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Overview of the project and our research strategy 

 
It is increasingly noticeable that contemporary work is no longer taking part inside 
the traditional employment relationship between an employer and employees, but 
within new organizational configurations like subcontracting, interim appointments 
(obtained through an employment agency) and self-employment. These 
organizational configurations place workers (employees or self-employed) in contact 
with various entities that influence their working and employment conditions without 
necessarily endorsing the legal status of an employer, and effectively upsets the 
employment relationship by making it more complex to control workers.  
 
To understand contemporary work and employment relations, it seems necessary to 
shift the analysis from the firm level to that of the value chain, conceived as a “social 
system”, in order to take into account the nature of relationships between firms, and 
also between the firms and the different types of workforce they put into contact. The 
general objective of this research project  is to understand, from a historical and 
comparative perspective, how these new configurations operate, and their impacts on 
work, employment and the capacity of the various actors to take collective action. 
The research strategy that was chosen is that of the multiple-case study (Yin, 1989; 
Eisenhardt, 1989). Four sectors distinguished by the nature and strategy of the pivot 
firm and by the degree of qualification of the workers concerned, are targeted for 
analysis, namely: ICT business services, childcare services, transportation and food 
processing. 
 
For each of these sectors, a synchronic (current configurations) and diachronic (their 
development over the last ten years) case study of a pivotal company, its 
subcontractors, agency workers and independent workers was carried out. Due to the 
current context of globalization, subcontracting chains are spreading to multiple 
countries; the case studies on transportation equipment and food processing will thus 
focus on a multinational firm simultaneously present in Canada, France and Mexico 
(comparative case-study on these 3 countries). 
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Introduction 

 
The ‘Solution’ project 
 
This case study is about the implementation of an integrated financial management 
system (“Solution”) by a contracting firm (“Integrator”) in a public service 
organization (“Client”). Solution is a software package developed by a multi-national 
firm (“Developer”) that entrusts the implementation of its product to third parties. 
 
While the decision to implement Solution was preceded by a number of different steps 
(including a feasibility study, a study of related products, a product call for tenders, 
and product registration), through which Client had been guided by third party 
consultants, our case study starts at the moment the contract was signed by Client and 
Integrator. 
 
The project begins with the signing in 2016 of a contract between Client and 
Integrator. The fixed-price, lump-sum contract stipulates that the implementation of 
Solution would be completed by January 1, 2018. 
 
Project Team 
 
In order to fully exploit the wide range of Solution functionalities and to respect the 
implementation methodologies that were predetermined by Developer, the contract 
binding Client and Integrator stipulates that the implementation process be staffed by 
a project team composed of two distinct groups, namely, a “Client group” and an 
“Integrator group”. 
 
The Client group is composed of a project manager, office (financial) personnel and 
IT (technical) personnel, as well as of eventual Solution users. The length and 
intensity (part- or full- time) of each of these positions within the group would depend 
on the different roles that each would be called upon to play in the project. Client also 
hired on an independent contractor (a university professor) to spearhead the project 
mandate to research change management needs resulting from the implementation 
of Solution. 
 
The Integrator group is composed of a project manager and a fluctuating number of 
salaried personnel according to the amount of available resources1 and tasks to 
accomplish. The Integrator group does though require a consultant from a company 
specializing in the management of change (Change), to whom the Integrator assigns 
the sub-contracting of the change management activities required by the 
implementing of the integrated management system. 
 
The contract provides for the attributing of distinct tasks to each group. Nevertheless, 
the responsibility for the project management as such (from the planning of activities, 
the risk management, and stakeholder consultations, to the important operational 
and financial issues, supplementary arrangements and requests for modifications) is 
to be equally shared by the two project managers.  
 

 
1 At project launch, the Integrator group does not include any Solution specialists. 
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1. Configuration of Inter-organizational relations 

 
The Solution project: a triple externalization 
 
This project is born of a triple externalization. First, the externalization that binds 
Client and Integrator, Client having chosen to entrust to Integrator the 
implementation of Solution. 
 
The second externalization is one which binds Integrator and Developer, the latter 
having chosen to entrust to Integrator, by way of a license, the exclusive right to 
implement Solution in Quebec. 
 
The third externalization refers to the sub-contracting of change management 
activities by Integrator to Change. It represents Integrator’s intention to entrust 
Change with the responsibility for activities (support, information, training, etc.) that 
are essential to the smooth functioning of any implementation of an integrated 
management system. Indeed, Integrator has chosen not to develop such expertise 
because change management is not identified as its core business interest.  
 
It should be noted, moreover, that Client had also retained the services of a change 
management consultant although it was not given to us to know the precise nature of 
that relationship. 
 

The following schema lays out the organizations – understood as distinct legal 
entities – involved in the Solution project. In line with the hypotheses put 
forward in our research proposal, we suggest that the analysis of the 
employment and working conditions of project team members (whether 
salaried, sub-contracted, or freelance) requires that we take into consideration 
the relations among the several different organizations 
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Figure 1 : Solution: a triple externalization 

 
NB: The size of each of the circles is meant, impressionistically, to represent the 
relative size of each organization. The doted lines in turn stand for the externalizations 
(or sub-contractual) relations involved: a license binding Developer and Integrator; a 
sub-contractual relation binding Client to Integrator and Integrator to Change. 
Whatever the particular form of externalization in place here, these relations are 
designated, by the Informers, as either actual or developing “partnerships.” 
 

Presentation of the Related Organizations 
 
Client is a Quebec-based public service organization that employs more than 3000 
people. Client results from the merger of five different entities in 2001. The 
implementation of this integrated financial management system represents an 
opportunity to harmonize financial and supply management practices. 
 
Integrator is a private company, based in the province of Québec. Founded in 1996 
with the purpose to supply Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) implementation, 
upgrade, and support services. Essentially, Integrator runs its operations with 
approximately 40 management personnel (branch, accounts, or human resource 
managers) and salaried professionals (project managers, database architects, 
functions analysts, etc.). Integrator resorts, also, to a community of freelancers and 
independent contractors, usually the same ones, when the need for additional human 
resources presents itself. Finally, Integrator does business with a specialized change 
management firm to whom it sub-contracts the training aspects of a system’s 
implementation. The latter is made up of four people specializing in IT governance, 
change management, coaching, and leadership. 
 
Developer was founded in 1980. It is a global enterprise employing 4200 people 
around the world. It develops flexible management integration systems and offers a 
vision of software packages that is unlike that of any of its competitors.  
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Moreover, as we will describe in more detail below, Developer’s vision has a significant 
impact on the labour conditions of Integrator personnel. At this point though, suffice 
it to say that Developer requires of Integrator that 1) they accompany Client through 
a series of reflections, and 2) introduce them to the system’s diverse possibilities in 
order that Client be equipped to make the best decisions and so to become 
increasingly autonomous.  
 
Through the first decade of the twenty-first century, Developer operated exclusively 
in Europe and did the work of systems implementation itself with its own permanent 
professional staff. Then, in May 2015, Developer signed an agreement with Integrator, 
granting them the exclusive right to implement Solution in Quebec and in the rest of 
French Canada. This form of sub-contracting the implementation of its system to 
partner firms represents a new business model, presumably, motivated by the desire 
to open up new markets for itself. 
 
The Relations between the Organizations 
 
The partnership between Developer and Integrator provides Client with a system it 
would not otherwise have had access to. Nevertheless, the implementation of Solution 
involved a number of challenges due to the fact that this was Integrator’s first actual 
experience working with Solution. 
 
Moreover, Integrator could not boast, among its staff, professionals who had already 
mastered all the products’ functionalities. Consequently, Integrator was not in a 
position to demonstrate, as Developer’s implementation methodology requires, the 
number of possibilities available to Solution users for Client to choose from. 
 
Before signing its contract, Client was made aware of the fact that the Developer-
Integrator relationship was nascent. Client, moreover, knew that Integrator had not 
yet mastered the system, had been having difficulties recruiting the staff it needs, and 
had no experience with Client’s sector of activity. Client, nevertheless, signed the 
contract with Integrator on the strength of the expertise demonstrated by Developer 
– who was present throughout the product registration process – and on the basis of 
Integrator’s reputation in the implementation of other such integrated management 
systems. 
 
The Solution project: an Ecosystem of Partners 
 
Thus, the Solution project represents the encounter of four organizations. The picture, 
however, remains incomplete without some reference to other entities who, while they 
may have a rather less direct relationship with the actual implementation of Solution, 
they do have a significant influence on the overall project. 
 
It is important in this respect to note that Integrator is working with Client to 
implement Solution and, simultaneously, with two other organizations (Client2 and 
Client3) operating in the same field of activity. 
 
While Client, Client2, and Client3 are distinct organizations located hundreds of 
kilometres from one another, their representatives (at the management level) know 
each other and maintain ongoing relations. Their relations and communications have, 
moreover, been strengthened by virtue of the “common project” that they share: 
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namely, the implementation of Solution. Indeed, together, they represent the first 
organizations to implement Developer’s software package in Quebec. 
 
As such, while Client2 and Client3 do not intervene directly with the implementation 
of Solution at Client, they do have some influence both on the course of the project 
and the relations between the different actors, including Client and Integrator. 
 
Furthermore, this ecosystem also includes two labour unions – operating at Client – 
both of whom are concerned with the question of sub-contracting. The first is the 
union of office workers and the second is the union of professionals. 
 
What follows is an adaptation of Figure 1 to include Integrator’s two other clients and 
the two labour unions. 
 
 
Figure 2. Solution: an ecosystem of partners 

 
NB: The doted lines represent contractual relations: business relations in blue and 
labour relations in orange. The green doted lines represent an associative relationship 
and a mutual understanding born of the shared interests between Client, Client2, and 
Client3. 
 

The Contract Binding Client and Integrator 
 

A) The Implementation of Solution 
 
The contract between Client and Integrator provides for a lump sum payment in 
exchange for a “vanilla” type implementation, referring to the fact that the it will 
require no major alterations to Solution’s source code. However, Solution does allow 
for the addition of different fields without having to alter the source code, such that 
Client can continue to benefit from system updates that may be published in the 
future.  
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The implementation of Solution depends on a significant level of Client’s personnel 
participation in the process because of how flexible a system Solution actually is, but 
also because of the specificity of Client’s activities and the fact that it is a publicly run 
organization. Client is subject to a number of mechanisms having to do with 
accountability and the delegation of authority (relative to budgetary concerns, 
notably), to which Integrator must adapt the system’s parameters. 
 
Moreover, while Solution had been translated into several different languages, 
including French, it quickly became apparent over the course of the project that the 
French version needed to be further adapted both to the forms of French commonly 
used in Quebec and to the vocabulary specific to Client’s field of activity. 
 
The contract also provides for change management services. These were provided by 
Change, Integrator’s sub-contractor. 
 
 According to that change management specialist, the implementation of Solution at 
Client represents much more than only the introduction of a new technology. As a 
result, the change management services include training sessions, the selection and 
coaching of super-users, the production of educational videos and file sharing sites, 
several rounds of qualitative interviews, surveys and meetings with different user 
committees. 
 

B) One contract, several dependencies 
 
On the whole, the contract binding Client and Integrator, the particular nature of 
Solution, the methodology of the implementation project, and the conditions under 
which it took place resulted in a number of dependencies between the parties. 
 
For Client, who chose Integrator by default – i.e. because they had selected Solution 
– that was no surprise and Solution continues to be seen as the best possible choice 
regardless of the challenges and delays experienced over the course of the 
implementation process. 
 
For Integrator, called upon to work within an industry that it had not previously been 
familiar with, which is characterized moreover by a number of peculiarities for which 
it did not have the resources to deal, the implementing of Solution at Client represents 
a number of challenges as well as a significant opportunity for business development. 
 

2. Working Conditions 

 
The Client Group 
 

A) Solution Project Assignments 
 
The Client group is made up of financial and IT service employees belonging to the 
professional and office worker unions. Within the Solution project, these employees 
are supervised by a senior person who assumes the function of project manager for 
Client. Thus, and aside from the independent contractor responsible for the research 
into the demands of change management, the Client group is composed only of 
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permanent employees. Chosen for their particular areas of expertise (budgeting, 
revenues, general accounting, etc.) and for the quality of their actual work, the people 
assigned to the Solution group work on either a full-time or part-time basis.  
 
The work-load of those who are assigned on a part-time or temporary basis may 
increase as a result of their assignment to the project team. The individuals in question 
are asked therefore to work out with their home department supervisors how to 
redistribute the tasks for which they would normally be responsible. 
 
For those who are assigned to the project on a full-time basis though, Client provided 
for different ways of ensuring that their regular work gets done, including:  

- the creation of a project-dedicated position 
- the re-hiring, on a contractual basis, of a recently retired employee who had 

done that work in the past 
- the re-distribution of the employee’s task, internally. In this case, it would 

appear that the people who were made responsible for these additional tasks 
saw their workload increase only very slightly. 

 
In sum, the Solution project increases the company workload overall although 
measures were taken by management to ensure that no one involved came to feel 
overburdened. 
 

B) Risks and Remuneration 
 
The salary of Client employees is governed by relevant collective agreements. People 
are paid for their work in ways that are indexed by their collective bargaining 
agreements. Professionals and management are not paid directly for the overtime they 
might do but may be attributed an increase in annual paid leave to compensate for the 
number of overtime hours involved. 
 
The Solution project assignment did not, in this sense, have a significant salary impact 
on members of the Client group. From the perspective of the human resources 
department, assignments to the Solution project may have affected the content of the 
work being done, but neither the individual job titles or pay scales. Thus, and for 
reasons of equity, no revision to pay scale classifications was entertained except for 
the  project manager, who did receive a bonus meant to compensate them for the 
added responsibilities associated with the task. 
 
It appears that none of the employees was at risk of being attributed any sort of 
“negative performance” review related to the project because no forms of performance 
reviewing whatsoever was planned for the conclusion of their assignment. 
 
The Integrator Group 
 

A) Solution Project Assignments 
 
Hiring people into a project group who have a variety of different employment 
statuses does not accord with the protocols that Integrator management tends to 
prefer. Nevertheless, Integrator was compelled to hire freelance workers (in this case, 
ex-employees at Developer) until they became able to build a team of their own that 



Louise Briand with the collaboration of Tarik Amachki 
 …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

11 
 

would be able to implement Solution. The Integrator group is therefore composed of 
permanent employees, independent contractors and one subcontractor. 
 
The independent contractors assigned to the project are very largely human resources 
drawn from Developer. What may at first appear as a debauched sort of “poaching” is 
in fact only the logical extension of Developer’s intention to move away from having 
to provide “direct consulting services” themselves, and to do business instead with 
partners. 
 
Integrator’s employees who are assigned to the project must be approved by Client. It 
is important to note, in this regard, that the project manager assigned by Integrator 
at the outset was replaced at the request of Client; indeed, the request was initially 
made by Client but seconded by both Client2 and Client3. In fact, not only was this 
person removed from this particular implementation project, they were fired outright 
from their position at Integrator. 
 
It was also noted that a unilingual anglophone professional was hired by Integrator 
and assigned to the Client project. This situation was initially approved by Client 
regardless of the fact that the professional in question needed to interact with staff 
who work in French and notwithstanding the language laws2 that Client is bound by. 
This situation was largely offset by the expertise brought to the project by this person 
in a context where the project was already suffering from significant delays. It was a 
situation moreover that the labour unions felt was unacceptable, refusing to accept 
that the resorting to subcontractors should allow for the introducing of unilingual 
anglophones into the Client workplace. 
 
Being assigned to different projects is the norm among Integrator employees, even a 
way of life. Such assignments require that they quickly adapt themselves to new work 
environments and new people. Most importantly, the situation requires that 
employees get used to stress and intensity. 
 

B) Risks and Remuneration (project managers and professionals) 
 
Employees are contractually bound to Integrator who is, de facto, their legal 
employer. The contract stipulates that employees accept assignments in exchange for 
a salary and social benefits. They are, moreover, bound by a non-compete clause that 
compels their loyalty.  
 
Integrator’s permanent employees are paid a significant annual wage, to compensate 
for a work schedule that can be rather significantly extended. While they recognize 
that they would be paid even more if they were self-employed or worked as 
freelancers, they tend to prefer working as permanent staff at Integrator for the 
satisfaction and stability that such a status provides. 
 
Furthermore, Integrator, the employer, offers employees the chance to “work on 
challenging and interesting projects” that depend on an acknowledgement of 
employee expertise. Moreover, company “investments made in training and skill 

 
2 The Charter of the French Language, stipulates that French is to be the “normal and everyday language of work 
[…] in Quebec.” Employers can therefore compel some knowledge of another language only where the work itself 
that is to be done requires such particular other linguistic competencies. 
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transfers” are only available to permanent staff who can depend therefore on their 
employer for the maintenance and further development of their expertise. 
 
Integrator’s subcontractor (Change) receives an hourly wage. When a project is 
subject to production delays, as it was the case with the Solution project, Change must 
assume the financial consequences. They must, in turn, weigh such delays against 
possible repercussions on other contracts. Finally, the subcontractor must deal for 
themselves with that reputational risk and the obsolescence of their knowledge base. 
 

3. Working Conditions 

 
The Workplace 
 
The project team has a dedicated workspace, located in a section of Client’s offices 
erstwhile occupied by a department that had been displaced. The area has a large open 
space as well as five closed rooms, some of which are reserved for the Integrator 
employees and the subcontractor. Client’s human resources department was 
surprised to learn that members of the Integrator group were working in these offices. 
Current policies, indeed, dictated that only casually contracted employees should have 
dedicated workspaces. 
 
For Client staff, the area occupied by the Solution project was smaller than what they 
were used to having in their regular positions. 
 
The idea of having both groups sharing the same workspace is key for the Client 
project manager. Indeed, the physical presence of members of the Integrator group 
was essential, not only to the progress of the project itself, but as a guarantee that 
Integrator was prioritizing the system’s installation at Client. 
 
The members of Integrator group are well-accustomed to having to adapt to different 
environments from one contract to the next. They travel hundreds of kilometers, stay 
in hotels, etc. Most importantly, for the Integrator project manager, working in the 
client’s space is really the only way to work, regardless of the other possibilities offered 
by various communications technologies. They therefore spend at least one day a week 
in Client’s offices. 
 
The Work Schedule 
 
Members of the Integrator group have had to adapt themselves to Client group’s work 
schedule. Specifically, they had to adapt to the schedule of the unionized employees. 
 
Nevertheless, and to the extent that the Integrator group is working hundreds of 
kilometers away from home and they chose to work through the evening in order to 
shorten their stay, their work schedule sees them put in a good amount of overtime, 
notably, at the end of the regular workday. 
 
Workflow 
 
If the schedules of the two groups differ, the workflow is uniform and regular. Recall 
that the methodology of Solution’s implementation establishes certain dependencies 
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among the partners given the number of back-and-forths introduced into every stage 
of the process between Integrator and Client. Thus, the only rhythm able to function 
in such a collaborative environment is the pace defined by the “slower” group. 
 
At the outset of the project, the Integrator group still being relatively incomplete, the 
Client group was forced to wait on instructions. During one of our site-visits, it was 
observed that some Client employees had left the dedicated workspace. They had 
chosen to return to their home departments and tasks while they waited for the 
Integrator group to get up to speed. 
 
Several months later, the workflow had slowed again. This time, the rhythm was being 
governed by the speed at which the Client group was able to proceed. Clauses in the 
collective agreement pertaining to overtime work, and the intention of management 
to protect its employees from exhaustion, or to respect the predetermined holiday and 
vacation schedules prevented any possible increase in the pace of work. 
 
The Integrator’s change management subcontractor was, likewise, subject to a more 
accelerated pace of work, namely, that of their counterpart in the Client group, a full-
time university professor. Specifically, the change management subcontractor was 
compelled to submit to the constraints of the university calendar. 
 
Functional or Professional Autonomy 
 
Working conditions can also be appreciated in reference to the levels of autonomy 
available to different group members according to the tasks they had to execute and 
the manner of their execution. Follows a summary for each of the project groups. 
 

A) Client Project Manager 
 
The project manager supervises the human resources of their group, coordinates 
relations with users, organizes a large number of meetings (with the change comity or 
the management committee), and ensures links with Client2 and Client3. They are 
given quite a lot of autonomy, though it remained constrained by the number of 
relationships to manage. 
 

B) The Client group Staff 
 
These individuals (office staff, professionals and managers) were assigned particular 
tasks (such as the installation of various versions of the software, the analysis of 
various accounts, etc.) according to the sequence defined by Developer’s 
implementation methodology. They are required to use analytical formats and models 
defined by Developer. Nevertheless, to the extent that they are attributed tasks as 
unionized employees, the pace and schedule of their completion was for them to 
define, as we have seen above. 
 
 

C) Integrator group Project Manager, Professionals, and Subcontractor 
 
The individuals in the Integrator group are masters of each their own trades (as 
project managers, data base architects, change managers) and they are consequently 
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autonomous to the extent that their work is intangible, to the extent that it is 
impossible precisely to determine its content in advance. 
 
It would be misleading though to suggest that members of the Integrator group are 
free to work with complete autonomy given that they are only part of a process that 
simultaneously depends on them and on which they depend. They are also bound by 
the levels of autonomy and preparation of the Client group, and by having to 
compensate for these on occasion. Moreover, the work required of them remains 
contingent upon the Developer’s implementation methodologies, and upon the 
contract binding Integrator to Client that has predetermined the modules to be 
developed. Thus, notwithstanding the expertise of Integrator’s employees and 
subcontractor, the organizing and coordinating of their work is largely not defined by 
their own free will or professional conscience, nor even by the intent of their employer. 
 
The Project Team Environment 
 
A full understanding of the working conditions belonging to individuals on the team 
remains impossible without an accounting of the influence regularly placed upon 
them by different committees. 
 
In order to ensure the strategic governance of information technologies, Client’s 
general management installed a governance committee to oversee its master plans. 
That governance committee, among other things, supervised the steps leading up to 
the launch of the implementation project (including the call for partners among 
organizations in the same field of activity, the needs and functionalities assessment, 
the call for tenders related to the choice of the system itself, and the call related to its 
implementation). 
 
Notwithstanding that our research only begins once these steps have already been 
taken, the influence of this committee remains to the extent that it is still empowered 
to authorize expenditures, assess potential conflicts related to the contracts awarded, 
re-evaluate priorities and reallocate resources, as needed, between projects. 
 
The planning and monitoring of the progress of activities is also carried out by the 
management committee, which is co-chaired by the two project managers. 
Observations made during meetings of this committee revealed that the Client 
stakeholders recognize the project manager of the Integrator group as an expert but 
that they do not for that matter submit to them completely. Thus, the project manager 
is often subjected to detailed questions from various Client stakeholders about project 
methodologies, software functionalities, deadlines, etc., as well as reminders about 
the contract between Integrator and Client (notably, regarding deliverables and the 
fact that it is a fixed price contract). The interventions, always polite, express that the 
project manager is under high surveillance. 
 
The Shifting of the Workload 
 
Finally, because the implementation of Solution is the responsibility of both Client 
and Integrator, we observed that the working conditions of the Integrator project 
manager and of the professionals they are responsible for is very much affected by the 
expertise, experience, and availability of the Client group. The same is true for the 
Integrator’s subcontractor. It was further observed that the Integrator project 
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manager and change subcontractor took upon themselves the responsibility for tasks 
that would normally belong to members in the Client group, at least according to the 
relevant methodologies, in order that the Solution project be allowed to progress. 
Such forms of initiative can be explained by the Integrator group’s desire to safeguard 
its reputation and, in the case of their subcontractor, to simultaneously protect their 
partnership with Integrator and manage their own agendas. 

Conclusion 

 
This case study presents a project in which work is carried out within a complex 
configuration of organizations involving both sub-contracting and self-employment. 
The project brings together employees with different statuses (salaried and self-
employed). 
 
The study shows that employment conditions continue to depend on an individual’s 
legal employer as well as on collective agreements negotiated by unions, in the case of 
Client. At the same time, the study reveals that working conditions are influenced also 
by organizations that are not their legal employers. 
 
We can conclude that the working conditions of members of the project team – 
whether salaried or self-employed – can be considered as part of a complex system 
composed of organizations, sub-systems of these organizations and regulatory 
mechanisms. A complex system that both structures and feeds into the overall project 
process. As a result, we suggest that understanding the social labour relations requires 
transcending the legal boundaries of companies in order to understand the 
relationships between different entities, social labour relations and their mutual 
influences. 
 


