concern of the 

two companies. The accounting formulation, the waterfall charts that were approved by the 

government and its experts, became the parameters for the negotiations when the government was 

acting at a distance during the restructuring efforts. The use of the waterfall charts prior to March 

30 and the viability plans emphasizes the fact that accounting was seen as subjectivizing (Miller 

& Power, 2013) or controlling of the individuals involved in the restructuring, while, at the same 

time, allowing them freedom to choose certain paths, or cost savings, within the restructuring.  

When the Canadian government took action during the restructuring the lead government 

negotiators became mediators. They utilized the accounting information, the waterfall chart set to 

obtain labour cost per hour at $57, to push, pull and coerce the union and company to make the 

changes that the government felt was necessary for the viability plans to work. These numerical 

parameters became immovable and inflexible relative to the role they played in the initial round 

of negotiations where the government was acting at a distance. As deployed by the government in 
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this instance accounting can be seen as a source of power and played a role in the control that the 

government attempted to achieve over the conduct of those involved in the programme.  

What the analysis highlights is that when the government was acting at a distance, the 

parameters in the waterfall charts were government sanctioned, but permitted more flexibility and 

scope for adaptation to the company and union wants and needs as they were not deployed as 

fixed and immutable categories. Conversely, when the government directly intervened in the 

restructuring, it used the same accounting, the waterfall charts, to set clear and immutable 

parameters and forced agreements between the networks involved using much more inflexible 

accounting.  

In light of the call to see change in the governmentality perspective, questions and 

observations from this case study arise as to the shift between action at a distance and 

government in action. The Canadian government wanted to be seen as extracting real 

concessions, holding each group accountable for their past actions and at times attempting to 

direct the actions of those involved. While the groups, particularly the union and company, were 

at odds fighting behind the scenes, there was an acknowledgement that cooperation was necessary 

if the industry and its associated employment was to be salvaged. The government chose to 

become directly involved in the restructuring as a result of the failure of what they perceived as 

the companies and unions inability to realize the need for, and achievement of, further cost 

cutting measures to ensure industry viability, at least in the eyes of the government’s experts. The 

challenges of contemporary government are manifold. This analysis raises important questions 

about when the government will direct intervene or when it will act at a distance. It is this shift 

between action at a distance and government in action that has not been highlighted in prior 

literature and this case study provides evidence of and some rationale for the shift and possible 

motivations behind it.  
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3.7  Conclusion 

The restructuring of the North American automotive industry was, and to some extent is, 

an ongoing process; the magnitude of the loans and extent of involvement of a diverse set of 

company, union and government officials in the restructuring provides ample material for 

scholars to study across a broad range of the social sciences. This case study follows the 

government officials and accounting through the restructuring and embedded labour-management 

negotiations. The focus of the negotiations on the company viability plans and waterfall charts 

brought the accounting to the forefront of the negotiations. I highlight that accounting is used to 

determine the viability of the companies and to persuade the company and union of cost cutting 

measures.  

A review of the literature in governmentality in accounting reveals that a focus of this 

body of work has been to promote the notion of government action at a distance. Under this 

view, neoliberal governments are argued to seek the creation of “locales, entities and persons able 

to operate a regulated autonomy” (Rose & Miller, 1992, p. 173). This literature has less 

commonly contemplated a more direct, interventionist role of government (Dean, 2010c). This 

study highlights both aspects of a government’s movement by finding that the Canadian 

government played a variable (both active and distant), but substantial, role in enabling and 

coercing the restructuring along the path that the government and its experts believed needed to 

be taken to lead to recovery in the automotive industry. Corresponding to the variable role of the 

government in the restructuring was the changing uses of accounting by government officials. 

The findings highlight that the accounting was flexible and allowed for some adaptation when the 

government was acting at a distance. The accounting is also used as an inflexible parameter, often 

forcing agreements when the government was active in their role of facilitating the restructuring.  



 

 

100

Of course, the key findings of this research are context specific. Numerous measures 

have been undertaken to enhance the validity of the case, including canvassing a range of 

different individuals, confidentiality undertakings, and confirming findings with respondents. The 

utilization of archived data aided in confirming findings where possible and provided a rich 

context for the analysis. There are limitations to this study, including the inability to obtain 

permission to interview the due diligence providers hired by the government during the 

restructuring. The analysis is also deliberately limited by the decision not to problematize the 

government actions and benchmarks within the restructuring. Examining these issues provide a 

rich context for further research.  

This chapter explores a multi-party labour-management negotiation that occurred as the 

result of economic distress in a company. The intervention and involvement of the government is 

unique and with further analysis can provide insights into the industrial relations literature. Wage 

determinants have a long history in the industrial relations literature, dating back to Dunlop’s 

(1944) economic organization and Ross’ (1948) political institutions. These negotiations 

potentially add government intervention to negotiations where no job actions have commenced 

and to revise freely negotiated agreements between labour and management in the name of the 

greater good for the industry and the overall economy. In addition, the sophistication of the union 

leadership to undertake this challenging negotiation can provide insight for other union leadership 

as to the utilization of accounting information in difficult negotiations, albeit in this case perhaps 

all that was achieved was limiting the negative outcomes rather than leading to positive gains for 

the union members and leaders. 

Future research could further investigate contemporary government’s actions, whether 

active or distant, in a programme’s implementation and maintenance phases. Most extant 

literature has focused on action at a distance in the governmentality theory, while recent research 
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has suggested that there is an active aspect to governing in contemporary society (Dean, 2010b, 

2010c). Future research may also examine the role of accounting in the creation of the health care 

trust, which was a significant part of the cost savings achieved in the restructuring.  
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Table 5: Timeline of the automotive industry restructuring 

Panel A: Negotiations and restructuring timeline 

Date Event 
November 6, 2008 Big Three CEOs meet with House Speaker and Senate Majority leader in 

the U.S.60 
November 18, 2008 Big Three Automakers approach U.S. Congress for $25 billion in loans for 

the industry – deemed to be short term financing – emergency bridge loans 
November 20, 2008 Viability plans requested of the Big Three Automakers to ensure financial 

viability prior to loan approval 
December 2, 2008 Big Three Automakers submit short-term and long-term viability plans to 

the US government  
December 5, 2008 Big Three CEOs reapproach the U.S. government for emergency bridge 

loans and access to a line of credit for Ford. 
December 8, 2008 Congress hears a Democrat proposal for $14 billion in funding for the Big 

Three 
December 10, 2008 U.S. House of Representatives approve Democrats $14B loan to the Big 

Three automakers 
December 11, 2008 U.S. Senate does not approve the funding to the Big Three automakers due 

in part to the status of certain union concessions 
December 18, 2008 U.S. President announces $17.4 billion in funding from TARP for Chrysler 

and General Motors – a deadline of March 31 is set for the companies to 
show they are financially “viable” 

December 18, 2008 Canadian government pledges $3.3 billion for the automakers as well 
January 20, 2009 Fiat takes 35% stake in Chrysler 
February 17, 2009 Viability plans required from Chrysler and GM 
February 18, 2009 Chrysler and GM request additional funding - $21.6 B additional 
February 18, 2009 Ford announces a deal with UAW to reduce labour rates 
February 27, 2009 Ford announces it will not request emergency funding from the government 
March 5, 2009 GM and CAW negotiations begin 
March 8, 2009 GM and CAW negotiations reach agreement 
March 11, 2009 Chrysler announces it will leave Canada, where it has 9000 employees, 

unless the Canadian government provides $2 billion in loans and the CAW 
agrees to cut 25% of its labor costs 

March 23, 2009 Chrysler and CAW concession negotiations open 
March 29, 2009  Rick Wagoner has agreed (with persuasion from Obama) to step down as 

CEO of General Motors 
March 30, 2009 Government releases its determination that GM nor Chrysler met the 

viability conditions in the Dec 31, 2008 loan agreement 
April 24, 2009 CAW reaches deal with Chrysler over concessions 
April 26, 2009 UAW reaches deal with Chrysler and Fiat over concessions and alliance 
April 27, 2009 GM is finalizing plans, has decided to shed Hummer, Saab and Saturn, 

                                                      
60 While these dates pertain to the United States, the Canadian subsidiaries of the American companies 
played a part in these bankruptcy filings and labour-management negotiations. The Canadian subsidiaries 
did not file for bankruptcy in Canada. 
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looking for potential buyers. Also going to phase out the Pontiac line and 
concentrate on Buick, Cadillac, GMC and Chevrolet lines. 

April 30, 2009 US and CDN government deadline for Chrysler to reach agreements on 
concessions from unions and lenders and finalize alliance with Fiat 

April 30, 2009 Chrysler files for federal bankruptcy with strict plans in place to allow 
UAW, Fiat and governments to be majority stakeholders 

May 9, 2009 The last group of dissident lenders falls apart and paves the way for a rapid 
exit from bankruptcy for Chrysler 

May 12, 2009 GM and CAW second round negotiations begin 
May 21, 2009 UAW reaches deal with GM for concessions 
May 22, 2009 GM and CAW negotiations reach agreement 
May 31, 2009 Some 1,100 U.S. dealers notified by GM on May 15 that their long-term 

franchise agreements ending in October 2010 would not be renewed 
June 1, 2009 General Motors of Canada, parent corporation General Motors US files for 

Chapter 11 bankruptcy 
June 10, 2009 Chrysler emerges from bankruptcy – UAW owns 55%, Fiat owns 20-35%, 

US government owns 8% while Canadian (and Ontario) government owns 
2% 

July 8, 2009 The Health Care Trust is created between Chrysler, General Motors and 
CAW to fund retirees health care benefits 

July 10, 2009 GM exit bankruptcy – US Treasury owns 60%, Canadian (and Ontario) 
government owns 12%, VEBA owns 18% and 10% unsecured creditors 

 

Panel B – Key dates of funding disbursements 

Date of funding disbursements 
Chrysler Canada  

(In CDN$) 
General Motors Canada 

(In US$) 
Interim loan - March 2009 $ 250 M  
Interim loan - April 2009 $ 500 M  
Export Development Canada loan $ 209 M $ 500 M* 
Interim loan - May 2009 $ 250 M  
DIP funding – May 2009 $ 1.45 B  
Restructuring loan – June 2009** $ 1.116 B $ 9.0 B 
Total funds $ 3.775 B $ 9.5 B 
* This funding was provided by Export Development Canada under commercial terms, with 2/3 
of the funds coming from the federal government and 1/3 from the provincial government (CBC 
News, 2009). 
** These funds were either repaid or exchanged for stock in the company. 

(Miller & Deslongchamps, 2009; Ontario Office of the Premier, 2009; Shiell, Somerville, & 
Stanford, 2012) 
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Table 6: Waterfall chart  

This figure and its numbers are for demonstrative purposes only and does not reflect or represent 
the numbers utilized during the automotive industry restructuring. 

$/hour 

Theoretical gap between Canadian and target labour cost per hour 21.72 

Change benefits (1.05)  

Temporary worker agreement (4.56)  

Change to paid time off (1.71)  

Change to health care coverage (0.62)  

Pension changes (0.97)  

Total impact of offer (8.91) 

Revised theoretical gap between Canadian and target labour cost 
per hour 12.81 
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Figure 3: Chrysler loan agreement requirements 

 

(Chrysler LLC, 2009b, p. 23)  
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Figure 4: General Motors loan agreement requirements 
  

(General Motors Corporation, 2009, p. 77) 
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Chapter 4 

Conclusion 

This thesis has incorporated a variety of research literature surrounding accounting, 

labour-management negotiations, trust, and governmentality. The field research conducted 

provided insights into the complex social, political, and legal environment that framed the 

implementation of the automotive industry restructuring, a government programme. This final 

chapter summarizes what has been learned from the discussions in Chapter 2 and 3 that dealt with 

accounting in labour-management negotiations, tactical trust, and government in action. It also 

provides an overview of the preceding chapters, focusing on the major theoretical contributions of 

the thesis to theory and practice. Section 4.3 then outlines the limitations of the research design 

and provides direction for future research, while the final section summarizes the major themes of 

the study and provides some concluding remarks. 

4.1 Thesis summary and contributions 

 In an attempt to further explore the role of accounting in contemporary society, this thesis 

examines the automotive industry restructuring of 2008-2009, specifically the accounting 

inscriptions utilized, the labour-management negotiations, and the role of the Canadian 

government. I focus on the actors’ use of accounting inscriptions while employing actor network 

theory and governmentality to highlight the most prevalent aspects of the restructuring throughout 

Chapters 2 and 3.This thesis provides evidence of the use of accounting in labour-management 

negotiations, as well as positing a multifaceted definition of trust and evidence of the changing 

role of the government in the creation and implementation of a programme designed to solve a 

societal problem.  
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The first part of the field research focused on the interaction between union leadership 

and company management, examining the role of accounting inscriptions in labour-management 

negotiations and the interaction between the labour and management actor-networks. Based on 

prior research, the importance of accounting inscriptions and the role that trust played in the use 

of that accounting was called into question, as well as the relationships that existed during the 

process. The empirics showed that accounting was an important aspect of negotiations in 

particular as the forum for debate during the negotiations. Each concept is one that prior literature 

has not explored through both labour and management viewpoints. As the first case study that 

contains viewpoints from both union leadership and company management, the interplay between 

actors, accounting, and trust is highlighted and adds new dimensions to the literature. 

 The use of the accounting inscriptions was also shown to reflect the trust that could be 

exhibited between those negotiating. Tactical trust was defined and modeled to highlight the 

fluctuating nature of relationships between actors, an important concept (which is not often 

accounted for in research). As a result, tactical trust is defined as the perceived expectation of the 

reliability, credibility, and reciprocity of trust behavior from a person or organization that can be 

altered by the evaluation of a situation or actions taken by those persons or organizations. The 

model incorporates the notion that the situation, actions, and reactions are all important factors in 

understanding and researching trust. This study emphasizes the malleability and adjustability of 

trust; the empirics show that trust extends beyond the actors involved to the information used 

within the setting. Most importantly, this paper highlights that trust changes—a concept that has 

not always been, but needs to be, incorporated into research. 

The second part of the field research focused on the role of the Canadian government in 

the restructuring of the automotive industry and the actors’ utilization of accounting information. 

Motivated by the financing role of the government and the changing role of the government 
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during the crisis, I explore governmentality in practice. The empirics show that the government 

not only acted at a distance, utilized their sovereign power sparingly but directly intervened when 

they felt that the restructuring was not proceeding as they believed “necessary.” The government 

utilized the company created viability plans and the government calculated waterfall charts to 

ensure their terms and conditions were met. 

The analysis highlights that the accounting information played different roles in the 

restructuring depending on the role the government was playing. When the government was 

acting at a distance, the parameters for the viability plans and the waterfall charts were flexible, 

providing room for adaption to the wants and needs of the company and union. When the 

government was in action, utilizing the same accounting, they set clear and immutable parameters 

and forced agreements between the company and unions. Similar to the trust literature that often 

views the concept as trust or distrust, the simple categories of action at a distance and 

government in action are seen to be insufficient at describing the role of the government in the 

creation and implementation of a programme. For example, the government can also been seen as 

exhibiting sovereign power, in the form of legislation, to allow for cost cutting measures needed 

for the companies’ to meet the government’s terms and conditions.  

In summary, this thesis has examined the role of accounting information in the 

restructuring of the automotive industry in 2008-2009 and highlights the importance of 

accounting in both labour-management negotiations and government programmes. By following 

the actors through the restructuring, this thesis provides first-hand accounts of the use of 

accounting in labour-management negotiations and how the government not only used accounting 

at a distance but when they directly intervened. Each aspect of the ensuing discussion extends the 

literature and provides future research possibilities by exploring the concepts defined and 

highlighted in this context.  
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In terms of insights for practice, this research highlights the pervasiveness and influence 

of accounting inscriptions on labour-management negotiations, underscoring the imperative of 

financial literacy as a core competence for effective negotiations. Although the discussion points 

and scale of negotiations in different domains are likely to vary considerably, the evidence here 

points to a key role of accounting as a forum for debate. The relationships between the actors and 

actor-networks documented reveal the circuits of power in operation in managing a crisis and the 

nature of private-public interaction in an industry under threat. This thesis also offers insights into 

the delicate nature of negotiation relationships, underscoring the importance of working relations 

in achieving outcomes. Furthermore, the analysis of government action and involvement in 

Chapter 3 provides important insights into the workings of contemporary Canadian governments 

in the face of a major crisis. 

4.2 Limitations and avenues for future research 

The automotive industry restructuring is a specific situation and, as such, the key findings 

in this research are subject to limitations. There is no corroborating evidence from other 

industries, unions, companies, or governments and so the findings of this study may not fully 

apply to other situations. Numerous measures were undertaken to reinforce the validity of the 

field research, including canvassing a range of different actors, confidentiality undertakings, and 

confirming findings and interpretations with respondents. The employment of archived 

documents aided in confirming the findings, where possible, and provided a rich context for the 

analysis. The inability to obtain permission to interview the due diligence providers hired by the 

government during the restructuring also limits the study. The analysis is also deliberately limited 

by the decision not to problematize the government actions and benchmarks within the 

restructuring.  
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There are two broad lines of future research that are highlighted in this thesis. The first is 

on the role that accounting plays in forming and maintaining relationships in any context. In 

particular, further research into the use of accounting in labour-management negotiations and the 

relationships it creates across numerous industries is suggested. Linking tactical trust to these 

relationships will aid in highlighting the dynamic nature and prompt researchers to examine trust 

from a multifaceted viewpoint. The second line of research is the investigation of a contemporary 

government’s actions, both active and passive, in the creation and maintenance phases of a 

programme. As was highlighted, most research focuses on action at a distance and has 

overlooked the government in action notion more recently introduced to the literature. Research 

into the various nuances of a contemporary government’s involvement in its own programmes 

will provide further insight for the governmentality literature and possibly highlight the 

importance of accounting in these programmes.  

4.3 Conclusion 

This thesis has been concerned with the role of accounting in the automotive industry 

restructuring, specifically looking at the role of accounting and trust in labour-management 

negotiations and the changing role of the government and accounting in this programme. In so 

doing, this study has made theoretical and empirical contributions to the extant literature relating 

to the confirmation that accounting information is an important, persuasive device in labour-

management negotiations, as well as demonstrating that trust is more than a binary concept. 

Tactical trust was introduced in this analysis to provide a multifaceted definition of trust to be 

used in future research, allowing for changes in the level and depth of trust in complex 

relationships. The thesis also expands the governmentality literature with details into the 

Canadian government’s direct intervention in its own programme.  
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