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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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Summary 
 
Taxi work is part of a transportation services industry that dates back to the early 
twentieth century, and that became more structured over the sixties. Until the 2010s 
and the emergence of digital platforms that could bring together drivers and 
customers, a few initiatives had been undertaken to develop better regulations for 
work relations in Quebec, but these did not lead to any change to the existing 
regulatory model, which is based on supply management.   
 
 The Quebec taxi industry has not yet been subjected to a multidisciplinary research 
project that can draw an in-depth account of all the dimensions of this industry – 
whether they be historical, sociological, economic, financial, technical, etc. This report 
thus aims to present the state of academic and parliamentary knowledge from the 
perspective of work relations. Indeed, this perspective allows for a comprehensive 
analysis of the challenges of taxi work, whilst accounting for the collective and 
regulatory rules that structure the drivers’ work relations.  
 
Given the existing literature on industrial relations, it may seem surprising to some 
that the concept of work relations should be used in order to analyze taxi work. 
Indeed, this concept is often used as a synonym for employment relationships, 
whereas taxi work is usually considered as a self-employed activity, which operates 
under the legal framework of self-employed worker services, as well as uncontrolled 
labour relations.  
 
According to our research hypothesis in any given work activity (whether it consists 
in making a product or a service) integrated into a production system (vertical, 
horizontal or modular industrial integration, value chain, etc.), there are always 
institutional arrangements that regulate work relations when this same production 
system is structured by monitoring reports on labour organization, and by income and 
risks distribution rules (contractual) that can be negotiated, either collectively or 
individually. The stability of those institutional arrangements depends on the 
relations, also called social dialogue in the specialized literature, between government 
authorities and collective actors – that is, agencies, unions, associations, 
organizations, etc.  
 
Our research question addresses the institutional evolution of taxi work following the 
emergence, within the taxi industry, of digital platforms such as Uber. More 
specifically, we seek to understand the dynamics of working and work relation 
regulations in the Quebec taxi industry. We will thus tackle the issue of regulation at 
the meso level – industry, profession, and territory – that is, in between an entire 
society’s macro level and an individual actor’s micro level.  
 
Our theoretical framework is based on the institutionalist theories of the Regulation 
School and on convention theory. Our theoretical question asks how work relations 
are replicated; we set aside the assumption that there should be a unique form of 
relations, based on inter-individual contracts determined by a rational, isolated 
calculation, as well as transparent (in terms of data) legal and political institutions. 
Taxi work is thus seen as the result of institutionalized compromises – collectively 
negotiated and/or imposed by laws. Those compromises have evolved over time 
depending on power relations, local practices, and conflicts arising from the 
technological and social changes that usually affect work relations.  
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This report uses data obtained from various documentary resources: 
 

• An historical analysis of the Quebec taxi industry legislation since 1972. 
 

• An analysis of the memoranda submitted to the National Assembly of Quebec 
for Bills 100 and 17 that amend the law on remunerated passenger 
transportation by automobile. 
 

• A document database that includes governmental reports, peer-reviewed 
academic articles, and newspaper articles.  

 

• 20 semi-structured interviews conducted with leaseholder drivers, owner 
operators, salaried employees, intermediaries, and government actors. The 
interviews were analyzed using the NVio software. Given the low number of 
interviews, that the company operating the taxi work is mentioned, and the 
data conveyed to us, we decided not to replicate the interviews word for word, 
and thus we have not broken our confidentiality agreement. 
 

• An institutional comparison of France/Mexico/Quebec conducted for our 
SSHRC-funded research project. This report only addresses the situation in 
Quebec.  

 
This study views the taxi industry as a test case, which is used to analyze the issues 
arising from digital labour and a platform economy, as part of the technological 
changes associated with a new “industrial” revolution.   
 

• Work relations have been transformed by the digitization of activities within 
the transportation industry; indeed, computer platforms have enabled new 
forms of work monitoring. Traditional employment relationships have, in 
turn, been destabilized by changes in work relations, because such changes are 
challenging the very foundations of work relations – namely, the concepts of 
institution, employer, subordination, etc. 

 

• A platform economy enables work externalization, as well as the casualization 
of labour. Outsourcing and subcontracting are then viewed as essential 
conditions for direct cost reduction, because they allow the company to 
maintain control over the value chain, to tranfer risks to subcontractors, and 
to reduce necessary work development investments. Ironically, 
subcontracting transportation services has enabled companies operating 
within that sector to transition from “peripheral” to strategic services.   

 

• Transportation is a major issue in terms of an ecological transition and our 
exit from oil dependency. Governments must favour collective transportation 
as opposed to individual transportation when it comes to moving people and 
goods. We think that the transportation sector is quite relevant to the issues 
related to research on new development models – postindustrial and 
ecological – in Quebec.  

 
Section 2 addresses the particulars of taxi work, as well as the terms and conditions 
of employment. Section 3 analyzes the institutional history of the Quebec taxi 
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industry. In section 4, we identify the destabilizing factors of the employment 
regulation model associated with supply management. Section 5 analyzes the new 
configurations of work relations since the emergence of digital platforms.   
 
Taxi work consists in delivering a remunerated transportation service to passengers 
by automobile. This study uses the taxi industry as a test case for activity sectors that 
have the following economic features:  
 

• Remuneration in the form of fares that are determined by third parties in the 
relationship between service providers and service users. Fares are used as a 
method of taxi activity valuation, because it is impossible to set a different 
price for each relationship in a context of perfect competition – that is, 
between providers and users themselves.  

 

• The inability to determine the level of demand from users at the local level due 
to a lack of information, or because of special circumstances that cannot be 
foreseen – over time or geographically. Transportation demand is thus 
considered as being highly dependent on the local context, and, as a result, 
difficult to exploit for a company exercising all the prerogatives of an 
employer.   
 
 

• The absence of work within a given facility. The notion of facility cannot be 
determined without institutional rules, for it can be defined in various ways – 
in automotive terms, in territorial terms, and in terms of the middleman who 
connects providers and users.  
 

• The use of public infrastructure. Taxi work, like all other transportation 
activities, requires the use of public infrastructure. Therefore, it cannot be 
defined as a purely private activity. From an economic viewpoint, this means 
that there are externalities – whether positive or negative – linked to taxi work. 
The use of public infrastructure – roads, and often parking lots too – is thus 
shared with other modes of transportation.  

 

• An access to employment regulated by licenses. Gaining the status of service 
provider cannot be achieved through a private and purely individual decision, 
but through a public decision regarding the nature and number of available 
licenses.  

 

• A professional autonomy that rests on peer knowledge transfer and learning 
by doing. Taxi work does not require long, initial training; rather, professional 
autonomy greatly rests on the service provider’s social network of peers. That 
network should be developed enough to enable them to gain knowledge about 
the economic and social contexts that will influence their work. 

 
Because of these features, the taxi industry has distinctive characteristics, and is 
removed from the regular market model, which is associated with pure and perfect 
competition scenarios, as well as salaried employment relationships – whose 
institutional forms we shall analyze later. The importance attributed to the 
institutional dimension is thus linked to the features described above.  
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Before the emergence of digital platforms, the regulation of work relations in the taxi 
industry was based on supply management models. Such regulation models 
particularly apply to industries where structures and shifts in demand are difficult, if 
not impossible, for the regulator to determine. This is the case with the taxi industry, 
where there is no facility notion of facility to measure the level of activity (and, 
therefore, the cash flows), where customer demand is hard to anticipate, and where 
the employment status can take many different forms – owner/artisan, leaseholder, 
or salaried employee.  
 
The supply management model ensures that owners get a decent wage by offering 
double management. At the top of the value chain, issuing licenses controls access to 
employment. At the bottom of the value chain, fares for the service are determined 
outside the commercial relationship and the local competition, either through 
collective negotiation at the sectoral level, or through a decision from a government 
agency – whether municipal, provincial, or national.  
 
The supply management model rests on rules that are stable over time, and is efficient 
when it comes to maintaining public order. It is, however, precarious at the level of 
terms and conditions, for it does not offer any guarantee, either in terms of collective 
representation, or in terms of compliance with minimum labour standards.   
 
Ever since the emergence of a new corporation that has openly questioned the existing 
Quebec regulations, the taxi industry has had to reconsider its work regulations. We 
view the Uberization of work relations as a new social relationship with work within 
the remunerated passenger transportation industry, and also as a standard model that 
can apply to other industries within the transportation sector. The following 
characteristics have led to this conclusion:  
 

• Uberization implies changing the very definition of taxi work.  
 

• The use of digital platforms is inconsistent with historical geographical areas.  
 

• Uberization has reconfigured risk management within work relations. 
 

• Uberization has modified the structure of collective actors in the taxi industry 
by challenging the intermediary status, as well as the ways in which dispatch 
services are concentrated – and even, as is often the case, the businesses 
(cooperatives or companies) themselves. 

 

• Uberization has transformed the overall dynamic of work relations within the 
taxi industry, and there seems to be no turning back.  

 
By using this business model, Uber pretends to be developing carpooling, not 
traditional taxi work. The company presents its offer of transportation as an 
alternative to solo driving, that is, an automobile occupied by a single person. Taxi 
drivers are thus called partner-drivers, and their status is self-employed; they’re not 
employees per se, nor do they hold a taxi driver’s license. Uber thus presents (urban) 
carpooling as a complement to public transportation. Moreover, the company it is 
developing a diversified offer of remunerated transportation services that go beyond 
taxi work itself.   
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Uber determines an average fare – a price range – for trips by using an algorithm 
incorporated into their computer software. This way, the customer is made aware of 
the transportation fare in advance of travelling, and can decide whether or not they 
wish to pay a surcharge during periods of increased demand. The pricing is thus 
considered “dynamic,” for it varies (basic fare multiplier) depending on various 
factors, especially demand levels. As for service offer, a greater number of partner-
drivers should be prompted to work when the application activates dynamic pricing. 
The application transfers all the information on completed taxi fares onto a database.  
 
Uber wants to recruit drivers on its own, which complicates the validity of the license 
issued by the CTQ. The application allows customers to know the identity (name and 
picture) of their driver before they travel, to know the “ideal” journey as calculated by 
the application, to rate the quality of service, and to look up criminal records and 
traffic violations.  
 
Uber does not identify as an intermediary, as is usually expected from taxi companies. 
Partner-drivers are considered as users of a digital application, and are self-employed. 
Uber does, however, collect a significant percentage of the cost of service billed to the 
customer. The company will only provide access to a sample of their files on drivers 
and vehicles, which further calls the role of the CTQ into question.  
  
The use of digital platforms allows for an integrated management of mobility and 
transportation needs. This integrated approach is inherently opposed to the 
regulation of terms and conditions at each subsector level of the transportation 
industry. As for the Quebec taxi industry, Uberization challenges the entire supply 
management model. The destabilization of the supply management model calls into 
question the existing system of collective relations in the taxi industry.  
 
Using the supply management model to regulate work relations is not, however, 
inconsistent with Uberization and the use of digital platforms. The existence of a 
regulation model depends on two conditions:  
 

• Integrating both new actors into the taxi industry. 
 

• Defining an equivalence approach between the pricing as obtained from the 
calculation algorithms of digital platforms and the pricing as determined by 
the regulator. 

 
One possibility would be to acknowledge that taxi work, when performed “under the 
control” of indirect digital platforms, is an employment relationship with a “covert” 
subordination. The Labour Code, which is a general system of collective relations, 
would then apply to the taxi industry, although this has traditionally been deemed 
impossible. 
 
Another possibility would be to completely abandon the idea of regulating the taxi 
industry’s work relations by considering taxi transportation service relations as a sum 
of commercial relations that are independent from each other. The regulation of taxi 
work would thus be based on the principles of the Civil Code, instead of those of the 
Labour Code. The absence of work relation regulations, however, would not eliminate 
the issues of decent work (income levels and job insecurity) and public order (public 
safety and violence-free exchanges between the taxi industry’s actors).  
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A third possibility would be to create a new system of collective relations that would 
be specific to the new automobile transportation industry; this system would include 
the new actors who operate digital platforms and use them to control vehicle use – 
whether for remunerated passenger transportation, carpooling, or product deliveries. 
In this case, a regulation model based on supply management would not be the only 
possible model, given the possibility of knowing the drivers’ identities, all the journeys 
of vehicles, as well as the characteristics of client service relationships. This obviously 
requires that databases be developed at the sectoral level, so that one can assess the 
conditions under which service relationships are exercised, as well as income 
distribution within the taxi industry, and the use of public infrastructure. The 
transportation industry (at large) would benefit from the development of new 
activities, and from having these acknowledged by government authorities.  
 
This report presented our research findings on the reconfiguration of work relations 
within the Quebec industry of remunerated passenger transportation, in the context 
of Uberization. Our theoretical and methodological approach emphasized the 
institutional elements of the regulation in place. It also enabled us to identify the main 
elements that form the basis of a regulation model based on supply management, as 
well as the issues that challenge this model. The digitization of taxi work does not 
merely imply a change in technology; it also implies the transformation of collective 
labour and employment relations.  
 
By researching the data on the various forms of work relations that exist within the 
Quebec taxi industry, we discovered how difficult it would be to fully synthetize all the 
relations and actors. Indeed, whether it is on the longitudinal (historical) level or at 
the intersectional (diversity of situations) level, no databases or documentary 
resources can guarantee that our information should be exhaustive and saturated. For 
instance, we were unable to address the community dimension of employment and 
work relationships, though several case studies insist on the importance of this 
dimension. However, accessing statistical data – such as those on intermediaries – or 
tax data might allow us to better describe the diversity of individual work and 
employment situations. The longitudinal analysis of the supply management 
regulation model existing in the taxi industry would greatly benefit from a systematic 
treatment based on parliamentary and governmental archives, so that the regulator’s 
intentions can be contextualized.  
 
Our analysis of the Uberization of work relations in the Quebec taxi industry has led 
us to summarize our findings according to three paradoxes. 
The first one has to do with remunerated passenger transportation by automobile. The 
digitization of work and the use of computer platforms have significantly increased 
the capacities for oversight and evaluation of services, but current dynamics actually 
tend towards reducing levels of professional recognition for those who carry out these 
services. 
 
The second paradox has to do with the relationship between the intermediaries 
(respondents) and the regulator (governmental actor). Uberization has been 
combined with a massive collection of data regarding service conditions, which go far 
beyond what was available until now. However, this massive generation of data on the 
taxi industry does not seem to have allowed the regulator to improve either the 
regulatory terms of work relations, or working conditions. 
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The third paradox touches on the position of the taxi industry in public policies related 
to the mobility of people. Uberization increases the level of integration within the taxi 
industry, whether it is through the use of computer platforms, through drivers’ 
contractual rules, or through the potential of diversification of service activities from 
the use of a single motor vehicle. However, Uberization is not necessarily strongly 
coordinated with public policies on sustainable development and ecological 
transition. 
 
 
 
 
 


