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The economic threats Canada currently 
experiences are unlike those encountered 
in the past. The most alarming come from 
US President Donald Trump who has 
repeatedly said that he would use 
economic force to make Canada willing to 
become the 51st state. The economic 
measures he threatens could have a large 
negative effect on workers and 
businesses in Canada, but this, and any 
other economic crisis, inevitably leads to 
discussions about how to manage the 
economy and opens up opportunities for 
either more conservative or more 
progressive national policies.   

Frequently, although not always, the 
economic implications for people who 
have historically been disadvantaged in 
economic and social policy are part of the 
discussion of the way forward, as it was 
during the free trade debates associated 
with the 1980s. This is not part of the 
current public debate, although 

economic crises in the past can be an 
indicator of what normally happens to 
disadvantaged groups when things begin 
to go wrong. This paper will examine three 
distinct economic crises in Canada to 
understand the patterns that develop 
under specific circumstances. These are 
the economic recession of the early 
1990s that occurred as the first Canada-
US free trade agreement (CUSFTA) came 
into effect; the 2008-2009 recession 
precipitated by the financial crises in the 
US; and the 2020-2022 recession 
resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic. It 
will then analyze patterns of government 
approaches during these crises to 
understand what might be applicable to 
future recessions.   

These examples show that government 
approaches to economic crises normally 
focus on supporting those parts of the 
economy that are considered most 
significant. These are now, as in the past, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/07/world/canada/trump-trudeau-canada-51st-state.html
https://riseupfeministarchive.ca/womens-activism-against-free-trade-and-the-1988-federal-election
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export sectors and specifically those 
dealing with resources (oil, gas, lumber), 
mining and metal production, and 
manufacturing. These are sectors that are 
dominated by men. The sectors where 
women’s labour predominates, 
specifically the care sectors (education, 
health care), sales, and administration, 
are not excluded from broad-based 
measures. Specific programs, like 
Employment Insurance, tend to be based 
on the employment patterns of men and 
provide the best protection for full-time, 
full-year work. It is important to note that 
the rhetoric of government would not 
specifically differentiate preferential 
treatment for male-oriented work, but this 
does not mean that the policies do not 
have differential impacts. 

One of the first feminist examinations of 
the impact of crises on women in Canada 
was by Patricia Connelly in Last Hired, 
First Fired. Connelly argued that women’s 
paid work functioned as a ‘reserve army 
of labour’ in that women entered in large 
numbers when economic conditions are 
good but are the first to be laid off when 
conditions deteriorate.1

1 Patricia Connelly, Last Hired First Fired:  
Women and the Canadian Work Force, 
Toronto: The Women’s Press, 1978. 

 This is what 
happened in the recession of the early 
1970s and was the normal gendered 
pattern of unemployment in the post-war 
period. While this was true for the 

 

economic recession then, women are 
now 47.3% of the labour force and are 
more permanently employed than in the 
1970s, but since they still tend to work in 
different industries and occupations than 
men, they are affected in different ways 
depending on the cause of the economic 
crises.   

In examining the effects of economic 
crises on disadvantaged groups several 
distinctions need to be made. 
Understanding the immediate labour 
impacts is straightforward because the 
make-up of the labour force is identifiable 
and is characterized by differences based 
most notably on gender, but also on age, 
ethnicity, and racialization differences, 
information that is tracked in each 
census. But only since 2020 has this 
information been available in the monthly 
reports of Statistic Canada’s Labour 
Force Surveys.2

2 This paper uses census statistics for general 
information about how specific groups are 

employed by industry and occupation, and 
Labour Force Surveys for post-pandemic 
information.    

 Other impacts tend to 
last longer than the crisis itself and in 
each of the periods examined, long-term 
effects on both labour and social policy 
directions were significant.     

Each crisis brings forward ideas about 
which parts of the economy are most 
important, and how governments should 
support those sectors. Usually those 
most powerful and closest to government 
are most influential in shaping what 
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directions governments take. In most 
cases, tension arises about the 
dominance of either restrictive 
government policies that advocate 
balanced budgets, reduced taxes, 
reduced government spending and 
support for corporate initiatives and other 
different approaches that advocate 

expanding government support for 
workers and others harmed by the 
recession. It is not always easy to predict 
how public policy will consider the 
conditions of the most disadvantaged in 
society when government revenues 
decline and decisions about spending are 
made.   

 
 
Free Trade Recession of 1990s 
 
A major recession occurred in Canada 
from 1990-1992 as the first Canada-US 
Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA) came 
into effect. While the trade agreement 
itself was not the initial cause of the 
recession, it did have a big effect on 
women’s employment in the 
manufacturing sector in Canada. As the 
recession developed, a variety of 
unfortunate government policies affected 
the economy, particularly the idea that 
government spending needed to be cut to 
lessen government deficits, and that a 
‘tight’ monetary policy was needed to 
deal with rising prices. This meant that 
interest rates were raised to as high as 
14.5% in 1990 and this cost of borrowing 
slowed economic activity. However, the 
entire structure of the Canadian economy 
changed because of the new free trade 
agreement. In effect, certain aspects of 
the manufacturing sector, most notably 
those where women were dominant, were 
sacrificed for other trading objectives at 
the time.   

Both male and female employment in the 
manufacturing sector suffered; they 
experienced unemployment rates at a 
high of 12% for males and 10% for 
females in 1992, but the crisis had the 
most lasting effect on women’s 
manufacturing work. These industries 
where women dominated (clothing, 
textiles, footwear) did not recover their 
former strength and clothing shifted from 
factory work, that was often unionized, to 
small home-based operations.  Both 
textiles and clothing went from being a 
significant part of the manufacturing 
sector to an industry that relied most 
heavily on imports. Women had been 
75% of the workers in the clothing 
industry and 42% in textiles and both 
were hard hit, and the layoffs tended to be 
permanent. Immigrants comprised 50% 
and visible minorities 30% of the 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-503-x/2005001/tab/tab5-16-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/89-503-x/2005001/tab/tab5-16-eng.htm
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workforce in the garment industry.3

3 Roxana Ng, “Freedom for Whom? 
Globalization and Trade from the Standpoint 
of Garment Workers,” Canadian Woman 
Studies: les cahiers de la femme, 21/22, 4/1. 
2002, p. 75.   

  

This economic crisis negatively affected 
the labour force participation rate for 
women for the first time in the post-war 
period, giving an indication of how severe 
it was for this part of the labour force. 
Women’s labour force participation 
increased about 1% a year in the post-war 
period, until 1992 when there was an 
absolute drop in the participation rate 
from 58.6% to 57.5%, and then it 
remained stagnant for about a decade.4

4 Marjorie Griffin Cohen, “The Implications of 
Economic Restructuring for Women: The 
Canadian Situation,” in Isabella Bakker, ed., 
The Strategic Silence: Gender and Economic 
Policy, London: Zed Books, 1994., p. 106. 

 
When the economy recovered later in the 
decade, women did not return to those 
jobs in manufacturing they had previously 

held. It took about ten years for full-time 
job recovery for both men and women. 
Women did return to the labour force and 
increased their participation rate later in 
the decade, but other government actions 
that were associated with 
accommodating the free trade agreement 
affected women specifically. 

Social Policy Changes 

The 1990s crisis provided a reason for 
pursuing more restrictive social policies 
that were justified by the need to reduce 
costs for corporations so that they could 
compete with US firms. The shift to more 
conservative economic policies occurred 
throughout the country, but most notably 
at the federal level as the voices 
demanding balanced budgets became 
louder. Most governments, in addition to 
the federal government, immediately 
began the retreat from providing things 
that people need via arguments primarily 
related to cost. Cost became a serious 
issue at all levels of government, 

particularly as tax cuts to corporations 
and high-income individuals reduced 
government revenues. At the same time, 
other neoliberal tenets became firmly 
established in public policy that justified 
and led to government contracting out 
services to the private sector, selling 
Canadian assets, and cutting social 
programs.   

Throughout the post-CUSFTA and NAFTA 
periods various federal budgets cut 
funding to women’s groups, native 
groups, visible minority groups, 
environmental programs, non-profit 

CUSFTA (1989): Canada-US Free 
Trade Agreement, between 
Canada and the United States. 

NAFTA (1994): North American 
Free Trade Agreement, which 
also included Mexico. 

https://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/National_Office_Pubs/2009/HeCession.pdf
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housing groups, and other progressive 
kinds of work. In addition to budget cuts, 
jobs were cut at the federal level, and 
privatization proceeded through the 
1990s.5

5 Marjorie Griffin Cohen, “From the Welfare 
State to Vampire Capitalism,” in Patrica M. 
Evans and Gerda R. Wekerle, eds., Women 
and the Canadian Welfare State, Toronto:  
University of Toronto Press, 1997, pp. 28-67. 

 One crucial change for workers 
was the change in 1990 to Unemployment 
Insurance by removing government 
contributions to what had been a tri-
partite system between government, 
employers and workers. Since then, the 
system has been entirely paid for by 
employee and employer contributions 
and fewer and fewer people who pay into 
the scheme have been able to make 
claims when they become unemployed.6

6 Another big change in Employment 
Insurance (EI) occurred under the Harper 

government when it confiscated the $57 
billion surplus in the program and put it into 
government revenues. This meant there was 
less flexibility in the program when high rates 
of unemployment occurred and as a result 
the program became increasingly restrictive.  

 

Changes in federal funding of social 
programs the mid-1990s resulted in 
Canada consistently spending less on 
social programs than the average for 
OECD countries. These changes were 
most visible in the 1995 federal budget 

which included a redrawing of the 
relationship between the federal 
government and provinces on social 
services, while reducing the financial 
contribution from Ottawa. The most 
significant change was shifting funding 
specifically dedicated to education, 
social assistance, and health, to a block 
that could be spent in these areas without 
specific direction. Provinces no longer 
had to spend specific proportions in each 
category, a change that undermined 
spending on social assistance and 
education. This had a big impact on 
people who relied on social assistance 
but also over time undermined public 
education systems.  

The trade agreements, CUSFTA and 
NAFTA, restructured the Canadian 
economy and gave strength to the more 
regressive economic voices that 
championed lower taxes, reduced 
government spending, balanced budgets, 
and the use of high interest rates to deal 
with inflation. These actions were hardest 
on those with fewer resources and who 
worked in precarious jobs.    

Privatization means transferring 
ownership and responsibility of 
public services (health care, 
education, etc.) or government 
assets to the private sector. 

https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/social-spending.html
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Financial Crisis Recession 2008-09 
 
This crisis, often referred to as the “Great 
Recession” because of its world-wide 
implications, began because of the 
financial crisis in the US associated with 
bank failures, corrupt manipulations by 
financial institutions, and lending 
problems in housing markets. It is often 
referred to as a ‘he-session,’ because of 
its disproportionate impact on male 
workers in both the US and Canada. The 
unemployment rate in Canada for men 
was 9.5% and for women 7.0% in 2009, 
but it remained high for both for several 
years. 

The areas of the economy where men 
dominated, namely manufacturing, 
construction, natural resources, 
transportation and warehousing were the 
hardest hit, with manufacturing 
accounting for over one-half of the 
employment losses. As in other 
recessions, those most vulnerable to 
unemployment were recent immigrants, 
Aboriginal people (who had 
unemployment rates double that for non-
aboriginal people), youth, single mothers 
with young children, and non-unionized 
workers.  

The government responses to the 
recession made a difference to its 
duration. While the Prime Minister, 

Stephen Harper, had campaigned on 
balancing the budget, his political 
situation was precarious and in the threat 
of a coalition government he shifted his 
position on this. He initiated a two-year 
stimulus program that primarily related to 
spending more on highways, bridges, and 
providing tax cuts for business and 
individuals. He also provided significant 
bailouts for certain parts of the 
manufacturing sector, most notably the 
auto sector.   

Also, the Bank of Canada initiated a 
period of extremely low interest rates, 
reaching as low as 0.25% to stimulate 
economic activity. This appeared to be 
effective especially because low rates 
lasted for a long time. Canada fared 
better than the US because it had a strong 
financial sector, and it developed an 
Economic Action Plan to channel funding 
to all levels of government.   

The main take-aways from this crisis are 
that it didn’t originate in Canada, and it 
was met with government action to 
support the economy and reduce 
unemployment. For this, Stephen 
Harper’s actions, despite his inclinations, 
were rewarded with a majority 
government in the next election.   

 
 

 

https://www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/National_Office_Pubs/2009/HeCession.pdf
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-001-x/2009112/article/11048-eng.htm#:%7E:text=Despite%20the%20concentration%20of%20employment,gap%20has%20yet%20to%20close.
https://www.bankofcanada.ca/markets/market-operations-liquidity-provision/a-chronology-of-crisis-response-measures/
https://www.bankofcanada.ca/markets/market-operations-liquidity-provision/a-chronology-of-crisis-response-measures/
https://academic.oup.com/book/44933/chapter/384863497
https://academic.oup.com/book/44933/chapter/384863497
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Covid-19 Recession 2020-22 
 
This pandemic was unlike any other 
economic downturn in the past and 
affected the entire economy. Because so 
much of the economy was shut down at 
the outset, it created enormous job 
losses in Canada that were greater and 
happened more quickly than had 
occurred in other recent recessions. In 
the first year the number employed 
dropped over 15% and over the period of 
the recession 2.8 million women lost their 
jobs or were working less than half of their 
regular hours.   

The Covid-19 pandemic was considered a 
‘she-session,’ primarily because of the 
dramatic changes that occurred in the 
services sector. The services sector is the 
major employer of both men and women 
in Canada, but women are more 
concentrated in this sector, a shift that 
was particularly affected by the structural 
changes in the economy associated with 
free trade.   

In previous recessions construction and 
manufacturing were hit hardest, but the 
nature of the pandemic required social 
distancing that meant many people could 
not go to work. By late March 2020, all 
provinces had closed schools, 
universities, public playgrounds and 
nonessential businesses. Social 
interactions beyond one’s immediate 

 

household were discouraged, and travel 
was restricted, including closing the land 
border with the US for the first time ever. 
But even among people who were not 
subject to lock-down, having to care for 
children at home restricted their 
participation in paid work. While many 
jobs shifted into home-based 
participation, especially those that are 
often characterized as ‘white collar jobs,’ 
this was not possible for the kind of work, 
care work for example, that required a 
physical presence.  

The effect of the pandemic was dramatic 
with over 80% the deaths at the outset 
occurring in long-term care (LTC) 
facilities.7

7 Even after the first wave of the pandemic the 
rates were very high at 69% of the total 

deaths, which is significantly higher than the 
international average of 41%.  

 In this, Canada had by far the 
worst record among wealthy countries 
(38% being the OECD country average), 
and since the LTC population in Canada is 
dominated by women, most of these 
deaths were of women. LTC is provided by 
a complex combination of for profit, not-
for-profit, and public places. The highest 
death rates were in the for-profit facilities. 
Throughout the country, care of the aged 
in LTC facilities was faced with chronic 
labour shortages that were made worse 
by lock-down restrictions that prevented 
family members from taking the place of 
paid workers.    

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2021005/article/00005-eng.htm#:%7E:text=The%20analysis%20shows%20that%20women,changes%20in%20the%20services%20sector.
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2769439#google_vignette
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jama/fullarticle/2769439#google_vignette
https://www.cihi.ca/sites/default/files/document/impact-covid-19-long-term-care-canada-first-6-months-report-en.pdf
https://www.cihi.ca/sites/default/files/document/covid-19-rapid-response-long-term-care-snapshot-en.pdf
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At the onset of the pandemic, in March 
2020, employment losses for women 
accounted for 62.5% of overall 
employment losses. From October 2020 
to February 2021, women accounted for 
56.4% of the employment losses, on 
average, with a peak in November at 
59.6%. In this crisis, low-wage workers, 
and overwhelmingly racialized women, 
bore the worst of job losses. According to 
one initial study over half (52%) of all 
workers earning $14 per hour or less lost 
all or most of their hours of work at the 
outset, accounting for 58% of low-wage 
women and 45% of low-wage men. The 
most vulnerable industries were food, 
accommodation, and the retail sector, all 

industries that tend to employ more 
women, immigrants, those with lower 
education levels, and those willing to 
work part-time. Women who were working 
in the public sector had better job 
protection than those in vulnerable 
industries: women’s wages in the public 
sector declined by 2%, but by 9% in the 
private sector. The better conditions in 
the public sector are related to this sector 
being more highly unionized and 
protected by collective bargaining. By the 
start of 2022, most women had recovered 
job losses, but some had a more difficult 
path, particularly young women, and 
those who had been employed in small 
business that failed.   

 
Governments’ Action 

The federal government actively 
supported businesses and workers during 
the pandemic and government spending 
on care increased dramatically. During 
the pandemic Canada was spending 
more than the OECD average: it increased 
spending to meet crucial needs by 12.3 
percent of GDP. This was lower than the 
US (14.4 percent) and Japan (13.8 
percent), but it was higher than spending 
in eleven other G20 countries, including 
Germany and France.  

The federal government’s main programs 
were the Canada Emergency Wage 
Subsidy (CEWS), that provided a subsidy 
of 75% of the wage for qualifying 
employers, up to $847 per week per 
employee. The Canada Emergency 

Response Benefit (CERB) was for workers 
who had lost income and provided $500 a 
week for up to twenty-four weeks. Other 
measures included a top-up payment 
under the Goods and Services Tax (GST) 
Credit, one-time $300 top-up of the 
Canada Child Benefit (CCB) for each 
child, and transfers to provinces to help 
with short-term increases in essential 
service workers’ wages and support for 
the reopening of businesses closed by the 
pandemic. After the pandemic, the 
emergency funding was withdrawn, but 
new programs for child care, dental, and 
pharmacare keeps government spending 
higher than the pre-Covid-19 period.  

Canada’s actions meant that the 
pandemic was not as severe as that 

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/36-28-0001/2021005/article/00005-eng.htm
https://www.policyalternatives.ca/news-research/a-timeline-the-pandemics-impact-on-women-in-the-workforce/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1090944322000345
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/as-sa/98-200-X/2021005/98-200-X2021005-eng.cfm
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/as-sa/98-200-X/2021005/98-200-X2021005-eng.cfm
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/research/covid-19-federalism-disparate-government-responses-canada
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/services/publications/economic-fiscal-snapshot/overview-economic-response-plan.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/services/publications/economic-fiscal-snapshot/overview-economic-response-plan.html
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experienced in other countries. According 
to a study reported in the Canadian 
Medical Association Journal, Canada 
performed better than most in terms of 
the numbers infected, numbers who died, 
and the proportion of the population 
receiving two doses of the SARS-VOV-2 

vaccine. Canada had among the most 
restrictive public health measures, and 
that undoubtedly affected its weaker 
economic growth than other countries. It 
had similar growth in inflation and public 
debt as other countries.   

 

Conclusions 
 
The effects of economic crises are 
predictable in some respects in that 
people lose employment, and those in the 
most precarious economic conditions 
usually feel the impact first and longest. 
These tend to be people who have low 
levels of formal education or education 
credentials not recognized in Canada, are 
from groups that have historically 
experienced discrimination, or live in 
areas of the country where employment 
options are limited. But each crisis is 
distinct in which areas of the economy 
will be most affected.   

During the crisis associated with the 
CUSFTA in the 1990s, men had higher 
rates of unemployment, but this was not 
the most significant implication: women’s 
losses in the manufacturing sector in 
clothing, textiles and leather (boots and 
shoes) were permanent as these areas 
never recovered their former significance 
in the economy. These were permanent 
losses that greatly affect women in 
manufacturing in Ontario and Quebec, 
and specifically immigrant women and 
women of colour who were over-

represented in these industries. The 2008-
2009 recession had a more negative 
impact on men because the industries 
most affected were those where men 
were employed – construction, resources 
and manufacturing. During the Covid-19 
pandemic the entire economy was 
affected and employment losses at the 
outset were enormous.  But the most 
serious and lasting impacts were on 
women, primarily because of their over-
representation in the care economy, and 
their household responsibilities. 

In each recession, the ways that 
governments reacted was crucial to both 
the immediate and long-term effects of 
the recession and greatly affects the 
impact on the most disadvantaged 
groups. The trade agreements were 
championed by a free-market ideology 
that also advocated for balanced 
budgets, vigorously fighting inflationary 
trends with high interest rates, and low-
levels of government spending. This was 
the dominant influence on government 
throughout both the crises of the 1990s, 
and that of 2008-2010. The response to 

https://www.cmaj.ca/content/194/25/E870
https://www.cmaj.ca/content/194/25/E870
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the pandemic was different and that 
contributed to a fairly quick recovery. As 
Canada confronts very high tariffs by 
Donald Trump’s government, the sectors 
of the economy most affected are auto 
production, aluminum, and steel and 
governments are targeting these male-
dominated industries for support. But the 
big issue will be the direction the 
economy takes in the future, and whether 

it will continue to focus on the traditional 
export-led growth strategy, and at the 
same time pursue balanced budgets and 
cuts to government spending. This is what 
many business groups are calling for, but 
it is an approach that will do the most 
damage to groups who have historically 
experienced the negative fall-out from 
conservative policies. 
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