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To: Post-secondary Labour Relations Consultation 

Alberta Advanced Education 

October 28, 2016 

To whom it may concern, 

On behalf of our respective Postdoctoral Associations we are writing to provide input regarding the 

ongoing Post-Secondary Labour Relations Consultation, as requested by the Honourable Marlin Schmidt, 

Minister of Advanced Education. 

As the Presidents of the Postdoctoral Association of the University of Calgary (PDAC), the University of 

Alberta Postdoctoral Fellows Association (PDFA), and the University of Lethbridge Postdoctoral Fellows 

Association (ULPA), we are in a unique position to speak to the concerns and aspirations of the >1000 

postdoctoral fellows / scholars (‘postdocs’) who work in this province. It is on their behalf that we 

submit the following report, detailing the challenges facing postdocs working at Alberta’s research 

universities. 

Postdocs are not currently included in the Post-Secondary Learning Act (PSLA), thus we have little to say 

in response to the specific questions that were asked of faculty members and graduate students in the 

Discussion Guide for the Faculty and Graduate Students Labour Relations Model Review. Instead, our 

aim here is to detail the work of Alberta’s postdocs to facilitate a thorough analysis of our employment 

status and to communicate the overwhelming desire of postdocs working in Alberta to be considered 

employees whose labour and rights are governed by provincial legislation such as the PSLA. Towards 

that goal we present data from surveys, describe the current postdoctoral policies at our respective 

institutions, provide anecdotal stories of the challenges faced by postdocs working in this province, and 

draw from other sources to compare our situation to that of postdocs in other jurisdictions. 

We hope that this is the beginning of a meaningful dialogue regarding much needed changes in Alberta’s 

postdoctoral labour policy. Please do not hesitate to contact us if you have any additional questions 

about the issues or recommendations raised in this report. Thank you for your time and consideration. 

Sincerely, 

Joseph S. Sparling, PhD 
chair@caps-acsp.ca 
President, PDAC 
Chair, Canadian Association of 
Postdoctoral Scholars (CAPS/ACSP) 
 

   
 

       

Ann Revill, PhD 
pdfa@ualberta.ca 
President, University of Alberta 
PDFA 
 
 
 

   

Michael Kyweriga, PhD 
ulpa@uleth.ca 
President, ULPA 
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1. Executive summary 

 Postdocs are highly skilled scientists and educators who hold a PhD, MD, or equivalent degree, 

are members of the academic research community, and are critical drivers of our innovation-

based economy. Due to our extensive training, postdocs are positioned to tackle complex 

research and innovation challenges in our province. 

 The typical duration of a postdoctoral fellowship has evolved from a temporary 1 – 2 year 

position, to a 2 – 5+ year period where we receive additional experience to become competitive 

for careers in academia or related fields.  

 Alberta universities attract many world-class postdocs, as only 35% of the Alberta postdoctoral 

workforce is comprised of Canadian citizens. 

 Current estimates indicate <20% of postdocs will obtain a faculty position. Thus, at least 80% of 

postdocs will never hold the position that our training is largely meant to be preparing us for.  

 The designation of Alberta postdocs as “trainees” has resulted in postdocs generally being 

treated as an ill-defined mixture between a student and an employee. The majority of Alberta’s 

postdocs are precluded from contributing to EI and CPP, leaving us without the standard social 

benefits provided to nearly every other group of workers in Canada. Our trainee status also 

often makes us ineligible for many of the resources that are available to staff or students, such 

as assistance with immigration issues and/or access to career services and on-campus health 

and mental health programs. Furthermore, international postdocs are often restricted from 

joining the Canadian workforce after their postdoctoral fellowships because they fail to meet 

immigration requirements due in part to our designation as “trainees”.  

 With the absence of any formal training program, postdoctoral positions do not lead to any 

additional accreditation. We argue that the term ‘trainee’ is something of a misnomer, as 

postdocs are more similar to apprentices or mentees to faculty members who receive ‘on-the-

job’ training while pursuing research and other scholarly activities. 

 The challenges faced by postdocs at Alberta universities are not unique. Labour relations boards 

in other provinces have faced similar issues in recent years. For example, in January 2012, the 

Ontario Labour Relations Board ruled that University of Toronto postdocs are employees, 

enabling that group to unionize. In its decision, the Board rejected the University’s argument 

that postdocs are academic trainees more similar to students than to faculty members. A similar 

ruling was also reached in Quebec in 2011, when the labour relations board ruled that 

postdoctoral fellows at the Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM) are employees.  

 Postdocs across Canada, and even around the world, face many similar challenges. By 

addressing these issues head-on, Alberta will become a worldwide leader, which will serve to 

attract exceptional postdocs to our province. This will strengthen our economy through high 

quality research and development in academia, industry, and the private sector. Alberta 

universities have played a key role in our professional development for 2 – 5 years. Our province 

would greatly benefit from postdocs remaining in our workforce, as many wish to do. 

Addressing the concerns raised in this document will be beneficial to all parties involved. 
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2. Introduction 

The status of postdoctoral scholars/fellows/associates (‘postdocs’) in Alberta remains poorly defined, as 

this important group of trainees is not included in the current provincial legislation governing post-

secondary institutions (the Post-Secondary Learning Act, or PSLA). This is in contrast to other key groups 

in post-secondary academia and research, including undergraduate students, graduate students, and 

faculty members. This oversight, along with a general lack of postdoctoral policies at the provincial and 

federal levels, has contributed to a variety of challenges faced by postdocs working in Alberta today, and 

we believe that addressing those challenges will help increase the capacity for research and innovation 

in our province and thereby facilitate economic prosperity and long-term growth. 

Addressing the needs of Alberta’s postdocs will make this province more attractive to the best and 

brightest minds from around the globe and thus enhance the recruitment of talented scientists and 

academics for years to come. Given that the challenges facing postdocs here are not unique in Canada, 

or around the world, this is an opportunity for Alberta to set a new standard in terms of postdoctoral 

policy in our country, and to demonstrate true leadership to the global community in terms of labour 

relations in the post-secondary sector. 

 

3. What’s a postdoc? 

Postdocs are highly trained and skilled individuals with a PhD, MD or equivalent qualification, who 

engage in research, community service, and other scholarly activities (e.g., teaching), across all academic 

disciplines. This group tackles complex and cutting-edge research problems and plays an essential role in 

the advancement of knowledge and the development of innovative approaches to societal problems 

behind the scenes at Alberta’s top post-secondary research institutions. Postdocs help to drive the 

research, innovation, and advanced education agenda of this province and their work directly benefits 

their faculty supervisors and the institutions where they work, and thus indirectly benefits all Albertans. 

Indeed, the University of Calgary explicitly recognizes the important contributions of postdocs in the 

following statement found on their website (http://ucalgary.ca/research/postdoc/numbers#eyeshigh): 

“During (postdocs) tenure here, they challenge our faculty to consider new research directions, they 

contribute to the university’s research capacity, and they have a significant impact on our shared goals 

of promoting discovery, creativity, and innovation.” 

Postdoctoral positions were designed as a phase of additional training during which PhD graduates 

broaden their experiences and expertise towards the goal of successfully transitioning to faculty 

positions. Indeed, in most disciplines today, postdoctoral training is required to be considered for a 

faculty position. Despite that, the current Alberta PSLA fails to mention postdocs at all, and in doing so 

completely ignores the future faculty members currently being trained in this province and a relatively 

small, but integral segment of the academic and research communities at Alberta’s post-secondary 

institutions. 
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Postdocs primarily work to gain experience and recognition in their field (whether that be through 

research, policy development, teaching, or other means) in order to be competitive for highly coveted 

tenure-track faculty positions at post-secondary institutions. However, more and more postdocs are 

realizing that is not a viable career goal as there simply are not enough faculty positions to 

accommodate most of the postdocs currently in training. The latest research on this topic comes from a 

survey conducted by Science, which found that only 20% of postdocs landed a tenure-track faculty 

position in 2012 (Powell, 2012). Despite this abysmal placement rate, postdocs (along with graduate 

students) are often treated as a source of inexpensive and disposable labour to help drive research, and 

so the push to continuously expand the number of PhD and postdoctoral trainees continues regardless 

of the relatively low availability of faculty positions and other desirable careers that require 

postdoctoral-level training in Canada. Alberta’s universities are not immune to this trend, as the number 

of postdocs at the University of Calgary increased by 25% from 2013 to 2015, largely driven by internal 

funding through the Eyes High program (see http://www.ucalgary.ca/research/postdoc/numbers).  

 

4. Postdocs working in Alberta 

For this report, information about postdocs working in Alberta was collected from 3 recent surveys: 

1) The Canadian Association of Postdoctoral Scholars’ (CAPS) 2016 National Postdoc Survey – 

conducted online by Academica Group from March to May, 2016. CAPS is a national non-profit 

association that represents the interests of postdocs working in Canada as well as Canadian 

postdocs working abroad. The Executive Council of CAPS generously provided raw data from their 

recent survey for this report, which was filtered to only include respondents who were postdocs 

currently working in Alberta during the survey (n=231; ~1/4 of the postdocs working in Alberta). 

Detailed results for a portion of the survey questions are provided in Appendix 1. The full report for 

the 2016 National Postdoc Survey is scheduled to be released to the public in November 2016. 

2) PDAC’s 2015 Postdoc Survey – An online survey of postdocs working at the University of Calgary 

between November 2015 and January 2016 (n = 168; ~34% of postdocs at University of Calgary at 

that time) conducted using SurveyMonkey software. Detailed results for a portion of questions from 

this survey are provided in Appendix 2 of this report. 

3) The University of Alberta PDFA’s 2015 Postdoc Survey – An online survey of postdocs working at the 

University of Alberta from February to March 2015 (n = 140; ~25% of postdocs at University of 

Alberta at that time), conducted using Google forms. A summary of the results of this survey are 

provided in Appendix 3 of this report. 

 

According to the data collected from current postdocs in CAPS’ 2016 survey (Appendix 1; Table 1-2), the 
average postdoc working in Alberta in early 2016 was 34 years old and married or living in a common-
law relationship (73%). Nearly 1/3 of respondents were parents, and of those 1/3 had more than 1 child. 
Of the postdocs surveyed, 35% were Canadian citizens, 20% permanent residents or landed immigrants, 
and 45% international postdocs holding work permits (Appendix 1; Table 1-2). 
 
The average full-time employed Canadian over the age of 25 years worked 39.3 hours/week in the first 
half of 2016 (Statistics Canada; January to August 2016 labour force data). During the same period, 
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postdocs in Alberta worked well above that average, as 85% of postdocs worked ≥40 hours/week, 38% 
worked ≥50 hours/week, and 16% worked ≥60 hours/week (Appendix 1; Fig. 1-2). This level of hours 
worked/week is typical of other groups of highly trained professionals (e.g., doctors, lawyers, etc.), but 
those positions generally pay substantially better than a postdoc salary. The gross annual income for 
postdocs working in Alberta was $49,530 on average, with a median of $47,500. It is worth noting here 
that the latter is nearly $35,000 less per year than the median annual income reported for a Canadian 
PhD holder working full-time in a non-postdoctoral position in 2013, only 3 years after graduation 
($82,000; Ferguson & Wang, 2014). 
 

Postdocs in Alberta pay full provincial and federal income tax, and yet the vast majority of us are not 

classified as employees and are therefore denied access to social support programs including 

Employment Insurance (EI) and the Canada Pension Plan (CPP). Based on tax form data collected in the 

CAPS national survey, we estimate that only 16% of postdocs working at the Universities of Alberta, 

Calgary or Lethbridge were classified as employees by those institutions in early 2016 (Appendix 1; Table 

1-3). In the absence of employee status, some of Alberta’s postdocs are also denied access to other 

standard benefits, such as dental insurance, drug plans, vision/eye care, and employee retirement plans 

(Appendix 1; Table 1-9 and 1-22). On average, only 31% of postdocs working in Alberta had access to 

benefits from another source (e.g., partner or spouse), and this number was far lower (18%) for 

international postdocs on a work permit. As a result, a large number of postdocs working in Alberta 

today (and their families) lack the basic protections and benefits provided to the typical Canadian 

worker. 

 

This is troubling given that the average postdoc is now at an age when most people are saving for 

retirement in earnest, settling down, buying homes, and starting families. The latter is particular 

problematic as despite the fact that it is 2016, a pregnant postdoc working in Alberta today is by no 

means guaranteed paid maternity leave. In fact, as you read this there is at least one expectant mother 

working at the University of Alberta who is struggling to find a source of coverage for maternity leave 

and only a couple of years ago a postdoc in a similar situation ended up taking unpaid leave from the 

University of Calgary. The number of promising young postdocs facing this exact problem over the years 

remains a mystery, as Alberta’s post-secondary research institutions are under no obligation to report 

these kinds of events to the government, their postdocs, or the public. Furthermore, expectant/new 

mothers are typically reluctant to come forward and raise this issue publicly and as postdocs they 

generally lack any representation, support, or power to negotiate with their host institutions. 

 

In light of that it is not surprising that when postdocs working in Alberta were asked to select the 3 

benefits that they desire most from a lengthy potential list on the CAPS 2016 National Survey, EI (47%; 

which includes paid parental leave) and CPP (39%) topped that list, followed by paid parental leave 

alone, vision/eye care, and a retirement plan (all tied at 24%) (Appendix 1; Table 1-9). It is important to 

point out that this question is not the same as simply asking postdocs whether they want certain 

benefits. The latter type of question typically results in much greater support; for example, on the PDAC 

2015 survey 66-96% of postdocs answered ‘yes’/ ‘somewhat’ when asked whether they supported 

certain benefits for all postdocs working at the University of Calgary (Appendix 2; Q45, page 15). It is 

interesting to note that CPP (37%) and EI (35%) also topped the list of desired benefits among the 105 
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international postdocs currently working in Alberta at the time of the CAPS 2016 survey (Appendix 1; 

Table 1-22). However, this comes as little surprise given that the majority of those people either plan to 

stay in Canada (39%) or remain unsure about whether they will stay or leave (40%) (Appendix 1; Fig. 1-

14). Based on respondent comments, it was clear that many in the latter group want to stay, but are 

concerned that they may be forced to leave due to a perceived lack of job opportunities for PhDs in 

Canada (45%) or difficulties related to Canadian immigration (20%). Retaining more of these highly 

trained and skilled individuals should be a priority for Alberta, as they increase the diversity and 

therefore creativity of Alberta’s research and academic sectors as well as our capacity for international 

research collaboration. It should be noted that the lack of employee status is particularly damaging to 

this group, as under the current immigration system their work as a postdoc is not considered “skilled 

work experience” for the purposes of immigration. Even the Alberta Immigrant Nominee Program 

(AINP) refuses to recognize these valuable potential citizens because they “receive a stipend rather than 

a salary and have no deductions for Canada Pension Plan or Employment Insurance” and are therefore 

fail to meet the AINP criteria to “be working full-time in Alberta, at the time of application, for an 

Alberta employer” (See Appendix 4). 

 

One might assume that any supervisor or institution would be happy to merely cover the cost of EI, CPP, 

and benefits for a postdoc who secured their own external funding, and yet this is not generally the case 

in Canada, as institutions typically do not provide EI and CPP to postdocs unless legally obliged, and 

postdocs who receive funding directly from external sources (e.g., ‘guest’ postdocs at University of 

Calgary) are often excluded from any employee-style benefits. While this approach helps to maintain 

low research labour costs, it does so at the expense of the trainees who are most likely to continue on to 

faculty positions by excluding them from the protections and benefits provided to other (i.e., internally 

funded) postdocs. 

 

5. What does a postdoc actually do? 

All Albertans benefit from the work of postdocs, as we play a key role in driving the research and 

innovation that is essential for a diverse provincial economy. While this work varies substantially from 

discipline to discipline in academia, on average, Alberta’s postdocs spent 76% of their work-hours on 

research-related tasks (data collection, analysis, presentation, and/or supervision of others),  13% on 

other academic or administrative tasks (e.g., writing fellowship and grant applications, teaching, 

academic service), and only 8% of their time on their own career development (e.g., professional 

development, job searches) according to the CAPS 2016 national survey (Appendix 1; Table 1-8). 

The range of activities that postdocs engage in as part of their work is highly similar to the duties 

performed by research associates or faculty members in the university setting, although the latter 

groups (on average) tend to spend a larger proportion of their time engaged in activities pertaining to 

managing people and funds, funding acquisition, academic service, or teaching and less time engaged in 

hands-on research. However, despite the similarities in duties and the fact that their pay often comes 

from sources similar to those that fund postdoc salaries (grants and awards from external funding 

agencies), both research associates and faculty members are considered employees of the Universities 
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of Calgary, Alberta, and Lethbridge and provided access to EI and CPP, whereas the vast majority of 

postdocs are not.  

 

6. How are Alberta’s postdocs paid? 

Most postdocs working in Alberta today receive salary support from internal funding sources. According 

to the CAPS 2016 national survey results (Appendix 1; Table 1-5), 58% of postdocs working in Alberta in 

early 2016 were primarily funded internally, with salary support coming from supervisor’s research 

grants (46%) or institutional / departmental training grants (12%). The provincial research councils (e.g., 

Alberta Innovates Health Solutions) provided primary funding for an additional 15% of postdocs, while 

the remaining 27% were funded by an assortment of federal agencies (CIHR, NSERC, SSHRC, Mitacs; 

18%), private foundations/associations (4%), or foreign entities (1%). Only 47% of postdocs reported a 

secondary source of funding for their salary (Appendix 1; Table 1-6), and about half of that funding came 

from internal sources as well.  

Data recently provided by the University of Alberta (Table 1) frames the funding situation even more 

clearly by breaking down all possible combinations of funding sources, and indicates that as of 

September 17th 2016, 85% of postdocs working at that institution were only funded by internal sources 

(supervisor’s research grants or institutional operating grants). It is interesting to note that internal 

fellowships and top-ups from internal grants might also constitute internal funding, which would bring 

the total to 98% of postdocs funded at least partially from internal sources.  

Table 1: Sources of funding for postdoc salaries at the University of Alberta (as of Sept 17th, 2016) 

Source of funding Frequency Percentage (n=553) 

Internal funding (supervisor’s grant or institutional operating grant)  470 85.0% 

External fellowship only 13 2.4% 

External & internal fellowships combined 2 0.4% 

External fellowship + internal grant top-up 9 1.6% 

Internal fellowship only 26 4.7% 

Internal fellowship + internal grant top-up 15 2.7% 

Internal fellowship (privately funded) 17 3.1% 

Internal fellowship (privately funded) + internal grant top-up 1 0.2% 

 

Similar values were found in data from PDAC’s 2015 survey of University of Calgary postdocs (Appendix 

2; Q34, page 10), wherein 76% of postdocs indicated that their salary was paid at least in part by funds 

that would be considered internal (Eyes High Scholarships, other internal fellowships, supervisor’s grants 

[internal or external], their own external grants, and teaching) as opposed to external sources (Tri-

Council fellowships, Mitacs program, other external fellowships, or other contract work). 
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7. Why postdocs should be considered employees 

At the Universities of Alberta, Calgary, and Lethbridge, postdocs are almost all now classified as 

‘trainees’ rather than employees. In the absence of any meaningful provincial or federal legislation 

regarding the status of postdocs or funding specifically geared to provide benefits and services to 

postdocs, Alberta’s research institutions have struggled with the question of whether postdocs should 

be treated as students or employees, which has resulted in postdocs generally being treated as an ill-

defined mixture of the two throughout the province. As one consequence of this, unlike other essential 

groups in the academic workforce (e.g., graduate students [on teaching/research assistantships], 

research/academic staff, and faculty members), postdocs in Alberta are not allowed to contribute to EI 

and CPP, leaving us without the standard social benefits provided to many other groups of workers in 

Canada. In addition, our trainee status and the lack of funding earmarked for postdoc support often 

makes postdocs ineligible for many of the resources that are available to staff or students, such as 

resources for assistance with immigration issues and/or access to career services and on-campus health 

and mental health programs. In the following sections we address the question of why postdocs working 

in Alberta should be considered employees. 

 

7.1. Alberta’s postdocs want to be employees 

In polling our individual postdoctoral communities, as well as Alberta postdocs in general, we have 

found that the vast majority of postdocs working in Alberta believe that we should be considered 

employees. For example, 80% of the 231 postdoc respondents currently working in Alberta in early 2016 

indicated that lobbying for access to statutory employee benefits (e.g., EI and CPP) should be an 

‘essential’ or ‘high’ priority for CAPS on the national survey (Appendix 1; Table 1-13). That survey also 

found that EI and CPP topped the list of benefits that Alberta’s postdocs desired (Appendix 1; Table 1-9), 

and similar results were observed when that data was filtered to only include responses from 

international postdocs working in Alberta on work permits (Appendix 1; Table 1-28 and 1-22, 

respectively). Similarly, PDAC’s 2015 survey found that 79% of University of Calgary postdocs supported 

the goal of attaining employee status for postdocs (Appendix 2; Q69, page 25), and gaining access to EI 

and CPP was the top priority (58% support) among University of Alberta postdocs on PDFA’s 2015 survey 

as well (Appendix 3; page 3).  

 

7.2. Disparity among postdocs in Alberta 

There is considerable disparity in postdoctoral policy and working conditions at Alberta’s top 3 post-

secondary research institutions (see Table 2). This disparity arose in the absence of guidance from the 

Province with respect to the expected treatment of postdocs, and we believe that the development of 

uniform postdoctoral policies in Alberta is the best, if not the only, solution to this problem. 
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Table 2: Guidelines/policies for postdocs at Alberta’s post-secondary research institutions 

 University of Calgary University of Alberta University of Lethbridge 

Minimum annual salary $40,000 $37,053 Non-existent 

Maximum duration 
5 years from the 
completion of PhD 

5 years from the 
completion of PhD 

5 years from the 
completion of PhD 

Primary employment 
status 

Trainee 
(Externally funded 
postdocs sometimes 
referred to as ‘guests’) 

Trainee Trainee 

Access to EI and CPP 
Very few 
(Postdocs still on old 
‘associate’ contracts) 

Non-existent Non-existent 

Paid maternity leave 

Some – not guaranteed 
(depends on fellowship or 
supervisor / department 
funding; Eyes High awards 
guaranteed 4 months) 

Only if provided by 
external awards 

Only if provided by 
external awards 

Paid paternity leave 
5 days 
(unless provided by 
external awards) 

Only if provided by 
external awards 

Only if provided by 
external awards 

Shared paid parental 
leave 

Non-existent Non-existent Non-existent 

Paid bereavement leave 5 days with pay Non-existent Non-existent 

Paid sick leave Non-existent Non-existent Non-existent 

Paid personal leave 
(‘vacation pay’ for non-
employees) 

Minimum of 10 days of 
paid ‘leave time’ per year 
plus statutory holidays 

Negotiated with supervisor 
(typically 10 days/year 
minimum plus statutory 
holidays) 

Minimum of 10 days of 
paid ‘leave time’ per year 
plus statutory holidays 

Access to benefits other 
than provincial health 
(dental, vision, etc.) 

For most postdocs 
(not ‘guest’ postdocs); 
vision coverage near nil 

Yes, although vision 
coverage is non-existent 

Yes 

Job-loss coverage Non-existent Non-existent Non-existent 

Compassionate Care 
Leave 

Non-existent Non-existent Non-existent 

Access to employer 
pension plan 

Non-existent Non-existent Non-existent 

Access to on-campus 
career services 

For cost-free services only. 
Does not include in-person 
consultations 

Career Centre access 
including in-person 
consultations 

Unknown 

Access to Employee 
Family Assistance Plan 

Most 
(‘guest’ postdocs excluded) 

Yes 
(“Postdoctoral Fellows 
Assistance Plan”) 

Unknown 

Representation in 
university governance 

1 seat on the GFC and 
some seats on Faculty 
Councils and other 
committees. No seats on 
BoG or Senate. 

Some seats on 
departmental councils. 
None in GFC, BoG or 
Senate 

Non-existent 

Postdoctoral association 
officially recognized by 
the university? 

No 
Yes – Memorandum of 
understanding between 
the two. 

No 

Abbreviations: GFC (General Faculties Council); BoG (Board of Governors) 
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7.3. Postdoctoral training as apprenticeship  

Unlike graduate students, postdocs are not enrolled in a program and they generally do not complete 

any coursework. In fact, they are more likely to teach courses than they are to take them, with the 

exception being the occasional professional development workshop, which typically lasts a couple of 

hours, less frequently a couple of days, and rarely a week or more. Those workshops are largely 

designed to teach specific research skills or provide exposure to career development skills (e.g., 

leadership, communication, etc.). In the absence of any formal training program or coursework 

postdoctoral training does not lead to any significant additional accreditation (i.e., a diploma or degree). 

As such, the term ‘trainee’ is somewhat misleading, as postdoctoral work may be more accurately 

described as an apprenticeship or mentorship involving varying degrees of ‘on-the-job’ training that is 

largely specific to the research and other scholarly activities pertinent to one’s discipline. 

To our knowledge, most apprentices in Alberta are treated as employees, and paid according to their 
level of training/experience, neither of which is the case for postdocs. For example, apprentices in the 
trades, such as apprentice HVAC (heating, ventilating and air conditioning) mechanics are considered 
employees of the companies they apprentice with, provided access to EI and CPP as well as benefits, and 
paid according to their level of certification and hours of work experience. Among professionals who 
undergo training more similar to that of a postdoc, resident physicians probably provide the best 
analogy, as both of these groups are considered trainees who also conduct highly-specialized work to 
gain experience for their future careers. For postdocs, that work involves research and academia, 
whereas for residents it involves treating patients. With this in mind, it is interesting to note that unlike 
postdocs, the >1,700 resident physicians working in Alberta are largely considered employees and the 
Professional Association of Resident Physicians of Alberta (PARA) is empowered to collectively bargain 
for this group, with regards to ‘non-academic’ aspects of residency training, including salary, benefits, 
and working conditions (see http://para-ab.ca/ for more details). A similar arrangement (i.e., the 
creation of a provincial professional body) would benefit postdocs working in this province a great deal, 
and may provide an alternative approach for gaining bargaining rights for this group as a whole, instead 
of requiring postdoctoral associations to bargain individually at the institutional level. 
 

7.4. Alberta’s postdocs generally meet the requirements to be considered employees 

The issue of employment status is not unique to postdocs by any means, and in cases where the status 

of a worker is unclear there is an established process used by Alberta Labour to rule on the employment 

status of a worker. Table 3 describes the criteria used by the Province to determine whether a worker is 

an employee and provides details regarding the applicability of these ‘employee conditions’ to postdocs 

working at the Universities of Calgary, Alberta, and Lethbridge. Although there are some caveats with 

respect to some of the criteria, this summary clearly demonstrates that postdocs largely meet the 

requirements to be considered employees according to existing provincial regulations. 

 

  



Postdoctoral Associations of Alberta 
Post-secondary Labour Relations Consultation – Alberta Advanced Education 

12 
 

Table 3: Assessing whether postdocs meet the criteria for determining employee status in Alberta 

 Employee conditions Applicable to postdocs? 

Method of 
Payment 

• Receives an hourly, weekly or monthly wage or salary, 
or is paid on commission. 
• Receives a pay-related document such as a pay 
cheque and statement of earnings. 

Yes – except those whose salary is paid 
directly by an external agency 

Hours of work • Usually works specified hours set by the employer. Yes 

Benefit plan 
• Receives benefits such as vacation pay, Employment 
Insurance and Canada Pension Plan contributions. 
Benefits are paid for in full or part by the employer. 

Yes – except those paid directly by 
external agencies; varies depending on 
the type of benefits. 

Training 
• Receives in-house, on-the-job or outside training that 
is provided, paid or reimbursed by the employer. 

Yes for most postdoctoral training 

Full-time, 
personal and 
exclusive 
service 

• Usually devotes all working time to one employer. 
• Personally performs the work or service and cannot 
hire someone else to do it. 

Yes 

Schedules and 
routines 

• Works under the direction and control of an employer. 
Yes – even postdocs funded by external 
agencies work under a supervisor  

Right to 
discharge or 
terminate 
employment 

• Can be discharged from work. 
• Can terminate his or her employment. 

Yes – postdocs can be let go at any time, 
as our positions are generally 
completely dependent on the 
availability of research funding. 

Supervision and 
compliance 
with 
instructions 

• Works under the supervision of the employer. 
• Generally must follow the employer’s instruction on 
how, when and where the work is performed. 
• Generally must follow the employer’s instructions 
regarding the quality or volume of work. 

Yes – though level of independence 
varies, especially according to discipline 
and source of funding.  

Specific results 
• May perform a variety of tasks and duties. (The 
relationship with the employer continues after these 
tasks or duties have been completed.) 

Yes – postdoctoral contracts / 
appointments are generally by year, not 
by specific project 

Facilities and 
premises 

Usually uses a workspace, furniture, phone, computer 
and related equipment provided, maintained and paid 
for by the employer 

Yes 

Tools and 
equipment 

• Usually uses tools, equipment and materials provided 
and paid for by the employer. 

Yes 

Profit 

• Does not necessarily earn more if work is completed 
more quickly than expected or if other savings occur. 
• May earn more through bonuses or incentive pay. 
• May earn more with length of service or experience. 

Yes 

Risk of loss 

• Is paid for labour or services provided. 
• Receives pay at an established rate that is 
independent of the employer’s sales, profits or losses. 
• Is not responsible for covering 
bad debts: debts are the employer’s responsibility. 

Yes – although pay is subject to the 
availability of funding in large part, so 
some supervisors will try to decrease 
pay when lab funding is low 

Independence 
and self-
employment 

• Is not self-employed. 
• Is part of the employer’s business and depends on one 
income source. 
• The longer and more permanent the working 
relationship, the more likely 
that someone is considered to be an employee. 

Yes – although postdoctoral positions 
are temporary, they can last 5 years or 
longer depending on funding  

Table adapted from: Employment Standards Tool Kit for Employers. Alberta Labour. 2016. Government of Alberta. (available 
online at http://work.alberta.ca/documents/Employment-Standards-Toolkit.pdf). 
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7.5. Labour relations decisions in Ontario and Quebec 

Labour relations boards in other provinces have faced similar questions regarding the employment 

status of postdocs in recent years, and it is worth noting the outcomes of those proceedings here. For 

example, in January 2012, the Ontario Labour Relations Board was forced to rule on the employment 

status of postdocs in Ontario when University of Toronto postdocs attempted to unionize. In this case, 

the University argued that postdocs are academic trainees more similar to students than to faculty 

members, while the union representing their postdocs (Canadian Union of Public Employees Local 3902) 

argued that postdocs are highly-trained experts in their fields who bring inestimable value to the 

university, and that the fact that they work under the supervision of a principal investigator does not 

negate their status as employees with the right to collective representation. In a landmark ruling, the 

Board sided with the union, establishing that postdoctoral fellows at the University of Toronto are 

employees. A copy of this decision is included in Appendix 5, and more information can be found online 

(https://www.canlii.org/en/on/onlrb/doc/2012/2012canlii1673/2012canlii1673.html?resultIndex=29#). 

A similar ruling was already reached in Quebec in 2011, when the labour relations board in that province 

at the time (aka: the Commission des relations du travail; CRT) ruled that postdoctoral fellows at the 

Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM) whose salary comes from university research funds are 

employees. UQAM contested this ruling, but the CRT upheld its decision in a September 2012 decision 

(for more details – only available in French – visit the CRT website). 

Those cases both resulted from postdoctoral union drives, and since those rulings recognized the 

majority of postdocs as employees (depending on their source of income) they opened the door to 

further unionization efforts in those provinces. Given that unionization has consistently resulted in 

improved wages, protections, benefits, and rights for postdoctoral employees at Canadian institutions 

(see http://www3.carleton.ca/cupa/BenefitsComparison.html for example), it comes as little surprise 

that a rather large number of universities in Eastern Canada have now unionized, including: University of 

Toronto, McMaster, Queen’s, Memorial, Western, Carleton, the Université du Québec à Montréal, 

McGill, Laval, Sherbrooke, École polytechnique, the Université de Montreal, and the Université du 

Québec à Rimouski. 

Critics of postdoctoral unionization efforts often claim that the higher labour cost associated with 

unionized postdocs will force institutions to decrease the number of postdoctoral positions and thereby 

diminish research productivity. However, there appears to be little evidence of this to date, as Benderly 

(2006) found little change in the number of postdocs or their relationships with supervisors at the 

University of Connecticut Health Center two years after they formed the first postdoc union in the 

United States (US). To our knowledge, there is no evidence of a significant decline in research 

productivity or postdoc numbers after unionization at any Canadian institution either; although it should 

be noted that data on this topic (and postdocs in general) is sorely lacking.  

All of the effort and expense of these labour relations cases as well as the individual unionization drives 

could have been avoided if bargaining rights were simply provided to postdocs via provincial legislation 

as we suggest here. Furthermore, if Alberta were to legislate (via the PSLA or other means) that all 

postdocs are to be classified (or at least treated) as employees by the institutions where they work 
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regardless of the source of their funding we would be the first province to do so. This would 

demonstrate a commitment to the future of research and innovation that would be the envy of 

postdocs working elsewhere in Canada, as it would guarantee that postdocs who secure their own 

funding from external sources are not disadvantaged by their success (with respect to protections and 

benefits) relative to their peers. 

If the Province chooses to recognize postdocs as employees we recommend legislating collective 

bargaining rights at the same time, as not doing so may prompt union drives at our institutions. Support 

for this notion comes from the fact that 56% of postdoctoral respondents (n = 136) on PDAC’s 2015 

survey indicated that they support postdocs unionizing, while only 11% opposed this notion and 33% 

were undecided (Appendix 2; Q69, page 25).  

 

7.6. Employment status, protections, benefits and rights in other jurisdictions 

We do not have to look far (or to unionized institutions) to find examples of postdocs with better 

benefits than those available in Alberta at present. For example, at the University of British Columbia, all 

postdocs are guaranteed paid maternity / parental leave, sick leave (up to 6 months), bereavement and 

compassionate care leave, as well as extended health & dental, and access to the Employee and Family 

Assistance Program (for more details, see UBC’s Guide for Postdoctoral Fellows online at 

https://www.postdocs.ubc.ca/sites/default/files/pane/postdoc_resource_guide.pdf). A brief review of 

Table 2 (above) indicates that the majority of those benefits are not available (and particularly not 

guaranteed) to most postdocs working in post-secondary institutions in Alberta today.  

Outside of Canada, our current postdoctoral polices and working conditions tend to fair even worse in 

comparison, which is interesting given that Canadian academic faculty members are the best paid on 

average in the world when income is adjusted to account for cost of living (Brown, 2012; Jaschik, 2012; 

Usher, 2012a,b). In contrast, postdocs working in Alberta (and in Canada in general) tend to have lower 

annual incomes as well as reduced access to protections and benefits relative to their peers working in 

other countries with strong academic research sectors (Appendix 6; Table 6-1 and 6-2). Places that are 

renowned for research and innovation, such as the US and the United Kingdom (UK), tend to provide 

better labour conditions for their postdocs on average, either by providing higher pay (e.g., US), greater 

access to social support, benefits, and pensions (e.g., UK, Sweden), or both (e.g., Australia, Denmark).  

Postdoc income is commensurate with work experience in many of those places, including the US (see 

National Institutes of Health [NIH] guidelines at http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-

15-048.html), the UK (see the National Centre for the Replacement Refinement & Reduction of Animals 

in Research [NC3Rs] Funding Schemes Applicant and Grant Holder Handbook), and Germany (see 

https://techomat.com/2015/09/06/postdoc-and-phd-salary-in-germany/). However, this is not the norm 

in Canada, as the tri-council and provincial funding agencies do not provide remuneration guidelines 

that take years of training and experience into account. At top research institutions in the US, such as 

the Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research, the payscales are even higher than those suggested by 

the NIH (see http://wi.mit.edu/people/postdoctoral/wipda/hr), ranging from $50,127-$53,327 USD 
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depending on years of experience, and postdocs on fellowships of lower values are automatically 

topped up to the minimum. In addition, the Whitehead (and some other highly prestigious institutes) 

provides highly competitive benefit plans, including childcare and pensions (Appendix 6; Table 6-2).  

Although the competition is steep, this labour consultation provides an opportunity for Alberta to lead, 

rather than follow, on the international stage, as most of the countries mentioned above fall short of 

providing full benefits and protections to externally funded postdocs. There are only two exceptions to 

that, as Denmark and the UK both classify externally funded postdocs as employees (unless they are 

paid directly by stipends from another country). The latter two represent two model systems that 

should be examined to inform the implementation of the recommendations made in this report, as 

those changes would give Alberta a marketable advantage over all other provinces in Canada and many 

other countries in world in terms of postdoctoral recruitment. 

 

8. Outcome of employment status change and recommendations regarding implementation 
 

Making all postdocs employees with access to EI and CPP and giving us the right to collectively bargain 

will naturally increase the labour costs associated with each postdoc working in Alberta. With respect to 

EI and CPP, the cost of making all postdoc employees is relatively easy to estimate using 2017 rates for 

employees (1.63% to a maximum of $836.19 and 4.95% [after the $3,500 basic amount] to a maximum 

of $2,564.10, respectively) and employers (1.4X employee premium to a maximum of $1170.67 and 

matching employee premium, respectively) available online on Federal government websites 

(http://www.esdc.gc.ca/en/reports/ei/premium/rates2017.page and http://www.cra-

arc.gc.ca/tx/bsnss/tpcs/pyrll/clcltng/cpp-rpc/cnt-chrt-pf-eng.html, respectively).  Using the median 

gross annual income for Alberta postdocs from the CAPS 2016 survey ($47,500/year), the estimated 

costs per postdoc are displayed in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Estimated annual EI and CPP premiums for postdocs earning $47,500/year in 2017 

 2017 Estimated Annual Employee 
Premium 

2017 Estimated Annual Employer 
Premium 

Grand Total 

EI $774 $1,084  

CPP $2,178 $2,178  

Total $2,952 $3,262 $6,214 

 

Thus, in 2017, the average postdoc will pay approximately $2,952 in EI and CPP premiums. At present, 

the University of Calgary website (http://www.ucalgary.ca/research/postdoc) states that there are 475 

postdocs working at the University. Assuming that number remains relatively steady, the total cost of EI 

and CPP employer premiums for all University of Calgary postdocs in 2017 would be $1.55 million 

($3,262 X 475). While this is a substantial amount of money, it is important to put this cost into 

perspective regarding the University’s sponsored research income, as it would only represent 

approximately 0.43% of the University’s $360.5 million sponsored research budget in 2015-2016 

(University of Calgary Annual Report for the year ended March 31, 2016). It is virtually impossible to 

provide a reasonably accurate estimate of the added costs of giving postdocs access to other employee-
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type benefits and the ability to collectively bargain at present, as a substantial number of postdocs 

already have access to benefits packages through their home institutions and the direction and outcome 

of future negotiations between postdoc associations and their universities is unknown.  

 

Beyond relying on research funds, there are other sources of funding that might be used to support 

either or both of the employee and employer costs associated with the proposed changes. For example, 

the province could provide funding that is specifically earmarked to increase services, protections, 

and/or benefits for postdocs in Alberta as part of ongoing support for research and innovation; similar 

to the funding support currently provided to institutions based on the number of enrolled students and 

graduate students. Support for such a program could come directly from the income tax collected from 

postdocs, and it could be directed towards subsidizing the cost to institutions, or postdocs themselves. 

CAPS made similar suggestions to the federal government in their recent response to Canada’s 

Fundamental Science Review, specifically calling for the full cost of employee and employer EI and CPP 

premiums to be covered using federal (and/or provincial) income tax deducted from postdocs as a 

means to cover those expenses in order to minimize the impact on research funding during the 

transition to employee status for all postdocs working in Canada. 

 

In addition, if postdoc associations were given similar powers to those provided to students and 

graduate students, our inclusion in the PSLA (or other legislation) would establish our associations as 

incorporated entities with the power to levy fees on our members. In doing so, the province would 

enable our associations to become self-sufficient and collect fees from postdocs to cover the costs 

associated with access to on-campus services as well as professional development, networking, and 

social events. This would eliminate the need for institutions to cover those costs, as they typically do 

now for some services and training events. 

 

In the short term, our recommendations may cause a decrease in the number of postdocs working in 
Alberta, as it may take time for institutions to adjust to the increase in research labour costs. Introducing 
the suggested changes gradually would likely help to minimize this effect. Whether or not those changes 
will result in fewer postdocs long-term also remains unclear, but there is little evidence for a long-term 
decrease in the number of postdocs at institutions where postdocs have unionized (as discussed above), 
so it seems that institutions generally find a way to fund a similar number of postdocs regardless of their 
higher cost. There is significant evidence to suggest that we’re over-training postdocs relative to the 
availability of jobs (e.g., faculty positions) requiring that level of training in Canada. For example, former 
postdocs (n = 479) who responded to CAPS 2016 national survey had an unemployment rate of 9%, 
which is more than double the 4% unemployment rate previously reported for PhD-holders in Canada 
(Edge & Munro, 2015), and it is worth noting here that of the 32 former postdocs trained in Alberta who 
responded to that survey (data not included due to small sample size), a rather alarming 16% were 
unemployed. 
 
In light of all that, a decline in the number of postdocs working in Alberta as a result of the changes 
recommended here would not necessarily be a bad thing. Indeed, many postdocs would support a 
reduction in their ranks, as this would decrease competition for the available fellowships and awards, as 
well as competition for faculty positions and other postdoc-level jobs outside of academia. Postdocs are 
very aware of this issue, as 75% of Alberta respondents on the 2016 national survey indicated that 
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“Addressing the perceived disconnect between the number of postdoctoral scholars and the 
employment opportunities available that make use of postdoctoral scholars’ skills” should be an 
‘essential’ or ‘high’ priority for CAPS (Appendix 1; Table 1-13; question 3). 
 

Rather than reduce research productivity, we would argue that improving working conditions for 

postdocs will help minimize concerns and distractions related to money, job security, and family 

planning and will therefore make Alberta’s postdocs more (rather than less) productive overall. We also 

believe that these changes would make Alberta more attractive to postdocs, and thus ensure our ability 

to continue to recruit exceptional postdocs at both the national and international level long-term. 

 

9. Why postdocs need to be included in the PSLA or other legislation 

Postdocs are generally under-represented on the councils, committees and boards that govern our 

institutions, precisely because our associations are not guaranteed such representation by the PSLA. As 

a result, unlike students, graduate students, faculty members, management or staff, Alberta’s postdocs 

must rely on the willingness of their administrators to attain representation on the highest governing 

bodies of their respective institutions. To date, none of our three associations have been granted a seat 

on the Board of Governors or the Senate at their respective universities, despite direct requests on the 

part of PDAC; the latter of which is the only one of our three associations with a seat on the GFC (see 

Table 2 above). The lack of postdoctoral association representation on these councils suggests that our 

current system places less value on postdocs as members of the university community than other 

groups, and this exacerbates the existing sentiment of community exclusion expressed by many 

postdocs. 

The PSLA also legislates the creation of academic staff and student associations at each post-secondary 

institution, the incorporation of those entities, their right to self-govern, and the relationship between 

these groups and their universities. In the absence of this support, the postdoctoral associations in 

Alberta have been left with no means of becoming self-sufficient, no clear guidance with respect to their 

relationship with the universities, and no real defence against unwanted interference in association 

business. As a result of this arrangement, the University of Alberta PDFA is currently the only 

postdoctoral association in Alberta that is formally recognized by its university as the official association 

representing its postdocs. This recognition is laid out in a memorandum of understanding (MOU) that 

establishes the relationship between the association and the university in detail, which was made 

possible by the excellent relationship between the PDFA and the current Vice President (Research) at 

the University of Alberta. Requests by PDAC to formalize their relationship with the University of Calgary 

in an MOU have thus far been unsuccessful, and the ULPA has yet to raise this issue with the 

administration in Lethbridge. 

The PSLA also grants the associations it establishes the right to negotiate employment agreements for 

their members via collective bargaining with their institutions. In the absence of such consideration, 

postdocs working in Alberta are currently unable to bargain for improved rights, working conditions, 

protections, or benefits as a group and the universities are largely left to set postdoctoral policy in the 

absence of any obligation to consult their respective postdoctoral communities. Under these conditions, 
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the postdoctoral associations in Alberta have struggled to negotiate significant improvements in 

postdoctoral policy at their institutions to date. PDAC perhaps provides the best example of this, as that 

association formed almost 20 years ago, and from the articles describing its creation (Appendix 7) it is 

clear that postdocs at the University of Calgary are still asking for the same things today that they were 

in 1997; namely: a valued position in the university community, reasonable pay for our level of 

experience and training, employee status, access to EI and CPP, and improved benefits. 

The underlying problem is that postdoctoral policy in Alberta has traditionally (and largely) been set by 

institutional administrators behind closed doors, based primarily on recommendations from Human 

Resources and the universities’ legal teams, and with little or no consultation of their actual postdocs 

and no obligation to report policy changes to postdocs as a group. While exceptions to this approach do 

occur, as the University of Alberta consulted with the PDFA in establishing minimum annual salary for 

their postdocs 4 years ago, such consultations are by no means guaranteed under the current 

arrangement. As a result, postdocs may not only be excluded from these discussions, but may simply not 

be informed of major policy changes at all. A prime example of this occurred a couple of years ago, 

when the University of Calgary decided to stop offering ‘employee-style’ labour contracts (“Postdoctoral 

Associate” contracts that included access to EI and CPP) to postdocs. Neither PDAC, nor the postdoctoral 

community in general were consulted or informed of this, so news of this dramatic policy change only 

became public when postdocs on those types of contracts found out that they could not renew them 

because the university no longer offered a contract that included EI and CPP to any postdoc.  

Alberta’s postdocs deserve to be included in the PSLA, or another piece of legislation that guarantees 

similar rights and privileges to those provided to students and faculty at our post-secondary institutions. 

Furthermore, based on communications with our respective postdoctoral communities, we know that 

Alberta’s postdocs generally want to be included in such legislation. Specific evidence for this comes 

from PDAC’s 2015 survey, in which 57% of respondents (n = 136 on this question) supported the 

inclusion of postdocs in the Alberta PSLA, whereas only 4% were opposed, and the remaining 38% were 

undecided (Appendix 2; Q70, page 26). It is our view that support for this notion would be even higher, 

if postdocs were more aware of what the PSLA could provide them as a group, as that survey only 

provided a brief summary. We plan to address this issue directly in our local communities in the future.  

 

10. Concluding statement 

If the current situation is not rectified by providing postdocs with some type of bargaining rights or 

another mechanism to improve their situation as a group, we believe that it will inevitably lead to union 

drives in this province. Indeed, the data from the 2015 PDAC Survey suggests that there is already 

considerable support for this among postdocs at the University of Calgary. However, as the Presidents of 

the Postdoctoral Associations at these three institutes, we believe that there is another way to deal with 

the issues at hand. In making postdocs employees and providing proper protections, benefits, and rights 

(guaranteed by provincial legislation) to this key group of academics, Alberta has the opportunity to 

serve as a shining example of what a supportive research and training environment looks like to the rest 

of Canada and the world. This is not only the right thing to do, but it would also be a major recruitment 



Postdoctoral Associations of Alberta 
Post-secondary Labour Relations Consultation – Alberta Advanced Education 

19 
 

advantage over other provinces and countries. This will serve to attract even more high-calibre postdocs 

to our province, thereby increasing the quality of Alberta’s workforce. We strongly believe that this 

support will pay large dividends for the province, in terms of our reputation as a world-class training 

environment, our capacity for research and innovation, and our long-term economic diversity. 
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Table 1-1: Respondent overview 

Category of Respondent Sub-categories of Respondents Sub-total Total 

All current & past postdocs 
trained in Alberta 

Postdocs currently working in Alberta 231 (88% of total) 
263 

Former postdocs trained in Alberta 32 (12% of total) 

Current postdocs working in 
Alberta 

Canadian Citizens 80 (35% of total) 

231 
Permanent resident / landed 
immigrants 

45 (20% of total) 

International postdocs holding work 
permits 

105 (45% of total) 

 

Postdoctoral scholars currently working in Alberta 

Table 1-2: Demographics 

Gender Age Marital Status Children (dependents) 

Male                  52% 
Female              46% 
Other                <1% 
No answer          1% 

25 to 29     15% 
30 to 34     50% 
35 to 39     25% 
40+       9% 
No answer      2% 
 
Average           34 years 

Single, never married                21% 
Married/common-law                73% 
Divorced/separated/widowed    4% 
No answer      2% 

None                           67% 
One                             21% 
Two                               8% 
Three                            2% 
No answer                   2% 

 

Table 1-3: Employment Status 

Type of tax form Proportion of postdocs receiving 
tax form 

T4 alone (ignoring respondents 
who received multiple forms) 

T4 (Employee) 40% (n=92) 16% (n=38; 38/231) 

 T4A code 04 (Research grant) 26%  

T4A code 05 (Scholarship / 
Fellowship) 

40%  

T4A code unknown 4%  

T2202A (Tuition, Education, and 
Textbook amounts) 

2%  

None (Foreign scholarship) <1%  

None (Independent contractor) <1%  

Don’t know 14%  

Have not received tax forms yet <1%  

T4 tax forms are often provided to report ‘other benefits’ such as reimbursements for health care insurance, 

etc. As such, the receipt of a T4 is not in-and-of-itself an indicator of employment status. What really matters is 

which tax form is used to report salary, which the survey did not specifically ask. If we eliminate respondents 

who received multiple tax forms – to ensure that only those who received a T4 reporting salary income are 

counted – then only 16% of postdocs working in Alberta at the time of the 2016 survey would be considered 

employees.  
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Annual salary 

The average postdoc working in Alberta during the 2016 CAPS/ACSP survey made $49,530/year before taxes 

(median value = $47,500). 

 

Table 1-4: Annual salary 

 

Figure 1-1: Annual salary 
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Table 1-5: Primary source of funding for salary 

 

 

Table 1-6: Secondary source of funding for salary (if applicable) 
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Hours of work / week 

The average postdoc working in Alberta in mid-2016 worked more hours/week than the average Albertan. 

Indeed, 85% of postdocs worked ≥40 hours/week, 38% worked ≥50 hours/week, and 16% worked ≥60 

hours/week. 

 

Table 1-7: Hours worked per week on average 

 
 

Figure 1-2: Hours worked per week on average 
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Table 1-8: Proportion of hours worked/week by task 

Specific task Average proportion of hours devoted to specific 
tasks – current postdocs working in Alberta only 

Research 
(e.g., data collection, analysis, presentation) 

63% 

Other research (e.g., supervision of others) 13% 

Administrative work 
(e.g., funding acquisition) 

7% 

Teaching 3% 

Service 
(e.g., volunteering, committees) 

3% 

Job Search 4% 

Professional Development 4% 

Other 2% 

 

Access to benefits and protections 

 

Table 1-9: Benefits available and desired among postdocs currently working in Alberta 

Benefits available 
Proportion of postdocs working in Alberta with known 
access to specific benefits (excluding those who do 
not know if they have access)  

Top 3 benefits desired 
Proportion of respondents who selected specific 
benefits when asked to choose the 3 benefits they 
desire most 

Basic provincial healthcare – 96% 
Dental insurance – 84% 
Drug plan – 71% 
Health insurance for family – 66% 
Extended health (e.g., chiropractic, etc.) – 65% 
Vacation leave – 58%  
Vision/eye care – 40% 
Sick leave (paid) – 26% 
Life insurance – 24% 
Parental leave (paid) – 17% 
Long term disability insurance – 16% 
Legal/Visa services –12% 
Worker’s compensation – 9% 
EI – 8% 
Child care (accesss onsite) – 8% 
CPP – 6% 
Reduced rate parking – 5% 
Child care subsidy – 4% 
Housing subsidy – 1% 
Retirement plan – 1% 

EI – 47% 
CPP – 39% 
Parental leave (paid) – 24% 
Vision/eye care – 24% 
Retirement plan – 24% 
Housing subsidy – 21% 
Child care (accesss onsite) – 13% 
Child care subsidy – 13% 
Extended health (e.g., chiropractic, etc.) – 11% 
Dental insurance – 10% 
Sick leave (paid) – 9% 
Reduced rate parking – 9% 
Legal/Visa services – 7% 
Life insurance – 7% 
Health insurance for family – 6% 
Basic provincial healthcare – 6% 
Drug plan – 6% 
Vacation leave – 5%  
Worker’s compensation – 4% 
Long term disability insurance – 4% 

In the absence of employee status, postdocs in Alberta are typically denied access to standard employee-type 

benefits. Only 31% of postdocs working in Alberta had access to benefits from another source (e.g., partner or 

spouse), so a large number of postdocs working in Alberta lack basic benefits and protections. EI, CPP, paid 
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parental leave, vision/eye care coverage, and access to a retirement plan were the most desired benefits 

among those who lack them or do not know if they have access to them. 

 

Training and Career Development/Guidance 

 

Table 1-10: Career Development 

Career Development Training – availability and access Proportion of respondents  

I have received formal training specifically designed for postdocs 12% 

I have received formal training not specifically designed for postdocs 18% 

I have received informal, on the job training 11% 

Training is available but I have not taken it 32% 

Training is not available 11% 

Don’t know 17% 

 

Only 29% of postdocs working in Alberta at the time of the survey had participated in any externally-

administered formal professional development training during their postdoc (e.g., courses, workshops, etc. 

not offered  through their home institution). 

44% of postdocs working in Alberta wanted to build skills related to career development (resume/CV writing, 

interview skills, networking). 

Figure 1-3: Access to a career counsellor 
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The majority of postdocs did not know whether they had access to a career counsellor. At the University of 

Calgary, none of the nearly 500 postdocs have access to on-campus career services, so the only access to 

career counselling is over the phone with the employee and family assistance plan provider (Homewood) – and 

that access is only provided to postdocs who are on contracts that include benefits. 

Table 1-11: Satisfaction with career options 

 
The majority of postdocs (56%) are not satisfied with their career options. 

 

Figure 1-4: Preparation for non-academic career opportunities 

 
34% of postdoc respondents do not believe that their postdoctoral experience has prepared them at all for 

non-academic career opportunities. 

This is troubling given that only approximately 20% of postdocs obtain tenure-track faculty positions 

(according to a 2012 Postdoc Survey conducted by Science / AAAS Custom Publishing Office). 

 

 

 



Alberta Postdocs – Post-secondary Labour Relations Consultation  

APPENDIX 1: CAPS/ACSP 2016 National Postdoc Survey – current and former Alberta postdocs only 

 

8 
 

Figure 1-5: Exposure to non-academic career opportunities 

 
About half (49%) of all respondents felt that their current postdoctoral experience did not expose them to 

non-academic career opportunities at all. 

Figure 1-6: Interest in information about non-academic career opportunities 

 
The vast majority of  postdocs (86%) were interested in more information about non-academic career 

opportunities. 
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Plans to Stay in Canada 

Figure 1-7: Plans to stay / leave after completion of postdoctoral training 

 
 

Top reasons why postdocs are unsure whether they’ll stay in Canada/Alberta: 

Depends on job opportunities 57% (of those who are unsure; 23% of total) 

Depends on VISA  14% (of those who are unsure; 6% of total) 

 

Mental health of postdocs working in Alberta 

 

Table 1-12: Mental health issues among postdocs working in Alberta 

Thoughts, emotions or conditons related to mental 
health 

Proportion of postdocs who experienced those issues 
for >1 month during their current training 

Overwhelmed by tasks 41% 

Loneliness 33% 

Hopelessness 33% 

Deep sadness 21% 

Anxiety or panic attacks 31% 

Depression 30% 

Insomnia 22% 

Migraines or headaches 21% 

None of the above (no issues) 26% 

Prefer not to answer 4% 
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Advocacy / lobbying on behalf of postdocs working in Alberta 

 

Table 1-13: What current postdocs working in Alberta wanted CAPS/ACSP to focus their efforts on 

Advocacy / Lobbying activity 
Proportion of postdocs that rated this as an 
‘essential’ or ‘high priority’ for CAPS/ACSP 

Access to statutory employee benefits (e.g., EI, CPP) 80% 

Improved access to benefits through the university or 

host institution (e.g., extended health benefits) 
76% 

Addressing the perceived disconnect between the 

number of postdoctoral scholars and the employment 

opportunities available that make use of postdoctoral 

scholars’ skills 

75% 

Higher postdoctoral salaries 75% 

Improved professional development opportunities for 

academic and non-academic careers 
67% 

Lobbying federal and provincial governments for 

consistency in the status and administration of 

postdoctoral positions 

63% 

Lobbying universities and other institutions that host 

postdoctoral scholars for consistency in the status and 

administration of postdoctoral positions 

62% 
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International postdocs (on work permits) currently working in Alberta 
Among postdocs currently working in Alberta at the time of the 2016 survey, 105 respondents (45% of total) 

were international postdocs holding work permits.  

Table 1-14: Demographics 

Gender Age Marital Status Children 
(dependents) 

Male                  59% 
Female              40% 
Other                   0% 
No answer          1% 

25 to 29        22% 
30 to 34        48% 
35 to 39        22% 
40+           8% 
No answer          0% 
 
Average              33 years 

Single, never married                   30% 
Married/common-law                   65% 
Divorced/separated/widowed       4% 
No answer         1% 

None                     75% 
One                       19% 
Two                         5% 
Three                      0% 
No answer             1% 

  

Table 1-15: Arrival in Canada 

 
 

Table 1-16: Employment status 

Type of tax form Proportion of international 
postdocs receiving tax form 

T4 alone (ignoring respondents 
who received multiple forms) 

T4 (Employee) 40% (n=42) 17% (n=18; 18/105) 

T4A code 04 (Research grant) 19%  

T4A code 05 (Scholarship / 
Fellowship) 

46%  

T4A code unknown 4%  

T2202A (Tuition, Education, and 
Textbook amounts) 

0%  

None (Foreign scholarship) 1%  

None (Independent contractor) 1%  

Don’t know 13%  

Have not received tax forms yet 1%  

T4 tax forms are often provided to report ‘other benefits’ such as reimbursements for health care insurance, 

etc. As such, the receipt of a T4 is not in-and-of-itself an indicator of employment status. What really matters is 

which tax form is used to report salary, which the survey did not specifically ask. If we eliminate respondents 

who received multiple tax forms – to ensure that only those who received a T4 reporting salary income are 

counted – then only 17% of international postdocs working in Alberta on work permits at the time of the 2016 

survey would be considered employees.  
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Annual salary 

The average international postdocs working in Alberta on a work permit in 2016 made $48,269/year before 

taxes (median value = $47,500). The average value was $1,261 less than the overall average for postdocs 

working in Alberta.   

 

Table 1-17: Annual salary 

 
 

Figure 1-8: Annual Salary 
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Table 1-18: Primary source of funding for salary 

 
 

Table 1-19: Secondary source of funding for salary (if applicable)  
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Hours of work / week 

The average international postdoc working in Alberta in mid-2016 worked more hours/week than the average 

Albertan. Indeed, 89% of international postdocs worked ≥40 hours/week, 45% worked ≥50 hours/week, and 

19% worked ≥60 hours/week. 

 

Table 1-20: Hours worked per week on average 

 
 

Figure 1-9: Hours worked per week on average 
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Table 1-21: Proportion of hours worked/week by task 

Specific task Average proportion of hours devoted to specific 
tasks – international postdocs on work permits only 

Research 
(e.g., data collection, analysis, presentation) 

64% 

Other research (e.g., supervision of others) 13% 

Administrative work 
(e.g., funding acquisition) 

6% 

Teaching 2% 

Service 
(e.g., volunteering, committees) 

3% 

Job Search 4% 

Professional Development 4% 

Other 2% 

 

Access to benefits and protections 

 

Table 1-22: Benefits available and desired among international postdocs currently working in Alberta 

Benefits available 
Proportion of international postdocs working in 
Alberta with known access to specific benefits 
(excluding those who do not know if they have access)  

Top 3 benefits desired 
Proportion of international postdocs who selected 
specific benefits when asked to choose the 3 benefits 
they desire most 

Basic provincial healthcare – 95% 
Dental insurance – 82% 
Drug plan – 65% 
Vacation leave – 62%  
Health insurance for family – 61% 
Extended health (e.g., chiropractic, etc.) – 59% 
Vision/eye care – 38% 
Sick leave (paid) – 27% 
Life insurance – 25% 
Parental leave (paid) – 20% 
Legal/Visa services – 20% 
Long term disability insurance – 16% 
Worker’s compensation – 9% 
EI – 8% 
Child care (accesss onsite) – 6% 
Child care subsidy – 4% 
Reduced rate parking – 3% 
Housing subsidy – 2% 
Retirement plan – 1% 
CPP – 1% 

CPP – 37% 
EI – 35% 
Vision/eye care – 26% 
Housing subsidy – 26% 
Retirement plan – 21% 
Child care (accesss onsite) – 14% 
Child care subsidy – 14% 
Parental leave (paid) – 13% 
Legal/Visa services – 13% 
Dental insurance – 13% 
Reduced rate parking – 12% 
Extended health (e.g., chiropractic, etc.) – 10% 
Vacation leave – 10%  
Health insurance for family – 9% 
Basic provincial healthcare – 8% 
Life insurance – 8% 
Sick leave (paid) – 7% 
Drug plan – 5% 
Worker’s compensation – 5% 
Long term disability insurance – 3% 

In the absence of employee status, postdocs in Alberta are often denied access to standard employee-type 

benefits and international postdocs on work permits in Alberta are no exception to this. Only 18% of 

international postdocs on a work permit reported having access to benefits from another source (e.g., partner 

or spouse). CPP, EI, vision/eye care coverage, and access to a housing subsidy and  a retirement plan were 
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the most desired benefits among international postdocs who lacked access (or did not know if they had 

access) to those benefits.  

 

That access to CPP and EI were the most desired in this group is no surprise, as the majority of international 

postdocs working in Alberta plan (39%) or hope (40% unsure) to stay in Canada long-term (see below).  

 

Training and Career Development/Guidance 

 

Table 1-23: Career Development 

Training and access to training Career 
Development 

English Language 
Skills 

I have received formal training specifically designed for postdocs 10% 5% 

I have received formal training not specifically designed for postdocs 18% 2% 

I have received informal, on the job training 7% 4% 

Training is available but I have not taken it 33% 23% 

Training is not available 11% 31% 

Don’t know 22% 35% 
 

Only 28% of international postdocs have participated in externally-administered formal professional 

development training during their postdoc in Alberta (e.g., courses, workshops, etc. not offered through their 

home institution). 

44% of international postdocs working in Alberta wanted to build skills related to career development 

(resume/CV writing, interview skills, networking). 

24% of international postdocs working in Alberta wanted to build English language skills. 

 

Figure 1-10: Access to a career counsellor 
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Table 1-24: Satisfaction with career options 

 
The majority of postdocs (56%) are not satisfied with their career options. 

 

Figure 1-11: Preparation for non-academic career opportunities 

 
40% of international postdoc respondents do not believe that their postdoctoral experience has prepared 

them at all for non-academic career opportunities. 

This is higher than the 34% reported for all postdocs working in Alberta during the survey (34%), suggesting 

that international postdocs may not be taking advantage of the limited career development 

resources/opportunities that are available to them. 
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Figure 1-12: Exposure to non-academic career opportunities 

 
Half of all international respondents felt that their current postdoctoral experience did not expose them to 

non-academic career opportunities at all. 

Figure 1-13: Interest in information about non-academic career opportunities 
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Plans to Stay in Canada 

Table 1-25: Why people chose Canada for postdoctoral training 

Reason 
Proportion of respondents reporting the reason in 
question was ‘very important’ or ‘extremely 
important’ in their decision to come to Canada 

Learn new approaches / techniques 81% 

Greater opportunities to do research in my field 74% 

Future career opportunities 70% 

Better project funding 59% 

Opportunity to collaborate with Canadian researchers 56% 

Better access to equipment and physical infrastructure 53% 

Personal interest in living in Canada 43% 

Reputation of the institution 41% 

 

Table 1-26: Challenges faced by international postdocs training in Alberta 

Difficulties faced by international postdocs 
Proportion of international postdocs who 
reported challenges related to each difficulty 

VISA/work permit issues 51% 

Obtaining funding 27% 

Language / communication barriers 22% 

Finding employment for my spouse/partner 39% 

Transitioning to life in a new country 45% 

Transitioning to new academic system 34% 

Transitioning to new funding system 17% 

Administration of foreign fellowship 10% 

Administration of foreign benefit program 7% 

Registration at the university 11% 

No challenges 8% 

 

Figure 1-14: Plans to stay / leave after completion of postdoctoral training 

Top reasons why international 

postdocs are unsure whether 

they’ll stay in Canada/Alberta? 

 

Depends on job opportunities 45%  

 

Depends on VISA  20%  
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Mental health of postdocs working in Alberta 

 

Table 1-27: Mental health issues among international postdocs working in Alberta 

Thoughts, emotions or conditons related to mental 
health 

Proportion of postdocs who experienced those issues 
for >1 month during their current training 

Overwhelmed by tasks 38% 

Loneliness 40% 

Hopelessness 31% 

Deep sadness 20% 

Anxiety or panic attacks 31% 

Depression 30% 

Insomnia 20% 

Migraines or headaches 20% 

None of the above (no issues) 27% 

Prefer not to answer 6% 

 

 

Advocacy / lobbying on behalf of postdocs working in Alberta 

 

Table 1-28: What current international postdocs working in Alberta wanted CAPS to focus their efforts on 

Advocacy / Lobbying activity 
Proportion of postdocs that rated this as an 
‘essential’ or ‘high priority’ for CAPS/ACSP 

Improved access to benefits through the university or 

host institution (e.g., extended health benefits) 
83% 

Access to statutory employee benefits (e.g., EI, CPP) 77% 

Higher postdoctoral salaries 76% 

Improved professional development opportunities for 

academic and non-academic careers 
74% 

Addressing the perceived disconnect between the 

number of postdoctoral scholars and the employment 

opportunities available that make use of postdoctoral 

scholars’ skills 

73% 

Lobbying universities and other institutions that host 

postdoctoral scholars for consistency in the status and 

administration of postdoctoral positions 

65% 

Lobbying federal and provincial governments for 

consistency in the status and administration of 

postdoctoral positions 

61% 
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Select comments from postdocs working in Alberta: 

 

“The current post-doctoral system appears to promote the hiring of post-doctoral scholars to churn out 

research for very low cost, with no regard for their subsequent professional development or career. I know of 

many Canadian post-doctoral scholars who are actively seeking employment outside of Canada due to the poor 

state of its research environment, and the lack of industry awareness of the value a post-doc can contribute to 

a company.” 

 

“My fellowship was excellent. I worry that Canada doesn't have enough opportunities for post-doctoral 

scholars however.” 

 

“I wish I could go to conferences to learn things. I wish I had parental or even maternity leave. I wish university 

would consider postdoctoral fellows as active members of its community. I wish faculty would be more 

connected with postdocs.” 

 

“I think it should be noted that the Canadian system of treating postdocs as trainees differs substantially from 

the UK system where postdocs are treated as early career researchers and are employees paid an actual salary 

which is linked to the level of employment, not a standard postdoc level. I feel the Canadian system is 

exploitative and that my training and expertise are undervalued. I think it is unreasonable to expect anyone 

who has been through two graduate degrees to live on $50,000 per year. At this stage of life many people are 

married with children and this is insufficient given the time and effort taken to get to this point in one's 

career.” 

 

“I am not performing research and I did not expect to complete a postdoc. However, this has been an excellent 

opportunity to transition into a different career after my PhD training.” 

 

“Getting a PhD in Canada has really put me behind in life financially, and thus generally...  Everyone I know of a 

similar age has more money, less debt, and have started families, own homes, have good jobs etc...  I am 

hoping that my level of education will pay off in the long run, however due to the lack of professorships in 

Canada and everywhere, this hope is tempered with a vast amount of uncertainty.  Canada needs to do a 

better job supporting advanced research as it is a main driving force for the economy of a first world country 

and contributes to the development of quality of life and global reputation.  The resource based economy that 

Canada currently has is not sustainable.  We function like a third world country with health care.” 

 

“Overall I have had a great experience but I attribute this to my particular research group.  I have fantastic 

supervisors and a wonderful work environment that has allowed me to mostly balance my research needs and 

my unique family needs.  I have phenomenal facilities in which to work and I have been provided the 

opportunity to travel internationally.  I also have been encouraged to apply for fellowships and currently hold a 

substantial fellowship which enables me to 'be my own boss' so to speak.  I know that this is not the case with 

most post-docs but I have really enjoyed my time as one.” 
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“…While postdocs are extremely happy to have their positions (even if only for a year or two), many of us 

(especially the females ones) are being forced to choose between careers and having children.  Further, more 

support for partners/spouses of postdocs is needed too: they move to new places with no work and no social 

support (just as postdocs and new faculty do), however there are little/no services or money available to help 

them adjust, to complete degrees, or to find work.  This puts great stress on the working postdoc (potentially 

affecting the quality of their work) who may feel guilty because they were responsible for moving the unhappy 

partner to the new location.  Partners of postdocs should get (at the very least) tuition rebates at the institutes 

of the postdoc's employment.  Postdocs should also have their moving expenses paid, as new faculty do.  I had 

to incur debt (about $2000) to move to another province and now I don't have enough money to pay it back 

(despite my good postdoc salary).  Please recognize us as full employees of the university, as we perform a lot 

of the same functions of new faculty, without the job security, and for less money” 

 

“It's sad that we live in a country where there is such a massive emphasis on advanced post-secondary 

education and yet most of my age-matched friends and family who have only a high-school education have 

more job security, receive more benefits (e.g., EI, CPP), and earn more money than me. The Canadian 

university system is somewhat flawed in that there are few (if any) transition positions between post-doc and 

faculty. It seems to be a quantum leap (in both salary and responsibility) going from post-doc to faculty. A 

system with more junior faculty positions available would be more productive.” 

 

“…Postdocs deserve to be more than an afterthought and given that they work more than the average 

employee, they are more than deserving of the protections (e.g., EI) that are afforded to virtually every other 

labour group in Canada.” 

 

“As a postdoc, it has been great. I have thoroughly enjoyed my research experience at the three universities I 

have worked at. I also enjoyed teaching courses at the University of Lethbridge. My supervisors have been 

excellent, very helpful and have allowed me to work both with students and industry.” 

 

“The future looks bleak in terms of employment opportunities. The work as a postdoctoral fellow appears to be 

not much different from my work as a PhD student. In effect I do not feel I am getting sufficient opportunities 

to hone skills which can be directly of use in industry.” 

 

“The University of Alberta asked their postdocs to sign a waiver of responsibility for work place injuries as we 

are only visitors to the university not students, faculty or staff. Seems a bit absurd.” 
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3.6%
5

11.4%
16

31.4%
44

35.0%
49

18.6%
26

 
140

7.9%
11

17.1%
24

46.4%
65

19.3%
27

9.3%
13

 
140

5.7%
8

15.0%
21

47.1%
66

23.6%
33

8.6%
12

 
140

2.9%
4

11.4%
16

40.7%
57

28.6%
40

16.4%
23

 
140

 Definitely Encouraged, but not
required

No, but I do so of my own volition fairly
regularly

Not required or
encouraged

Definitely
not

Total

>12 hours per
day?

evenings?

weekends?

holidays?
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Q32 Total annual salary from U of C before
taxes

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

0.7%
1

12.9%
18

52.9%
74

18.6%
26

10.0%
14

5.0%
7

 
140

0.0%
0

0.0%
0

23.6%
33

35.7%
50

35.0%
49

5.7%
8

 
140

<$30,000 $30,000-40,000 $40,001-50,000 $50,001-60,000 >$60,000

don't know / prefer not disclose

What is your
current salary?

What should
your salary be?

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

5.0%

5.7%

10.0%

35.0%

18.6%

35.7%

52.9%

23.6%

12.9%

0.7%

 <$30,000 $30,000-40,000 $40,001-50,000 $50,001-60,000 >$60,000 don't know / prefer not disclose Total

What is your current salary?

What should your salary be?
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13.6% 19

70.7% 99

5.0% 7

10.7% 15

Q33 Is $40,000 (the current minimum salary
for postdocs at U of C) an adequate income
considering the cost of living in Calgary?

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Total 140

Yes

No

Don't know

Other (please
specify)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

13.6%

70.7%

5.0%

10.7%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes

No

Don't know

Other (please specify)
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Q34 Select all sources of funding that have
contributed to your postdoc salary during

your appointment at U of C (please select all
that apply)

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Eyes High
Scholarship

Other internal
fellowship

Tri-Council
Fellowship

MITACS Program

Other external
fellowship

Supervisor's
external grant

Supervisor's
internal grant

Your own
external grant

Your own
internal grant

Teaching work

Other Contract
work

Prefer not to
disclose

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

28.6%

9.3%

10.7%

1.4%

21.4%

50.0%

19.3%

4.3%

5.7%

3.6%

11.4%
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60.7% 85

18.6% 26

20.7% 29

Q38 PDAC has had discussions with the
Postdoctoral Office about including

postdocs in the UPass program. Do you
support this idea, knowing that the cost

would be ~$40 a month and that the
program would be mandatory for all

postdocs?
Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Total 140

Yes

No

Not sure

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

60.7%

18.6%

20.7%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes

No

Not sure
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72.1% 101

7.9% 11

20.0% 28

Q39 Should PDAC or the Postdoctoral
Office hold an official referendum to
determine once and for all whether

postdocs want a UPass?
Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Total 140

Yes

No

Not sure

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

72.1%

7.9%

20.0%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes

No

Not sure
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55.0% 77

12.9% 18

2.9% 4

23.6% 33

2.9% 4

2.9% 4

0.0% 0

Q41 Do you have children?
Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Total 140

No

I will during
my postdoc

I will in a
few months

Yes and they
live with me

Yes but not
living with me

Prefer not to
disclose

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

55.0%

12.9%

2.9%

23.6%

2.9%

2.9%

Answer Choices Responses

No

I will during my postdoc

I will in a few months

Yes and they live with me

Yes but not living with me

Prefer not to disclose

Other
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17.1% 24

53.6% 75

33.6% 47

35.7% 50

35.7% 50

3.6% 5

Q42 The new guidelines for Eyes High
postdoctoral scholars at U of C guarantee 4

months of maternity leave for pregnant
mothers and 5 days of paternity leave for
new fathers. Do you think this coverage is

adequate? (please select all that apply)
Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Total Respondents: 140  

Yes on both
counts

No - maternity
leave too short

No - paternity
leave too short

No - shared
leave needed

No - leave
should match EI

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

17.1%

53.6%

33.6%

35.7%

35.7%

3.6%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes on both counts

No - maternity leave too short

No - paternity leave too short

No - shared leave needed

No - leave should match EI

Other
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Q45 Do you support the following benefits
for all U of C postdocs?

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

80.0%
112

15.7%
22

2.9%
4

1.4%
2

 
140

77.1%
108

15.7%
22

4.3%
6

2.9%
4

 
140

77.1%
108

18.6%
26

1.4%
2

2.9%
4

 
140

63.6%
89

24.3%
34

5.7%
8

6.4%
9

 
140

62.1%
87

25.0%
35

2.1%
3

10.7%
15

 
140

61.4%
86

20.7%
29

10.0%
14

7.9%
11

 
140

60.7%
85

21.4%
30

8.6%
12

9.3%
13

 
140

58.6%
82

27.1%
38

5.7%
8

8.6%
12

 
140

53.6%
75

21.4%
30

14.3%
20

10.7%
15

 
140

52.9%
74

28.6%
40

7.1%
10

11.4%
16

 
140

52.1%
73

27.1%
38

8.6%
12

12.1%
17

 
140

46.4%
65

20.0%
28

22.9%
32

10.7%
15

 
140

45.7%
64

32.1%
45

10.0%
14

12.1%
17

 
140

 yes somewhat no don't
know/care

Total

better health/dental insurance

>2 weeks vacation per year

subsidized access to U of C's recreational facilities

free / discounted continuing education courses

sick leave and compassionate care coverage at least equal to that provided by EI coverage (up to $524
per week for up to 15 or 6 weeks, respectively)

free / discounted credit courses

free / discounted English second-language courses

access to postdoc-specific university housing

some type of job-loss coverage - preferably equivalent to the Employment Insurance offered to all
Canadian employees (mandatory)

retirement investment plan equivalent to CPP (optional)

access to university housing

retirement investment plan equivalent to CPP (mandatory)

some type of job-loss coverage - preferably equivalent to the Employment Insurance offered to all
Canadian employees (optional)
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Q46 If you had to choose 5 of those
additional potential benefits as priorities for
U of C postdocs, which would you choose?
(please select at least 3 in order of priority)

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Top 5 Priorities for Benefits

46.9%
45

15.6%
15

6.3%
6

20.8%
20

10.4%
10

 
96

23.6%
17

23.6%
17

25.0%
18

9.7%
7

18.1%
13

 
72

16.9%
12

19.7%
14

28.2%
20

15.5%
11

19.7%
14

 
71

7.0%
5

15.5%
11

25.4%
18

15.5%
11

36.6%
26

 
71

29.0%
18

24.2%
15

9.7%
6

21.0%
13

16.1%
10

 
62

18.0%
11

18.0%
11

19.7%
12

29.5%
18

14.8%
9

 
61

18.0%
11

26.2%
16

14.8%
9

24.6%
15

16.4%
10

 
61

6.3%
3

25.0%
12

22.9%
11

20.8%
10

25.0%
12

 
48

14.9%
7

14.9%
7

27.7%
13

19.1%
9

23.4%
11

 
47

17.5%
7

20.0%
8

15.0%
6

27.5%
11

20.0%
8

 
40

9.4%
3

18.8%
6

28.1%
9

15.6%
5

28.1%
9

 
32

3.6%
1

28.6%
8

42.9%
12

21.4%
6

3.6%
1

 
28

0.0%
0

0.0%
0

0.0%
0

0.0%
0

0.0%
0

 
0

 1 (highest priority) 2 3 4 5 (lowest priority) Total

improved health/dental insurance

retirement investment plan

increased vacation time

subsidized access to U of C recreational facilities

job-loss coverage

improved maternity/paternity leave

discounted transit passes

sick leave and compassionate care coverage

access to postdoc housing

free/discounted courses (credit, continuing ed, ESL)

reserved spots / discounts for childcare

access to university housing

other (please specify)
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32.1% 45

25.7% 36

23.6% 33

11.4% 16

5.0% 7

2.1% 3

Q52 Do you intend to stay in Canada after
your postdoc at U of C?

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

Total 140

Definitely

Probably

Maybe

Probably not

Definitely not

Prefer not to
disclose

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

32.1%

25.7%

23.6%

11.4%

5.0%

2.1%

Answer Choices Responses

Definitely

Probably

Maybe

Probably not

Definitely not

Prefer not to disclose
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Q53 Which approaches do you support for
improving postdoc career prospects?

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

62.1%
87

32.1%
45

2.9%
4

2.9%
4

 
140

57.9%
81

35.7%
50

4.3%
6

2.1%
3

 
140

57.1%
80

33.6%
47

4.3%
6

5.0%
7

 
140

50.7%
71

40.7%
57

5.0%
7

3.6%
5

 
140

61.4%
86

32.1%
45

2.1%
3

4.3%
6

 
140

64.3%
90

23.6%
33

7.1%
10

5.0%
7

 
140

yes somewhat no don't know/care

Professional
development

Networking
events

Job placement
services

More help with
CVs and
resumes

Mentorship
programs

Academic job
creation

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

 yes somewhat no don't know/care Total

Professional development

Networking events

Job placement services

More help with CVs and resumes

Mentorship programs

Academic job creation
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Q60 What kind of activities/events should
the PDAC Executive focus on in 2016?

Answered: 140 Skipped: 28

64.3%
90

32.1%
45

2.9%
4

0.7%
1

 
140

70.7%
99

22.9%
32

3.6%
5

2.9%
4

 
140

52.9%
74

35.0%
49

8.6%
12

3.6%
5

 
140

57.1%
80

32.1%
45

7.9%
11

2.9%
4

 
140

49.3%
69

40.7%
57

2.9%
4

7.1%
10

 
140

39.3%
55

43.6%
61

9.3%
13

7.9%
11

 
140

Yes Somewhat No Don't know/care

Professional
development

Improving
postdoc policy

Social /
networking...

Research
events

Gaining seats
in governance

Providing info
to postdocs

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

 Yes Somewhat No Don't know/care Total

Professional development

Improving postdoc policy

Social / networking events

Research events

Gaining seats in governance

Providing info to postdocs
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22.5% 31

11.6% 16

15.2% 21

33.3% 46

10.1% 14

7.2% 10

Q61 How much would you be willing to
spend on a monthly basis to support

PDAC?
Answered: 138 Skipped: 30

Total 138

Nothing

$1 per month

$2 per month

$5 per month

$10 per month

Other

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

22.5%

11.6%

15.2%

33.3%

10.1%

7.2%

Answer Choices Responses

Nothing

$1 per month

$2 per month

$5 per month

$10 per month

Other
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39.1% 54

39.9% 55

21.0% 29

Q62 Would you support the automatic
deduction of such a fee from each

postdoc's monthly pay?
Answered: 138 Skipped: 30

Total 138

Yes

Only if we
could opt out

No

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

39.1%

39.9%

21.0%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes

Only if we could opt out

No

21 / 26

2015 UofC Postdoc Survey SurveyMonkey



60.1% 83

10.1% 14

28.3% 39

1.4% 2

Q64 Should we hold an official referendum
to address the issue of PDAC membership

fees?
Answered: 138 Skipped: 30

Total 138

Yes

No

Don't know/care

Other (please
specify)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

60.1%

10.1%

28.3%

1.4%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes

No

Don't know/care

Other (please specify)
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71.0% 98

11.6% 16

15.2% 21

2.2% 3

Q65 Should PDAC automatically be
provided the names and contact

information of all new postdocs for the
purposes of directly communicating with

our membership?
Answered: 138 Skipped: 30

Total 138

Yes

No

Don't know

Other (please
specify)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

71.0%

11.6%

15.2%

2.2%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes

No

Don't know

Other (please specify)
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73.5% 100

23.5% 32

16.2% 22

0.0% 0

1.5% 2

2.9% 4

0.7% 1

Q67 Do you think that the university should
have an obligation to consult postdocs

before making important changes to
postdoctoral policy?

Answered: 136 Skipped: 32

Total Respondents: 136  

Absolutely

At least with
PDAC

At least
communicated

No point - we
have no say

No

Don't know

Other (please
specify)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

73.5%

23.5%

16.2%

1.5%

2.9%

0.7%

Answer Choices Responses

Absolutely

At least with PDAC

At least communicated

No point - we have no say

No

Don't know

Other (please specify)
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Q69 Do you support postdocs:
Answered: 136 Skipped: 32

79.4%
108

5.1%
7

15.4%
21

 
136

56.3%
76

11.1%
15

32.6%
44

 
135

yes no don't know

Attaining
employee status

Unionizing

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

15.4%

32.6%

5.1%

11.1%

79.4%

56.3%

 yes no don't know Total

Attaining employee status

Unionizing
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56.6% 77

3.7% 5

37.5% 51

2.2% 3

Q70 Do you support inclusion of postdocs
in the Alberta PSLA?

Answered: 136 Skipped: 32

Total 136

Yes

No

Don't know

Other (please
specify)

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

56.6%

3.7%

37.5%

2.2%

Answer Choices Responses

Yes

No

Don't know

Other (please specify)
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PDFA member survey 2015 
Short report of the results 
University of Alberta Postdoctoral Fellows Association (PDFA), May 2015 

Who participated? 
● 140 postdocs, i.e. 25% of the 563 postdocs at the UofA 
● 81 male (58%) 
● 52 are caregivers (37%) 
● Most are not Canadian citizens 
● Over 13 different faculties and 43 departments represented 
● 67 list academia as their only career goal (48%), 27 name only industry (19%), the rest 

have other goals or are considering several options 

 
 

 

How do postdocs contribute to the university? 
Postdocs work on… 

● their own research (mean: 27 hours/week) 
● their supervisors’ research (mean: 25 hours/week) 
● student supervision and mentoring (mean: 4 

hours/week) 
● administration (mean: 2 hours/week) 
● teaching (mean: 1 hour/week) 
● other tasks (mean: 3 hours/week) 

 
Postdocs also attract funding to the university through 
applications for grants and fellowships: 

● 33% were involved in successful applications 
● 24% were involved in unsuccessful applications 
● 35% plan to apply for a grant or fellowship within the 

next year 
 



 

How are postdocs compensated and represented? 
● Most postdocs earn between $35,000 and 

$45,000 per year 
● Most faculties have postdocs in different 

income category (only exception with more 
than 2 respondents: Arts) 

● Income disparity related to, but not completely 
explained by work hours 
(see figure below) 

 
● A majority report encountering a lack of 

awareness of postdocs 
○ frequently: 21% 
○ sometimes: 21% 
○ rarely: 11% 

● Examples include... 
○ not being able to participate in 

university programs, events, awards applications or other opportunities 
○ being excluded from mailing lists 
○ not getting either student, faculty or staff privileges for public transport, gym 

membership and benefits 

 
 
 
 



How would postdocs like to see their situation improved? 
Postdocs want the PDFA to work for a range of different goals like the possibility to contribute 
to a pension plan (58% endorsement), as well as to provide resources like opportunities to 
network with employers (44% endorsement). See figure for details. 

 
Legend 

1. Possibility for postdocs to contribute to a pension plan/employment insurance 
2. Additional funding for postdocs’ conference trips    
3. Better medical coverage for postdocs    
4. Childcare subsidy for postdocs    
5. Lower prices for seasonal public transport passes for postdocs    
6.  Provide postdocs with networking opportunities with future employers    
7.  Access to guidance for permanent residence applications for postdocs    
8.  Better access to information and support in applying for grants/fellowships   
9.  Parental/caregiver leave for postdocs    
10. Better information for postdocs about university politics    
11. More information about obtaining employment in local government/industry   
12. Better representation of postdocs at the department level in administration   
13. Better representation of postdocs at higher levels of administration    
14. Distribute information postdocs about career possibilities    
15. Help newly arrived postdocs to learn about and integrate in Edmonton    
16. Provide postdocs with networking opportunities with other postdocs    
17. Access to mental health support for postdocs    
18. Training in professional identity management on social networks for postdocs 
19. A buddy program for new postdocs 
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Alberta Postdocs – Post-secondary Labour Relations Consultation  

APPENDIX 4: Alberta Immigrant Nominee Program (AINP) typical response to postdoc applicants 
 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Dear _________ 
 
RE: Application for Nomination 
 
This letter is about your application for nomination under the Alberta Immigrant Nominee Program 
(AINP) Strategic Recruitment Stream. 
 
Your appointment with the University of _________ is as a postdoctoral fellow position. You receive a 
stipend rather than a salary and have no deductions for Canada Pension Plan or Employment Insurance. 
The AINP does not consider you to be in an employer/employee relationship and you do not meet 
AINP criteria to “be working full-time in Alberta, at the time of application, for an Alberta employer.” 
 
Your contract also refers to your appointment as being based on available funding. Work that is 
compensated by available funding or as a stipend is also not eligible for consideration. This type of 
compensation does not demonstrate that employment will continue, and it is not comparable to 
guaranteed or competitive salary and wages. We are therefore unable to consider the terms and 
conditions of your fellowship as qualifying work under the AINP. 
 
Your application has therefore been declined. 
 
We understand this decision may be a disappointment to you. Should you wish to re-apply for an AINP 
nomination, you must demonstrate that you meet all eligibility criteria. Please visit our website 
at www.albertacanada.com/ainp for information and updates to AINP criteria, streams and categories. 
As an alternative to the AINP, you may wish to review other classes of immigration offered by 
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada. Information can be found at: www.cic.gc.ca. 
 
 
This letter is electronically generated and does not require a signature. 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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ONTARIO LABOUR RELATIONS BOARD 
 
 

 

1286-09-R  Canadian Union of Public Employees, Applicant v. Governing Council of 
the University of Toronto, Responding Party. 
 
 
BEFORE:  Ian Anderson, Vice-Chair. 
 
 
APPEARANCES:  Richard A. Blair, Adrienne Liang, Mikael Swayze and Sean Hayes appearing 
for the applicant; John E. Brooks, Alan Freedman, Steven L. Moate, Mary Ann McConkey and 
Scott Mabury appearing for the responding party. 
 
 
DECISION OF THE BOARD:  January 20, 2012 
 
 
1. This is an application for certification under the Labour Relations Act, 1995. 
 
2. CUPE (the “Union”) has applied for a bargaining unit of post-doctoral fellows 
(“PDFs”) at the University of Toronto.  The University takes the position that the post-doctoral 
fellows who are the subject of the application are not employees within the meaning of the Act.  
Both parties agree that this is a case of first instance for a labour relations board in Canada. 
 
3. A PDF is an individual who has recently received a Ph.D. or equivalent degree and 
who is engaged in collaborative research with a faculty member, called the “principal 
investigator” in respect of research projects. 
 
4. The parties disagree on the nature of the relationship between a PDF, the principal 
investigator and the University.  The University’s position is that the relationship is 
predominantly educational, the purpose of which is to serve as the final stage of transition from 
student to independent scholar.  The Union agrees that a post-doctoral fellowship provides 
opportunities for collaborative interactions with academics, provides a chance to develop or 
enhance curriculum vitae and provides an opportunity to strengthen academic skills.  It argues, 
however, that this is true of any kind of academic employment.  The Union’s position is that a 
PDF’s relationship with the principal investigator and the University is one of employment for the 
purposes of the Act. 
 
5. The parties agreed that the Board should determine this issue first.  To that end, the 
parties agreed to a number of procedural steps which reduced the amount of viva voce evidence 
heard.  These included agreeing to certain facts and the use of “will-says” which were taken as 
forming part of the evidence in chief of the individual in question. 
 
The Evidence 
 
6. The University called two witnesses: Prof. Scott Mabury, Vice-Provost Academic 
Operations for the University and Professor, Department of Chemistry; and Dr. Nana Kwamena, 
a PDF at the University from January 1, 2010 to December 31, 2010.  The Union called five 
witnesses: Dr. Christina Basford, Dr. Jesse Greener, Dr. Ronnie Lum and Dr. Ruth Warre, all of 
whom were or had been PDFs at the University of Toronto; and Prof. Paul Hamel, a Professor of 
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Laboratory Medicine and Pathobiology in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Toronto, 
and as such a principal investigator who has had a number of PDFs in his research lab.  The 
parties agreed the evidence of these witnesses would serve as the basis on which the Board should 
determine whether or not the PDFs in the bargaining unit were employees within the meaning of 
the Act. 
 
7. Much of the evidence was not in dispute.  For the most part, the disagreements which 
did exist were on matters of degree, not the nature of the underlying facts.  For example, all 
witnesses agreed that PDFs are under some pressure to publish; there was some disagreement, 
however, on whether the pressure was greater or lesser than that faced by Ph.D. students .  Given 
that there are approximately 870 PDFs at the University of Toronto working with a variety of 
different faculty members, it is hardly surprising that there are differences in the PDF experience 
and perspectives on those experiences. 
 
8. I will commence by describing the evidence as a whole.  Then, in order to give the full 
colour of the PDF experience at the University of Toronto, and the differences which exist in 
experience and perspective, I will describe certain parts of the evidence of the individual 
witnesses, in particular as it relates to the nature of the relationship between PDFs and principal 
investigators. 
 
9. The University of Toronto is Canada’s largest university.  It is recognized as a global 
leader in research and teaching.  It has approximately 55,000 undergraduate students and 14,000 
graduate students.  It has approximately 2,200 full-time tenure stream faculty members and 
thousands more academic employees.  It has over 9,800 individuals on staff and 21 different 
collective agreements with a variety of trade unions, including the applicant in this case.  It also 
has, as noted, approximately 870 PDFs. 
 
10. Prof. Hamel described a university as a “community of scholars which explores 
ideas”.  There is no question that at the University of Toronto PDFs are part of this community.  
Both Prof. Marbury and Prof. Hamel testified that there is an aspect of mentoring and academic 
development for individuals during their post-doctoral fellowship which takes place at the 
University of Toronto.  None of the PDFs called as witnesses disagreed with this proposition, 
although all of them stated that they experienced less mentoring as PDFs than they had as Ph.D. 
students. 
 
11. The University of Toronto takes pride in being a world renown research university.  
The creation of knowledge is a core activity of the University.  This takes place in a collaborative, 
collegial environment.  PDFs play an important role in this activity.  In the sciences it is very 
important for the University to attract external funding to maintain its standing as a research 
university.  There is a relationship between the external funding which the University is able to 
obtain and the PDFs that it is able to attract.  Research and excellent faculty result in publications.  
The publication record of its faculty affects the University’s ability to attract excellent students 
and its ability to attract additional external funding. 
 
12. The substantial majority of funding for PDFs at the University of Toronto comes from 
grants from one of three federal funding councils: the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council of Canada (“NSERC”); the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada 
(“SSHRC”); and the Canadian Institutes for Health Research (“CIHR”).  In some instances, a 
PDF applies for and receives funding him or herself from one of these funding councils, or other 
sources external to the University.  Such PDFs are not included in the bargaining unit for which 
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the Union has applied.  Most PDFs receive funding from a research grant obtained by a principal 
investigator.  Such PDFs are included in the bargaining unit for which the Union has applied. 
 
13. Nearly 90% of the PDFs at the University of Toronto are engaged in the sciences; 
10% are in the Chemistry Department.  Typically in the sciences, a principal investigator will 
have a lab or a research facility where research is conducted.  The instruments and other materials 
used in a lab are the property of the University, but the faculty member/principal investigator 
whose lab it is controls access to them.  The University owns tens of millions of dollars of 
equipment in the Chemistry Department alone.  As a practical matter, it is not possible for a PDF, 
or a graduate student, to conduct research without access to such a lab.  The lab will typically 
have a team of researchers including graduate students and PDFs.  The research they carry out 
will reflect the broad research interests of the principal investigator.  The lab and those working 
within it will often be known by the name of the principal investigator, for example the “Mabury 
Lab” or the “Mabury Group”. 
 
14. Individuals become PDFs at the University of Toronto in a variety of ways.  Some 
respond to postings by a professor seeking appropriate individuals to work in the professor’s lab 
as a PDF.  Some contact professors with whom they have no particular prior relationship to 
determine if there is a possibility of becoming a PDF in a given professor’s lab.  Sometimes the 
individual and a professor are already known to each other and one or the other will raise the 
possibility of a post-doctoral fellowship. 
 
15. Publications arising from the work of a PDF will generally list the PDF as the first 
author and the principal investigator as the last author, with others who had contributed listed in 
the middle.  In order to be listed as an author on a publication, an individual must have made a 
significant intellectual contribution to the work.  Academic journals, in particular the leading 
ones, charge fees to publish an article in the journal.  For the more prestigious journals, those fees 
may be several thousand dollars.  Those fees are typically paid for by the principal investigator 
out of the principal investigator’s funds. 
 
16. The original data and notations produced by a PDF, or a graduate student, during his 
or her research are the property of the principal investigator and remain with the lab.  A PDF will 
generally be permitted to take a copy.  One of the reasons that the original data remains with the 
lab is that a principal investigator is typically listed as the “corresponding author” on 
publications: that is, others who wish to have access to the data contact the principal investigator. 
 
17. A post-doctoral fellowship is not a guarantee of a job at the University of Toronto and 
in fact very few of the individuals who are PDFs at the University obtain ongoing academic or 
research positions there.  Further, not all individuals who complete a post-doctoral fellowship go 
on to an academic or research position at any university or affiliated institution.  Completion of a 
post-doctoral fellowship, at the University of Toronto or another university, is however, part of 
the normal path by which an individual ultimately obtains an academic position.  This is in part 
because a post-doctoral fellowship is an opportunity for an individual to generate more 
publications.  As observed by Dr. Greener, however, an extremely productive Ph.D. student 
might be able to obtain an academic position without completing a post-doctoral fellowship. 
 
18. The University of Toronto’s “Policies for Post-doctoral Fellows” dated September 1, 
2002 describe a post-doctoral fellowship as follows: 
 

A post-doctoral fellowship … provides an important stage in the transition 
from graduate student to independent scholar.  Post-doctoral fellows are, in 
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essence, trainees, who contract with the University to provide their services 
in exchange for developmental opportunities provided by the University.  
They are not employees.  In light of the transitional nature of their status, 
post-doctoral fellowships are time-limited and not ongoing.   

 
There is no question that this is the University’s position and it was more fully developed in the 
evidence of Prof. Mabury, as described below. 
 
19. A PDF is not a student of the University of Toronto and PDFs do not pay tuition.  
Since approximately 2008, PDFs at the University receive a “parchment of completion” at the 
conclusion of the post-doctoral fellowship.  This parchment is not, however, a certification which 
the University can grant under the University of Toronto Act, such as a degree, post-secondary 
diploma or certificate of the University.  Further, there is nothing in particular which all PDFs 
must do during the post-doctoral fellowship in order to obtain the parchment of completion.  
There is, for example, no requirement that a PDF publish an article or articles in order to receive a 
“parchment of completion”. 
 
20. By contrast, graduate students do pay tuition.  The granting of a graduate degree, 
including a Ph.D., is highly regulated at universities, including the University of Toronto.  
Graduate students are required to complete certain course work, conduct original research, 
present that research in a thesis and defend that thesis.  Ph.D. students are also required to pass a 
final oral exam.  In the Chemistry Department, for example, a student will typically take 4.5 to 5 
years to complete a Ph.D.  Course requirements are completed within the first 2 years.  
Thereafter, Ph.D. students are almost entirely engaged in research. 
 
21. The University of Toronto’s position is that the relationship between the University 
and a PDF is similar in many respects to its relationship with graduate students, in particular 
students who have completed the course work requirements of their Ph.D., only at a more 
advanced and independent level. 
 
22. There is no question that both graduate students and PDFs are engaged in research.  
PDFs are engaged almost exclusively in research.  A major requirement for a graduate degree, 
whether a Masters or a Ph.D., is original research which forms the basis for the student’s thesis.  
Research is, therefore, also the major activity of graduate students, in particular after they have 
completed their course work.  In order to be awarded a Ph.D. at the University of Toronto, a 
student must produce independent original scholarship of publishable quality, although it need 
not necessarily have been published.  Most of the PDFs testified that they face pressure from their 
principal investigator to publish articles based on their research in the lab, and which therefore 
would list the principal investigator as a co-author. 
 
23. Funders look to a principal investigator’s publication record in considering whether or 
not to award a grant which funds further research since a measure of a successful researcher is 
proven ability to produce publishable data.  In addition, funders see publications arising from the 
funded research as evidence that the research project was successfully undertaken.  Both graduate 
students and PDFs will typically strive to produce publications.  Publications further not only 
their own careers but that of the principal investigator is whose lab they work and which lab’s 
future success is, to a degree, dependent upon the generation of publications.  Principal 
investigators, PDFs and graduate students all face the pressures arising from doing the “business 
of science”. 
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24. While publications are desirable for a graduate student, they are not required in order 
for the student to obtain his or her degree.  By contrast, most of the PDFs who gave evidence 
described the pressure they were under to produce publishable data.  The primary exemplar of a 
PDF who did not feel such pressure was Dr. Kwamena.  Dr. Kwamena was engaged on a one 
year post-doctoral fellowship and spent that time developing, building and testing an apparatus 
which could be used by others to follow in the lab.  Given the short period of her post-doctoral 
fellowship, there was no particular expectation that she would produce publishable data. 
 
25. A given lab will typically have a weekly meeting attended by all members of the lab: 
the principal investigator, PDFs, graduate students and any undergraduate students in the lab.  
Members of the lab may take turns in advising others of the status of their research and receiving 
comments and suggestions back.  In addition, PDFs will have individual meetings with the 
principal investigator on a scheduled or unscheduled basis.  A PDF who had a major development 
in the research being performed would generally be expected to advise the principal investigator 
immediately. 
 
26. Both graduate students and PDFs receive a certain amount of mentoring from the 
principal investigator with whom they are working.  Not surprisingly, the amount of mentoring 
received by PDFs is typically less than the amount of mentoring received by graduate students. 
 
27. The University of Toronto’s policies provide that a post-doctoral fellowship may be 
awarded to recent Ph.D. graduates and is temporary, with a maximum initial term of three years 
and extension limited to a further three years.  The same policies provide that an individual who 
continues with the University beyond any permissible extension must be reclassified as a 
Research Assistant or Research Associate, either of which is an employee of the University.  The 
Union’s position is that the work of a PDF is indistinguishable from the work of a Research 
Assistant or Research Associate.  The University’s position is that the reclassification reflects the 
changing nature of the underlying activities of the individual. 
 
28. PDFs are required to comply with guidelines and restrictions applicable to students, 
such as Code of Behaviour on Academic Matters and the Code of Student Conduct.  The Union 
points out that these documents specifically define “student” to include PDFs and argues that but 
for this they would not apply.  The Union also points out that all members of the academic 
community are subject to similar ethical standards. 
 
29. Engagement letters (the “letters”) are sent to prospective PDFs.  The letters are 
co-signed by the specific principal investigator and chair of the Department involved (e.g. the 
Department of Chemistry).  The letters constitute offers of engagement and set out certain terms 
and conditions, as discussed further below.  The recipient is asked to sign and return a copy of the 
letter to indicate acceptance of the offer of engagement.  The letters are based upon templates 
created by the University, which were filed in evidence.  In addition, a number of examples of 
actual letters were filed in evidence.  All the letters are similar but not identical. 
 
30. The letters state that during the term of the engagement the PDF is “expected to 
participate in the research projects” of the named principal investigator, and to discuss the PDF’s 
research with interested faculty and graduate students. 
 
31. Most of the actual letters filed into evidence contained a summary description of the 
work to be done.  Such descriptions often include references to the work providing an opportunity 
to receive “training” in relation to specified subjects or techniques.  In some instances, the 
descriptions are detailed and prescriptive.  The Union’s position is that notwithstanding the 
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characterization of the work in question as “training”, the duties described are common to 
academic employment.  The University’s position is that to the extent that there are specific 
instructions in the engagement letters, it is attributable to the nature of the research in question, 
and not the nature of the relationship between the PDF and the principal investigator. 
 
32. PDFs are required to register with the Postdoctoral Office of the School of Graduate 
Studies, at the University of Toronto.  The letters refer to “opportunities” to further professional 
development through workshops and seminars through the “Postdoctoral Training program”.  
PDFs are required to pay an annual program fee of $200.00 in relation to this program; they are 
not, however, required to take any of the workshops or seminars.  The Union points out that the 
requirement for registration with the School of Graduate Studies, while it pre-dates this 
application, is relatively recent.  The memo dated November 8, 2007 from the then Vice-Provost 
Academic and Vice-Provost Graduate Education which introduced this, and other changes, 
suggests that they were being introduced to ensure clear definition of the role of PDFs and to 
ensure that they were being treated in a fair and consistent manner across the University. 
 
33. The letters expressly state that the engagement is not an employment relationship.  
The letters set out a monthly “stipend” for the post-doctoral fellowship and its annual equivalent.  
The University’s policies provide that the minimum stipend is $27,500.00.  In 2010, the annual 
stipend for most PDFs who gave evidence before me appears to have been $40,000.00 (with some 
minor variance around this number), although one PDF received an annual stipend of $50,000.00.  
The amount of the stipend is not set by the University, but is a product of discussion between the 
PDF and the principal investigator.  There was some evidence of variance in the other terms and 
conditions applicable to specific PDFs.  In particular, Dr. Lum testified that although the typed 
version of his letter of engagement provided for four weeks off per year for personal reasons 
(which is the amount specified in the template letters and is discussed further below), the 
principal investigator with whom he worked amended this by hand to read three weeks per year, 
stating this was the standard for his lab and that there was no reason why Dr. Lum should be 
treated any differently. 
 
34. There is no relationship between the amount of the stipend and the research project in 
which the PDF will be involved and there is no relationship between the amount of the stipend 
and the quantity or quality of the research in which they will be involved. 
 
35. The letters state: 
 

As a Postdoctoral Fellow providing services as an independent academic 
trainee, rather than an employee, you will be responsible for your own tax 
obligations.  ….  Your stipend will not be subject to withholding by the 
University for income tax, CPP, EI or other similar payments. 

 
The University of Toronto emphasizes the clear statement in the letter that the PDF is not an 
employee.  The Union emphasizes the fact that the letters refer to the provision of services by the 
PDF to the University. 
 
36. The University of Toronto does not, in fact, withhold income tax, CPP, EI or other 
payments from post-doctoral fellowship stipends.  There is no dispute that Revenue Canada 
considers the PDFs stipends to be taxable income.  Dr. Basford and Dr. Warre each agreed in 
cross examination that she pays tax on her stipend on the basis that it is a “scholarship, fellowship 
or bursary”.  The Union, however, filed a letter dated April 28, 2010 from the Canada Revenue 
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Agency in response to a letter from a PDF in Ottawa about the proper characterization of PDFs 
income.  The CRA stated in part: 
 

[F]or income tax purposes, there has never been a single, simple position 
with respect to income received by Academic PDFs.  In some cases, the 
income received by an Academic PDF could be properly included under 
paragraph 56(1)(n) [of the Income Tax Act, i.e. as a “scholarship, fellowship 
or bursary”]; in most cases, we would expect either section 5 (for 
employment income) or paragraph 56(1)(o) (for research grants) to apply. 

 
The CRA also noted that the determination in a particular case is fact specific and that “the fact 
that a tax return is not reassessed does not necessarily mean the CRA agrees with the filing 
position taken by the taxpayer.”  The CRA notes in this respect that Canada has a self-assessing 
income tax system.  I take notice of these facts and as a result place no weight on the manner in 
which a particular PDF has chosen to characterize his or her post-doctoral fellowship income 
when filing his or her income tax return. 
 
37. The letters provide that the terms and conditions of the engagement are subject to the 
University of Toronto’s “Policies for Postdoctoral Fellows” and specifically provide for early 
termination of the engagement by either party upon two months notice.  In addition the letters 
provide: 
 

The postdoctoral engagement may be terminated in writing at any time 
without notice and without further payment by the University beyond that 
for cause (“a material failure to meet the standards essential to the 
postdoctoral fellow relationship”). 

 
There was no evidence that anyone has ever been terminated pursuant to such a clause, and Prof. 
Mabury’s evidence was that he was unaware of such a termination ever having occurred.  The 
Union notes, however, that the University has the legal right to effect such a termination, as it 
would in an employment relationship. 
 
38. The letters state: 
 

Since you are not an employee, you will not be eligible for vacation or other 
employment-related leaves.  However, with the agreement of your faculty 
supervisor, you are eligible to take 4 weeks off per year for personal reasons 
to use as you wish. 

 
The Union’s position is that notwithstanding the characterization in the letters, this is de facto 
recognition of entitlement to vacation. 
 
39. A health benefit plan is offered to PDFs.  Enrolment is mandatory.  The Union argues 
that this is exemplary of an employment relationship.  The University states that the health benefit 
plan was created in response to a request by PDFs.  The health benefit plan is different than the 
one provided to graduate students. 
 
40. A post-doctoral fellowship is a full time commitment.  Some of the PDFs described 
express expectations that they were to be in the lab during business hours, often specifically 
described, so that they would be available for discussions with the principal investigator and, in 
some instances, to supervise students.  There is, however, no time-clock.  In general, PDFs work 
far more than “business hours”, as do the principal investigators and students in the labs. 
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41. PDFs are expected not to take on other commitments without prior discussion and 
approval.  This includes taking or auditing a course or teaching a course.  When PDFs do engage 
in teaching activities at the University they are treated as employees and are covered under a 
collective agreement between the Union and the University.  That collective agreement also 
applies to graduate students who teach courses at the University.  The income received from such 
teaching has, however, different effects on the “stipends” paid by the University to PDFs and 
stipends paid by the University to graduate students. 
 
42. Graduate students receive a funding commitment from the University, which 
essentially guarantees them a certain level of income per year during all or part of the time that 
they are in their program.  This level of income is derived from a package of certain funds 
(stipends from the University, grants, research assistantships, teaching assistantships), with the 
result that an increase in one income from one type of fund (e.g. a research assistantship) will 
result in a corresponding decrease in income from the stipend.  By contrast, there is no offset 
from a PDF’s stipend of income received by the PDF from any other source.  For example, a PDF 
who teaches a course at the University is paid for that activity over and above the amount 
received from a post-doctoral fellowship; a Ph.D. student teaching the same course might be paid 
the same amount as the PDF for doing so, but see a corresponding decrease in the income he or 
she was receiving from the University in the form of a grant. 
 
Prof. Scott Mabury 
 
43. Prof. Mabury had experience in serving as the principal investigator to nine PDFs and 
reviewing and co-signing letters of engagement for other PDFs while he was the Chair of the 
Chemistry Department. 
 
44. Prof. Mabury testified that completion of a PDF is typically needed to be competitive 
for an academic position at the University.  He stated that an individual wishing to become a PDF 
typically approaches a faculty member to serve as his or her principal investigator.  In Prof. 
Mabury’s view, a PDF is a critical stage in one’s academic development along the path to 
becoming an independent scholar.  The two most important factors he would look at in deciding 
whether or not to hire a faculty member are with whom that individual had done their Ph.D. and 
with whom they had done their post-doctoral fellowship.  In Prof. Mabury’s view, it is critical for 
PDFs to publish articles in peer reviewed journals that will be cited in order to improve their 
prospects of being hired for a tenure track position. 
 
45. Prof. Mabury described the research performed as a collaborative process in which he 
has a discussion with a new PDF as to what the PDF is interested in doing.  The PDF has 
significant freedom on how to probe the questions which he or she is trying to answer.  In chief, 
Prof. Mabury testified that he does not assign PDFs a prescriptive set of tasks, as he would a 
Research Assistant.  In cross, however, he agreed that he had never had a Research Assistant. 
 
46. Prof. Mabury testified that PDFs and graduate students are virtually indistinguishable 
within his lab.  The both use a bench and have access to the same instruments.  Prof. Mabury 
typically refers to PDFs as “post-doctoral students”. 
 
47. Prof. Mabury stated that he provides academic mentoring to his PDFs but expects 
them to be independent.  Prof. Mabury described his relationship with PDFs as being similar to 
the relationship he has with graduate students in his lab, in particular Ph.D. students who have 
completed their course work.  Thereafter, Ph.D. students in Dr. Mabury’s group will be engaged 
exclusively in lab work, as are PDFs. 
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48. There are weekly meetings of Prof. Mabury’s research group.  The meetings take 
approximately two hours.  Each week, on a rotating basis, one member of the team will provide 
an update on his or her research to the other members of the team.  These are “dynamic” 
presentations, in which all members of the group engage in the discussion.  Prof. Mabury is one 
participant in the discussion, but may not be the most active.  Prof. Mabury also described one of 
his specific roles as research director is to provide mentorship with respect to the publication of 
research. 
 
49. Prof. Mabury testified as to ways in which the educational nature of a principal 
investigator’s relationship with a PDF is recognized.  First, in the annual activity report to the 
University which he files as a faculty member, supervision of graduate students and PDFs is 
considered to be part of the teaching component of his activities.  Second, the training of Highly 
Qualified Personnel (“HQP”), which is defined to include PDFs and graduate students, is one of 
the criteria by which NSERC evaluates grant proposals submitted by principal investigators. 
 
50. Prof. Mabury does not track the hours spent by PDFs in the lab.  He tells his graduate 
students and PDFs that this is not a job, that he is not counting hours and that he expects them to 
throw everything they’ve got into their projects.  People may be working in his lab 7 days a week 
and late into the night.  In fact, he hopes that they dream about their projects.  The only rule is 
that no one is permitted to work alone in the lab.  He accepted, however, that in some other labs 
the principal investigators impose specific expectations as to hours of work. 
 
51. Prof. Mabury testified that the same rules apply to everyone with respect to time off 
from the lab.  He expects notice from the PDFs if they are not going to be in the lab on a given 
day because he may need to contact them and other members of the research team will need to be 
able to plan around any absences. 
 
52. Prof. Mabury disagreed with the evidence of Dr. Lum that PDFs face greater pressure 
to produce publishable results than graduate students.  Prof. Mabury disagreed with the evidence 
of Dr. Greener that PDFs can be distinguished from graduate students on the basis that graduate 
students have coursework and academic training to complete.  Prof. Mabury noted that graduate 
students typically only do course work in the first years of their degrees.  Further, he testified that 
PDFs in his lab are primarily there for academic training which does not differentiate between 
PDFs and graduate students. 
 
Prof. Paul Hamel 
 
53. Professor Paul Hamel is a professor of Laboratory Medicine and Pathobiology in the 
Faculty of Medicine at the University of Toronto.  He has held an appointment with the 
University of Toronto since 1992. 
 
54. Prof. Hamel is a principal investigator who runs a research lab that does cell and 
developmental biology.  Graduate students, PDFs and research assistants all work in Prof. 
Hamel’s lab.  Prof. Hamel testified that he “hires” these individuals to work in his lab. 
 
55. Prof. Hamel testified that in order to do high level research in his lab, he hires PDFs 
because they come with considerable knowledge and skills.  It is only indirectly important to him 
whether or not what he wants them to do relates to their previous area of research.  Instead he is 
seeking individuals with a very high level of scientific competency. 
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56. Similar to Prof. Marbury’s evidence, Prof. Hamel testified that he wants PDFs to take 
ownership of their project and drive it forward.  Prof. Hamel expects the PDFs to bring their own 
ideas to the project.  As project leader, Prof. Hamel will also bring his own ideas to the project.  It 
is, in his opinion, an interaction between scholars.  Individual projects, however, tend not to 
deviate from the central theme of his lab. 
 
57. In Prof. Hamel’s opinion graduate students are novice academics, in comparison to 
PDFs.  Further, the goal of a graduate student is to produce a thesis, which may or may not 
contain published articles.  By contrast, in his opinion the only output which matters for PDFs are 
publishable papers.  A PDF who did not produce publishable results would not have their post-
doctoral fellowship renewed. 
 
58. Prof. Hamel also gave evidence in relation to two PDFs who had worked in his lab 
and, when they had met the maximum permissible term as a PDF at the University of Toronto, 
had changed status to become Research Associates.  In both instances, the individual continued to 
do the same line of experiments, using the same techniques, after changing to a Research 
Associate. 
 
59. Prof. Hamel testified he does not expect the PDFs in this lab to be there during 
specific hours: he just expects the work to get done. 
 
Dr. Nana Kwamena 
 
60. Dr. Kwamena was a PDF in the Chemistry Department at the University in 2010 
pursuant to a one year post-doctoral fellowship.  Immediately prior to that, Dr. Kwamena had 
spent two years on a post-doctoral fellowship at the University of Bristol in England following 
the completion of her Ph.D. at the University of Toronto.  Dr. Kwamena’s post-doctoral 
fellowship in the University of Bristol was funded by means of a two year NSERC grant which 
she had received. 
 
61. When she commenced her post-doctoral fellowship at the University of Bristol, Dr. 
Kwamena was interested in pursuing an academic career.  By the end of the first year of her post-
doctoral fellowship, Dr. Kwamena had decided she no longer wished to pursue an academic 
career, but instead was interested in exploring other career options, including that of being a 
research scientist.  Towards the end of her post-doctoral fellowship at the University of Bristol, 
Dr. Kwamena was contacted by Prof. Donaldson who inquired as to whether she would be 
interested in returning to the University of Toronto for a one year post-doctoral fellowship.  Prof. 
Donaldson was familiar with Dr. Kwamena as he had been a member of her supervisory 
committee during her Ph.D.  During these discussions, Prof. Donaldson was aware that Dr. 
Kwamena was no longer interested in pursuing an academic career.  Prof. Donaldson outlined, at 
a high level, several different experimental activities in which Dr. Kwamena might engage and 
these were reflected in the letter of engagement which was sent to Dr. Kwamena in July 2009 and 
which she signed at that time. 
 
62. When Dr. Kwamena arrived in January 2010, she expressed interest in one of the 
experimental activities which Prof. Donaldson had identified in her letter of engagement: the 
construction of a cavity enhanced absorption apparatus.  She spent her one year post-doctoral 
fellowship at the University of Toronto researching, constructing and testing the apparatus.  She 
worked very independently from Prof. Donaldson, which she attributed in part to the fact that 
Prof. Donaldson was already familiar with her and her work.  There were no specific expectations 
as to hours of work.  She did not publish any papers in relation to the apparatus, and, given the 
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short duration of her post-doctoral fellowship, there was no expectation that she would.  The 
apparatus which she constructed remains in Prof. Donaldson’s lab and is being used by graduate 
students to pursue their own research. 
 
Dr. Christina Basford 
 
63. Dr. Basford has a Ph.D. in stem cell biology from the University of Newcastle.  While 
completing her Ph.D. there she saw an advertisement for a PDF position with Prof. Wheeler’s lab 
in the Department of Physiology at the University of Toronto.  She was attracted to the research 
described because it both represented an extension of aspects of her existing work and an 
opportunity to move into a new area.  The position was posted on the “Naturejobs” website.  
Dr. Basford applied for the position through their website. 
 
64. Dr. Basford came to Toronto in January, 2010 while writing her Ph.D. thesis.  She 
worked as a volunteer in Prof. Wheeler’s lab and they developed proposals for the funding of a 
post-doctoral fellowship together.  The proposal which was successful was submitted to the 
Banting and Best Diabetes Centre, which is within the Faculty of Medicine of the University of 
Toronto. 
 
65. The proposal was submitted on an application form provided by the Diabetes Centre.  
Among the subjects which the form directs applicants to address are “the expected duration of the 
training and its relevance to your future career” and the “distribution of time and activities to be 
undertaken in this training program”.  On the form Dr. Basford responded by referring to her 
desire to develop her skills and become an independent investigator at an academic institution and 
stating that the Wheeler lab provided a “perfect environment for me to move closer to my career 
goals”.  Dr. Basford also indicated that she expected to spend 80% of her time working on the 
research described and 20% of her time training in this new field of research, including attending 
seminars.  She testified that in practice the seminars which she has attended are Departmental and 
University seminars attended by individuals ranging from undergraduate students to principal 
investigators. 
 
66. Dr. Basford testified that while she thinks she is learning a lot from the position, for 
her the post-doctoral fellowship is a job.  She testified that she studied a lot to get her Ph.D., but 
that she considers her post-doctoral fellowship a working position. 
 
67. Dr. Basford testified that including herself there are four PDFs in the Wheeler lab, in 
addition to a number of graduate and undergraduate students.  She testified that the lab has a 
hierarchy, with Prof. Wheeler at the top and each of the four PDFs leading an area of work.  Prof. 
Wheeler has made it clear that he expects each of the PDFs to be in the lab between 9:00 a.m. to 
5:00 p.m. Monday to Friday so that if there are any meetings or discussions required they would 
all be there, and so that if there are any students around they would be available to answer 
questions. 
 
68. While there are no stated output requirements, Dr. Basford testified that there is a 
clearly articulated pressure to produce meaningful data and publish a paper with Prof. Wheeler in 
a peer reviewed journal.  In cross, she agreed that Ph.D. students are also under pressure to 
generate publishable research. 
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Dr. Ruth Warre 
 
69. Dr. Warre has a Ph.D. in Neuroscience from Bristol University, where she was 
investigating epilepsy.  As part of her background she had developed a specialist skill in 
electrophysiology.  While Dr. Warre was at Bristol University, Prof. Joanne Nash worked as a 
PDF in the same lab.  Prof. Nash then obtained a faculty position at the University of Toronto and 
set up a lab there.  Prof. Nash’s research interests are focused on understanding the cellular and 
molecular mechanisms underlying Parkinson’s Disease.  Prof. Nash had remained in contact with 
Dr. Warre and approached her about joining the Nash Lab on a post-doctoral fellowship.  Prof. 
Nash needed someone with Dr. Warre’s knowledge and technical skills to help her with her 
research.   Indeed, Prof. Nash had a specific research project in mind which required Dr. Warre’s 
assistance when she first approached Dr. Warre about being a PDF. 
 
70. Dr. Warre testified that while she would not have accepted the post-doctoral 
fellowship unless she was interested in Prof. Nash’s research, she could not have changed the 
work she was doing if she had wished to do so.  She was working under the direction of Prof. 
Nash, as the principal investigator, on Prof. Nash’s research question; however, as Dr. Warre is 
an expert in electrophysiology and Prof. Nash is not, Dr. Warre had control over the technical 
direction of the work.  She had a regular weekly one-on-one meeting with Prof. Nash to review 
progress.  Prof. Nash articulated and imposed clear performance expectations, the main one being 
that Dr. Warre produce meaningful results that could be turned into a high quality paper for 
publication.  They had a schedule to which they were working. 
 
71. Dr. Warre was required to be in the lab between at least 9:00 a.m. and 6:00 p.m. on 
weekdays.  Dr. Warre had a role in supervising and training undergraduate students and graduate 
students who were in the lab. 
 
72. In chief, Dr. Warre stated that as a PDF she did not consider herself to be a trainee: 
her training had ended when she got her Ph.D.  As a PDF she was applying the skill set which she 
had obtained to a job.  In cross, Dr. Warre agreed that there were aspects of learning and training 
during her PDF in relation to for example, grant writing. 
 
Dr. Ronnie Lum 
 
73. Dr. Lum completed a Ph.D. in Biochemistry at the University of Toronto in Professor 
John Glover’s lab.  In September 2010 he commenced a post-doctoral fellowship in the 
Department of Biochemistry at the University of Toronto in Professor David Williams’ lab.  Prof. 
Williams had been on the supervisory committee for Dr. Lum’s thesis.  As he neared the 
completion of his Ph.D., Dr. Lum approached Prof. Williams about a potential post-doctoral 
fellowship and Prof. Williams essentially “hired” him right away. 
 
74. Prof. Williams engaged Dr. Lum to work on a specific ongoing project: Dr. Lum 
picked up from another PDF who left.  In Dr. Lum’s view, the work he was doing was driven by 
Prof. Williams as the principal investigator.  Prof. Williams was very involved in the research and 
required regular updates.  Any ideas that Dr. Lum might have as to steps on the existing project 
were subject to discussion with Prof. Williams and his approval. 
 
75. As a PDF, Dr. Lum testified that he is under significant pressure to produce a research 
paper that will be published in a recognized peer-reviewed journal; in his opinion, graduate 
students in Prof. Williams’ lab are under less pressure to do so.  Dr. Lum testified that some of 
that pressure comes from himself, because he wants to succeed.  He testified, however, that if he 
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did not publish his PDF contract might not be renewed or the funding for the project might end, 
which would also end his post-doctoral fellowship. 
 
76. Dr. Lum had been both a graduate student and a PDF at the University of Toronto.  In 
his view, the experiences differ.  Graduate students are learning how to design and develop 
experiments, how to put together an argument and eventually a paper.  A PDF is expected to have 
those skills, even if they are not an expert in the substantive research focus of the lab in which 
they are working.  PDFs work at a more advanced level.  In cross, he agreed that as a PDF he 
continued to learn.  He also agreed that in the meetings he had as a Ph.D. student with Prof. 
Glover, Prof. Glover provided mentoring, training and academic development.  He agreed that 
this was also true of the meetings he had as a PDF with Prof. Williams, but stated that it was to a 
lesser extent. 
 
Dr. Jesse Greener 
 
77. Dr. Greener obtained a Ph.D. in physics from the University of Western Ontario in 
2003.  From 2004 to 2007 he worked for the Canadian Federation of Students.  He decided that 
he wished to return to science and communicated with various professors in Toronto whose 
research he thought was related to his skill set.  One of the professors who responded was Prof. 
Kumacheva of the Department of Chemistry at the University of Toronto.  He became a PDF in 
Prof. Kumacheva’s lab in 2007. 
 
78. The focus of Prof. Kumacheva’s lab is investigation of nano-materials and research 
and development of micro-fluiditic tools and techniques.  Dr. Greener did not have experience in 
these specific areas of research, but he did have expertise with respect to a specific instrument, a 
Fourier Transform Infrared Spectrometer.  Prof. Kumacheva had recently ordered such a 
spectrometer and was interested in Dr. Greener’s expertise in order to set up and use it.  That was 
one of his initial jobs within the group. 
 
79. Dr. Greener initially worked in Prof. Kumacheva’s lab on a part-time basis.  
Dr. Greener and Prof. Kumacheva had discussions about how he could expect his level of pay to 
increase if he achieved certain milestones, such as first paper published with Prof. Kumacheva, 
the principal investigator, as the coordinating author.  Dr. Greener did in fact receive such a pay 
increase. 
 
80. Because Dr. Greener has been a PDF in Prof. Kumacheva’s lab for over three years 
and because of the limits on the length of post-doctoral fellowship imposed by University of 
Toronto policies, Dr. Greener and Prof. Kumacheva had a discussion about Dr. Greener 
converting his status to that of a Research Associate.  They decided against it because it would 
have resulted in a reduction in Dr. Greener’s take home pay. 
 
81. Dr. Greener described Prof. Kumacheva as incredibly flexible with respect to research 
to be explored, but noted that it is her lab and while he may have some interests and suggestions 
about where to go, he would absolutely discuss any ideas with her first and ultimately follow her 
lead as to what was going to be explored. 
 
82. Dr. Greener testified that he is under pressure to produce published papers.  He stated 
that everyone understands that their group is in competition with other groups to find a discovery 
first.  This manifests itself in pressure in the work environment.  Some of it is self imposed: every 
motivated researcher places pressure on him or herself.  But if he fails to produce then his 
contract may not be renewed or he might not get a good letter of reference.  In addition there is 
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the positive pressure of the prospect of a pay increase.  In cross, he agreed that graduate students 
also face the pressure to publish in order to obtain a good letter of reference. 
 
Analysis and Determination 
 
83. The University of Toronto argues that a post doctoral fellowship serves as the final 
stage of transition from student to independent scholar.  The purpose of a post-doctoral 
fellowship is to aid in this transition.  During a fellowship, a PDF acquires experience to become 
a fully-fledged independent researcher and/or to prepare for a career as an academic.  It is, in the 
University’s view, a stage in one’s academic development. 
 
84. The University of Toronto refers to several of the Board’s past decisions with respect 
to the employment status of graduate students:  York University, [1975] OLRB Rep. Oct. 683 
(York University No. 1); Carleton University, [1978] OLRB Rep. Feb. 179 (Carleton University 
No. 2); and York University, [1981] OLRB Rep. May 601 (York University No. 2).  The 
University of Toronto places particular reliance upon University of Western Ontario, [2007] 
OLRB Rep. Nov./Dec. 1151, at paras. 52 – 54 and 57.  The University submits that based on that 
decision, and in particular para. 57, “the appropriate analytical framework is to adopt a 
“spectrum” analysis, where an education or student-professor relationship is at one end of the 
spectrum and a traditional employment relationship is at the other end of the spectrum.” 
 
85. The University of Toronto argues that the evidence before the Board establishes that 
the PDFs are closer to the educational end of the spectrum.  In support of this position, the 
University relies upon the following: 
 

•  The University’s policies and the engagement letters sent to 
PDFs clearly state that they are not employees, rather they are 
academic trainees.  PDFs must be registered with the School of 
Graduate Studies (as must graduate students), pay a fee, and are 
eligible to take courses, workshops and seminars through the 
“Postdoctoral Training program”. 

 
•  A post-doctoral fellowship is of educational value to a PDF.  

There is a distinct academic training, learning and educational 
component to the post-doctoral fellowship.  In many disciplines, 
a post-doctoral fellowship is a prerequisite to a tenure track 
position. 

 
•  The educational value of a post-doctoral fellowship is reflected 

in the fact that in evaluating grant proposals, NSERC considers 
how the grant will advance the training of HQPs, which refers to 
both PDFs and graduate students. 

 
•  The stipend received by PDFs bears no relationship to the 

research that they do or the quantity or quality of the research or 
time they spend engaged in the research.  The stipends are not 
treated as T-4 employment income by the University. 
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•  PDFs do not have set hours of work, do not keep track of their 
time and are not subject to performance reviews.  They enjoy 
tremendous independence in the research they perform. 

 
•  The work performed by PDFs is, the University argues, virtually 

indistinguishable from latter stage Ph.D. students. 
 
Accordingly, the University of Toronto argues that the PDFs are not employees within the 
meaning of the Act. 
 
86. Given the University of Toronto’s argument, it is useful to reproduce paras. 50 – 57 
inclusive of University of Western Ontario: 
 

50. As a starting point, it should be observed that the definition of 
"employee" contained in the Act merely states: 
 
 "employee" includes a dependent contractor. 
 
That is, nothing in the Act states that the presence or absence of a particular 
factor establishes or negates the existence of an employment relationship. 
This Board has been guided by common law principles in determining what 
is included in the term employee. As the Board stated in Loblaws 
Groceterias Co. Ltd., 66 CLLC para. 16,078 (cited in York University No. 1), 
at p. 886: 
 
 The relationship of master and servant is characterized by a contract of 

service, express or implied, between the master and the servant. A 
contract of service is one in which a person undertakes to serve another 
and to obey his reasonable orders within the scope of the duty 
undertaken. Whether or not a particular contract is a contract of service 
is a question of fact, depending upon the terms of the engagement, the 
method of remuneration, and the power of controlling and dismissing 
the worker, although none of these factors is by itself conclusive. 
(Halsbury's Laws of England, 3rd, ed., vol. 25, pp. 47-448, emphasis 
added). 

 
 Whether any relation is that of a master and servant is entirely a 

question of fact in each individual case, depending upon the contractual 
connection established between the parties by the terms of the 
agreement creating it, and the law is not concerned with the 
terminology used by the parties but only with the nature of the relation 
which the parties intended, or in the absence of clearly expressed 
intention, must be deemed to have intended to create; and further than 
this, ... the law attaches to parties the relation of master and servant in 
many cases where the parties had not [sic] intention of creating it, or 
where they expressly stated a contrary intention, or where for other 
purposes no such relation will be deemed to exist ... 

 
 ... 
 
 (Batt, Law of Master and Servant pp. 2-3, emphasis added) 
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The essence of employment then, is that it is a contract "in which a person 
undertakes to serve another and to obey his reasonable orders within the 
scope of the duty undertaken". 
 
51. As stated by the Board in Carleton University, "there is nothing 
inherently contradictory in the notion that an individual within a university 
may at once be a student and an employee of that institution." Stated 
differently, the fact that an individual is primarily a student of a university 
does not preclude a finding that the individual is also secondarily an 
employee of the university. I thus reject the approach taken by National 
Labour Relations Board historically, and recently re-adopted by that Board. 
 
52. Having said that, the existence of the relationship of student to 
university cannot be ignored.  The difficulty which arises is that the 
relationship of student to university as educator can bear many of the 
hallmarks of the relationship of employee to employer.  That is, the 
educational relationship may explain the presence of what would otherwise 
be a hallmark of an employment relationship, and vice versa. 
 
53. Direction and control is one hallmark of employment.  Yet, the 
university, as educator, is entitled, indeed expected, to determine a course of 
studies and activities which a student must complete in order to be awarded 
his or her degree.  The performance of work by the employee is another 
hallmark of employment.  Yet, as anyone who has been a student knows, the 
completion by a student of studies and activities constituting part of the 
educational experience requires work.  The production of something of value 
to the employer is another hallmark of employment.  Yet the work product of 
graduate students generated through their academic activities is, as the 
evidence in this case established, undoubtedly of value to the overall 
reputation and standing of the university.  The receipt of income is yet 
another hallmark of employment.  Indeed, in this case, it was agreed that the 
income received by graduate students in return for their work as Teaching 
Assistants and Research Assistants was in the form of employment income.  
At the same time, the university also acts as a conduit of funding to students 
in its capacity as educator.  Further, as demonstrated by this case, this 
funding may take many forms. 
 
54. On the other hand, the absence of some of the hallmarks of 
employment does not negate what is otherwise an employment relationship.  
Thus, the mere fact that work produced by an individual in the course of 
employment has little or no value to the employer does not mean that the act 
of producing that work is not employment:  having directed an employee to 
spend time performing work, it does not lie in the mouth of an employer to 
say that because the work is of no value to it, it is not employment.  If, 
however, the employee stands in some other relationship to the employer, 
such as student to educator, the fact that the work is of little or no value to 
the employer may invite the inference that the performance of the work was 
the product instead of the educational relationship.  It may be that York 
University No. 1 and York University No. 2 are best understood as hidden 
bursary cases, in which there was actually no expectation that the recipients 
of the funds would perform any of the work notionally assigned to them.  
However, to the extent that York University No. 1 suggests that individuals 
are not employees merely because work they are required to perform is in the 
nature of a “make work project”, or York University No. 2 suggests that 
individuals are not employees merely because a university is not 
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“dependent” on the work that they are required to perform, I respectfully 
disagree. 
 
55. Similarly, the absence of compensation for work does not negate what 
is otherwise an employment relationship: it simply means that the employee 
has a claim for unpaid wages.  Thus, I do not understand Calvano or Town of 
Tecumseh to stand for the proposition that in the absence of compensation 
there can be no finding of employment, but only for the proposition that the 
presence of compensation is a hallmark of an employment relationship. 
 
56. Western argues that if the employee and employer stand as well in the 
relationship of student and educator, the absence of compensation for work 
invites the inference that the individual performed the work in order to 
achieve his or educational objective.  I agree.  There is, however, an 
imbalance of power between educators and student.  It is the university 
which determines many of the activities a student must undertake as part of 
the educational relationship, not vice versa.  If a university directs a student 
to undertake work of no educational value, the student may feel that he or 
she has little choice but to comply.  In such circumstances the work may 
simply represent uncompensated employment.  Further, from the point of 
view of graduate students, the determination of what work is to be done is 
made by individual professors who may have tremendous influence over 
their future careers.  The potential for abuse, intentional or otherwise, is 
manifest. 
 
57. Within the context of this analysis, the union’s position would require 
the assumption that only a graduate student’s work on his or her thesis or 
own research has educational value to the student.  I do not accept this 
proposition.  The union’s witnesses generally accepted that within the 
context of lab based disciplines, where collaborative research is the norm, 
there is something to be learned or gained from working with and 
supervising others and skills to be developed from maintaining and operating 
laboratory equipment which is not directly related to one’s own research.  
The problem with respect to activities of this nature may be one of degree.  
There may come a point where the performance of this work can no longer 
be said to be of sufficient educational value to the graduate student, and its 
required performance gives rise to an employment relationship. 
 
[Emphasis added.] 

 
Thus the “context” for the “analytical spectrum” upon which the University seeks to rely in this 
case, was one in which (i) the putative employee and employer stood as well in the relationship of 
student and educator and (ii) there was an absence of compensation for the work in question.  
(This is also made clear in the reconsideration decision dated July 18, 2008 in the University of 
Western Ontario case: 2008 CanLII 37376 (ON LRB) at paras. 4 - 8.)  As will be developed in 
the balance of these reasons, neither is true in this case. 
 
87. There is no dispute that the PDFs are not “students” as such of the University of 
Toronto.  There is, however, an educational component to a post-doctoral fellowship.  The Union 
argues that the fact there may be an educational component to the relationship between the 
University and the PDFs does not necessarily result in their exclusion from the category of 
“employees” within the meaning of the Act, citing University of Western Ontario, St. Paul’s 
Hospital, [1976] B.C.L.R.B.D. No. 43 and University of Saskatchewan, [1996] S.L.R.B.D. No. 
17.  The University seeks to distinguish these cases on the basis that in this instance, unlike 
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articling students and medical residents, there is no licensing purpose to the relationship of a PDF 
to the University.  I accept the distinction offered by the University, but I draw the opposite 
conclusion as to its effect. 
 
88. The difficulty posed by cases like those of articling students, medical residents and 
graduate students is that the licensing or academic requirements imposed by an entity upon the 
individual seeking to be licensed or graduate may serve to explain all or some hallmarks of a 
relationship which would otherwise be an employment relationship with that entity: direction and 
control, performance of work, production of something of value, and receipt of income.  This 
problem was canvassed in the University of Western Ontario decision in the excerpt set out 
above.  In this case, however, there is no dispute that the University of Toronto does not have the 
power to licence or grant a degree per se to PDFs: PDFs are not graduate students.  The Board’s 
past decisions with respect to the employment status of graduate students are thus of limited 
application to the case at hand. 
 
89. The fact that the work performed by PDFs is of educational value to them as 
“academic trainees”, to use the term preferred by the University, is therefore irrelevant.  The fact 
that work provides an opportunity to learn, even a continuous opportunity to learn, does not 
transform what would otherwise be an employment relationship into a non-employment 
relationship for the purposes of the Act.  As argued by the Union, universities are typically a 
unique environment: one in which learning never comes to an end.  The evidence before me 
clearly establishes that this is the case at the University of Toronto. 
 
90. The University of Toronto argues that the most critical factor in this case is the 
undisputed evidence that the stipend received by PDFs bears no relationship to the research that 
they do or the quantity or quality of the research or the time they spend engaged in that research.  
It argues that this is further supported by the following facts:  PDFs do not have set hours of work 
and do not keep track of their time; PDFs enjoy significant latitude in their research, albeit with 
the general research objectives of the principal investigator in whose lab they work; and PDFs 
continue to learn.  It relies upon decisions of the Tax Court of Canada which have concluded on 
similar facts that PDFs are not employees: Benabdallah v. M.N.R., [1997] R.C.J. No. 1180; 
Bekhor v. M.N.R., [2005], T.C.J. No. 314; Naghash v. M.N.R., 2005 TCC 694; Ontario Cancer 
Institute v. M.N.R., [1993] T.C.J. No. 430; and Sunnybrook Hospital v. M.N.R., [1994] T.C.J. No. 
1061. 
 
91. While the Tax Court of Canada cases are not binding upon this Board, they deserve 
serious consideration.  Having carefully reviewed them, I do not find them to be of assistance for 
the following reasons. 
 
92. First, each of those cases was concerned with whether or not a PDF was engaged in 
insurable employment for the purposes of the Employment Insurance Act (previously named the 
Unemployment Insurance Act) or pensionable employment for the purposes of the Canada 
Pension Plan.  The statutory purposes of the Labour Relations Act, 1995 are expressly stated in 
section 1 of the Act and are different from those of the Employment Insurance Act and the 
Canada Pension Plan.  They relate not to access to statutory income benefits but rather the 
facilitation of collective bargaining and the resolution of disputes.  As argued by the Union, the 
Supreme Court of Canada has held that labour law is remedial legislation which should be 
liberally construed to ensure the attainment of its purposes: Bakery and Confectionary Workers 
International Union of America, Local No. 468 v. White Lunch Ltd, [1966] S.C.R. 282 at p. 292. 
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93. Second, both the Employment Insurance Act and the Canada Pension Plan define 
employment as being a “contract of service”.  This definition in essence incorporates by reference 
the common law definition of master-servant relationships, which distinguishes between a 
“contract of service”, which is employment, and a “contract for services”, which is not.  An 
individual who is engaged to perform a contract for services is considered to be in business for 
themselves as an independent contractor, and thus not engaged in insurable or pensionable 
employment.   Both Ontario Cancer Institute (see para. 33 of that decision) and Sunnybrook 
Hospital (see para. 23 of that decision) determined the issue before them on the basis of the 
application of the test for distinguishing between a contract of service and a contract for services. 
 
94. The statutory scheme of the Labour Relations Act, 1995 differs from the Employment 
Insurance Act and the Canada Pension Plan.  In particular, the Labour Relations Act, 1995 
contains no definition of “employment” and defines “employee” only as “includes a dependent 
contractor” (a concept which I understand to be completely absent from the Employment 
Insurance Act and the Canada Pension Plan).  That is, the Act does not adopt by reference the 
common law definition of employment.   
 
95. This Board has been guided by the common law definition, but only to the extent that 
its application is consistent with the purposes of the Act, as have other labour relations boards in 
Canada.  This point is well made in a decision of the Alberta Labour Relations Board provided by 
the Union:  Teamsters Local Union No. 987 of Alberta v. 1093507 Alberta Ltd. o/a Access Taxi, 
[2011] A.L.R.B.D. No. 11 at paras. 28 to 31.  As argued by the Union, this Board’s jurisprudence 
has established that there is no particular standard for what constitutes an employment 
relationship; rather the question should be approached in a flexible way: Town of Tecumseh, 
[1998] OLRB Rep. Jan./Feb. 31; Calvano Lumber & Trim Co. Ltd., [1989] OLRB Rep. Apr. 337; 
Regional Municipality of Hamilton-Wentworth, [1982] OLRB Rep. Aug. 1179; Guelph Beef 
Centre Inc., [1977] OLRB Rep. Mar. 184; Telkom Corporation, [1986] OLRB Rep. Jun. 900; 
Carleton University; York University No. 1; University of Western Ontario.  Further in some of 
these cases the issue has not been whether the individual was an employee or an independent 
contractor, but whether the individual was an employee or stood in some other relationship to the 
putative employer, such as volunteer or student.  Such individuals may be employees for the 
purposes of the Act, even if their employment status for the purposes of the Employment 
Insurance Act and the Canada Pension Plan may be doubtful.  I note in this respect that the 
University of Toronto expressly states that it does not take the position that the PDFs are 
independent contractors.  In short, individuals who would not be employees for the purposes of 
the Employment Insurance Act and the Canada Pension Plan may be employees for the purposes 
of the Labour Relations Act, 1995. 
 
96. A review of the Tax Court of Canada cases which have concluded that a PDF is not an 
employee for the purposes of the Employment Insurance Act or the Canada Pension Plan shows 
that their reasoning is not consistent with the jurisprudence of this Board with respect to who is 
an employee for the purposes of the Labour Relations Act, 1995.  The reasons of the Court in 
Benabdallah are the most instructive.  In that case, the Court stated: 
 

The main components of a contract of service within the meaning of the 
[Unemployment Insurance Act] are the performance of work and the 
payment of remuneration.  Those two elements must interact within a 
relationship in which the person doing the work is subordinate to the payer; 
otherwise, what exists is a joint venture or a contract for services or, in this 
case, a professor-student relationship. 
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The Court went on to find that in the case before it there was no genuine remuneration and further 
that the relationship which existed was that of professor-student, not “a relationship of 
subordination”.  Accordingly, the Court found that the essential elements of a genuine contract of 
service were not present with the result that there was not insurable employment within the 
meaning of the Unemployment Insurance Act. 
 
97. I begin by noting that the conclusion in Benabdallah that there was no “relationship of 
subordination”, in the nature of a master-servant relationship, appears to rest on the premise that 
the relationship of professor-student precludes such a finding.  Bekhor also appears to rest on the 
premise that a person who is an academic trainee cannot be an employee: see para. 33 of that 
decision.  Naghash quoted extensively from Bekhor, adopted its reasoning and applied it on the 
basis of the doctrine of stare decisis: see para. 47 of that decision. This Board, however, has 
rejected this proposition for the purposes of the Labour Relations Act, 1995, as noted at para. 51 
of the University of Western Ontario set out above. 
 
98. With respect to the issue of remuneration, the University of Toronto notes that in 
Benabdallah the Court observed that the amount paid was: 
 

… not a real salary, that is fair and genuine remuneration for the research 
work she did.  There is no correlation between the research work done by the 
appellant and the money she received. 

 
So, in this case, it argues, the evidence establishes that there is no correlation between the work 
done by the PDFs and the money which they received. 
 
99. I do not find this argument persuasive for three reasons.  First, a small point.  In 
Benabdallah, the amount of the post-doctoral fellowship was determined by the Medical 
Research Council of Canada, not the university, or the professor, for which the PDF worked.  
That is, the university acted as a mere conduit for funds provided by another source.  By contrast, 
in this case, while the PDFs are mostly funded by sources external to the University of Toronto, 
the amount of the post-doctoral fellowship is determined by the principal investigator who 
received those funds, not by the external funder which provided them. 
 
100. Second, for the purposes of the Labour Relations Act, 1995 while the fact that there is 
no correlation between work and compensation received may support the inference that the work 
is not being done pursuant to an employment relationship, it cannot negate what is otherwise an 
employment relationship.  It would be odd indeed if failure to pay a fair salary to a group of 
individuals who were otherwise employees could have the result of rendering those individuals 
not employees for the purposes of the Labour Relations Act, 1995, and thus unable to engage in 
collective bargaining designed to raise their salaries to a fair level. 
 
101. Third, and in any event, I do not accept the proposition that there is no correlation 
between the work done by the PDFs at the University of Toronto and the “stipend” which they 
receive.  It is correct that the unchallenged evidence was that there is no relationship between the 
amount of the stipend and the research project in which the PDF will be involved and that there 
was no relationship between the amount of the stipend and the quantity or quality of the research 
in which they will be involved.  There is, however, a direct correlation between receipt of the 
stipend and being engaged as a PDF to do research.  The stipend is not a form of gap funding 
which may be reduced if the PDF has other income (as is the case with stipends paid to graduate 
students), but is a fixed entitlement: it is a salary paid in exchange for working as a PDF.  There 
was no suggestion, nor plausible inference, that an individual would continue to be engaged as a 
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PDF, and receive the stipend, if he or she failed to do the work for which he or she was engaged.  
As observed by the Union, the letters of engagement give the University the express legal right to 
terminate the engagement without notice for cause. 
 
102. The fact is that the PDFs perform work in the University of Toronto’s labs, using the 
University’s equipment and materials, produce something of value, i.e. research, and receive 
compensation from the University for the performance of that work.  These are all hallmarks of 
an employment relationship. 
 
103. As noted, direction and control is another hallmark of an employment relationship.  
The significance of this factor in a particular case requires consideration of the nature of the work 
in question.  For example, this Board has had no difficulty in concluding that professionals are 
employees for the purposes of the Act notwithstanding the fact that the nature of their work is 
such that they are subject to very little in the way of meaningful direction and control.  The 
evidence established some variance in the degree of direction and control to which PDFs at the 
University of Toronto are subjected.  Some are engaged to perform a very specific task.  Some 
are given greater licence to explore a research area within the general parameters of the principal 
investigator’s research interests.  But there is no question that in the day to day performance of 
the work itself, PDFs are subject to very little direction and control.  In my view, this simply 
reflects the nature of the work: research within an academic setting.  In this respect, the work 
performed by PDFs is not very different from the research work of the faculty for whom they 
perform the work, apart from the fact that they are subject to the general direction of those faculty 
in their capacity as principal investigators. 
 
104. Finally, the University argues that the Courts have recognized that the intention of the 
parties is a very significant factor in determining whether an employment relationship exists.  It 
cites the decision of the Divisional Court in Ottawa-Carleton District School Board v. Ontario 
Secondary Teachers Federation, District 12, [2010] O.J. No. 4142. 
 
105. At issue in Ottawa-Carleton District School Board was a decision of an arbitrator 
which concluded that certain individuals were employees and not independent contractors of the 
School Board.  The arbitrator had considered the seven factors set out in York Condominium 
Corporation, [1977] OLRB Rep. Oct. 645, the last of which is “the intention to create the 
relationship of employer and employee”.1  The arbitrator concluded that on each of the York 
Condominium factors the relationship was one of employment.  The Court quashed the decision 
of the arbitrator, stating that the arbitrator’s conclusion conflicted with his own findings of fact in 
virtually every instance.   Having made this finding with respect to the first six factors, the Court 
then went on to criticize the arbitrator’s failure to give effect to the intention of the parties. 
 
106. While the intention of the parties is a significant factor, nothing in Ottawa-Carleton 
District School Board suggests that it can transform what is not otherwise an employment 
relationship into an employment relationship.  Put another way, the parties cannot by their 
“agreement” render the relationship of an employee an independent contractor or vice versa: see 
for example Greypoint Properties Inc., [2000] OLRB Rep. May/June 479 at paragraph 15.  I also 
note in this respect the primary evidence of the intention of the parties in this case are the letters 
of engagement and policies drafted by the University of Toronto.  PDFs have no control over the 

                                                      
1 I would note that while there is some overlap, the York Condominium factors are directed to the question 
of which of two entities is the employer of an individual, not whether an individual is an employee or an 
independent contractor.     
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drafting of either of these documents.  In such circumstances the Board must be particularly 
careful to give effect to the substance rather than the form of the relationship. 
 
107. For all of the foregoing reasons, I conclude that the PDFs are employees within the 
meaning of the Labour Relations Act, 1995. 
 
108. Pursuant to Minutes of Settlement executed November 23 and 24, 2009, the parties 
reached the following agreement: 
 

If the Board finds that the post-doctoral fellows who are the subject of the 
application for certification are employees for the purposes of the Act, the 
parties will attempt to resolve outstanding voters list issues that are relevant 
to a count of the ballots.  For these purposes, it is understood that the parties 
will commence working from the University’s last “pass” that it made via 
e-mail on October 15, 2000 [sic] with respect to voters list issues (attached 
as Appendix 1) and that the resolution of voters list issues would not start 
afresh.  Failing resolution of the outstanding voters list issues, the parties 
will refer those issues to the Board for final determination. 

 
The matter is remitted to the parties to attempt to resolve the outstanding voters’ list issues and 
other issues in relation to this application.  The Manager of Field Services is directed to appoint a 
labour relations officer to assist the parties in these efforts. 
 
109. I am seized. 
 
 
 
 
 

“Ian Anderson” 
for the Board 
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Table 6-1: Postdoc income – Alberta compared to countries around the globe* 

Country Annual average in 
Euros in year source 
data collected 

Annual average in 
CAD$ in year source 
data collected 

Annual average in 
CAD$ (2016) 

Alberta1 (2016) - average   49,530 

Alberta1 (2016) - median   47,500 

    

Australia2 (2016) - average   83,963 

Australia3 (2016) - median   75,951 

    

Denmark4 (2007) - average 37,824 55,557 63,948 

Denmark5 (2012) - average  70,519 74,450 

Denmark6 (2016) - average   79,632 

    

Germany7 (2002) - average 37,416 55,373 70,684 

Germany6 (2016) - average   70,056 

    

Norway4 (2007) - average 38,436 56,456 64,982 

    

Sweden4 (2007) - average 28,380 41,685 47,981 

Sweden6 (mid-range; 2016)   58,362 

    

Switzerland7 (2002) - average 45,452 67,265 85,865 

    

UK6 (mid-range; 2016)   53,804 

UK8 (2016) median 34,065  48,918  

    

US9 (2014) - average   64,351 

US10 (2015) - average   68,847 

US11 (2016) - average   60,089 

US12 – new minimum Dec 1, 2016   63,394 
*N.B.: Not corrected for purchasing power parity 
1
 CAPS/ACSP 2016 National Postdoc Survey data – filtered to include Alberta residents only 

2
 Based on data from Adzuna job postings as of Oct 23, 2016; 73 job postings related to postdocs $82,645 AUD 

3
 Based on data from Payscale website (http://www.payscale.com/research/AU/Job=Postdoctoral_Research_Associate/Salary) 

median was $74,649; confirmed by https://www.newscientist.com/article/dn23774-postdoc-salaries-hold-strong-down-under/, 
which states that in Australia, postdoctoral fellowships pay between A$60,000 and A$85,000 at the early to mid-career stage.  
4
 From this website 

http://www.eui.eu/ProgrammesAndFellowships/AcademicCareersObservatory/CareerComparisons/SalaryComparisons.aspx#In

formation; Euro to CAD exchange rate 2007 = 1.468832 
5
 Country profile for Denmark produced by the EU (MORE2) available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/euraxess/pdf/research_policies/more2/country_files_more2/2013_07_05_country_profile_DK.pdf; 

408565 Danish Kroners was the average reported in 2012; Danish Kroner to CAD exchange rate 2012 =0.172601; Inflation 

adjustment CAD $ 2012 to 2016: 5.57% change 

Danish Kroner to CAD exchange rate 2012 =0.172601 
6
 Based on data collected by Mehdi Keshavarz Hedayati from Techomat the website Downloaded Oct 23, 2016 from 

https://techomat.com/2015/10/18/postdoc-and-phd-salary-in-england-uk/ 
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7
 Based on data from the 2002 EMBO report “How much is a scientist worth”; Average salary is for a 31 year old, married 

postdoc with no children; Euro to CAD exchange rate 2002 = 1.479919; Inflation adjustment CAD $ 2002 to 2016: 27.65% 

change 
8
 Based on data from Oct 22, 2016 from Payscale website: 

http://www.payscale.com/research/UK/Job=Postdoctoral_Research_Associate/Salary 

UK median salary of £30,340 which is equivalent to 34065 Euros on Oct 23/16 
9
 NIH postdoc payscale 2014 (http://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/notice-files/NOT-OD-15-048.html); assuming 3 years of 

experience 
10

 Average income data for life science postdocs from The Scientist 2015 annual survey (http://www.the-
scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/44275/title/2015-Life-Sciences-Salary-Survey/); $51,559 USD was the average. 
11

 Average salary posted for postdocs on Indeed website (http://www.indeed.com/salary/q-Postdoctoral-l-United-States.html) 
was $45,000 USD as of Oct 23, 2016 
12

 The passing of the Fair Labour Standards Act in the US will increase the minimum overtime threshold of pay to $47,476/year 
as of Dec 1

st
 2016. 

 

Table 6-2: Postdoc benefits – Alberta compared to countries around the globe 

  Access to: 

Country Status Social support 
(unemployment 
insurance, paid 
parental leave, 
etc.) 

Health 
/Dental 
Insurance 

Pension 
(public or 
private) 

Subsidized 
child care 

Paid 
vacation 

Alberta 
(current 
standards) 

Trainee 
(mostly) 

Very few 
(old or industry 
contracts) 

Some 
postdocs at 
some 
institutions 

Very few 
(old or 
industry 
contracts) 

None Yes 

Australia1 Employees Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Denmark2, 3 Employees 
(even if on 
stipends) 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Sweden4 Employees 
(unless on 
tax-free 
stipends) 

Yes – access for 
employees only 

Yes – 
employees 
only 

Yes – 
employees 
only 

Yes Yes – 
employees 
only 

UK3,5,6,7 Employees – 
except those 
on stipends 
from other 
countries 

Yes Yes Yes Some (by 
institution) 

Yes 

US - 
Whitehead 
Institute for 
Biomedical 
Research8,9 

Employees 
(unless paid 
by external 
stipends) 

Yes - access for 
employees only 

Yes – for all Yes – for all Yes – for all Yes 

1
 Based on information provided on the University Melbourne Policy Library website (e.g., 

https://policy.unimelb.edu.au/MPF1223) and various academic job postings on websites like 

https://jobs.csiro.au/search/?q=postdoc&locationsearch=
 

2
 Country profile for Denmark produced by the EU (MORE2) available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/euraxess/pdf/research_policies/more2/country_files_more2/2013_07_05_country_profile_DK.pdf 
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3
 From http://www.astrobetter.com/blog/2013/01/28/what-fringe-benefits-does-your-institution-give-postdocs/ 

4
 Based on information provided on the KI Postdoc Association website (http://kipostdocassociation.org/tips-for-postdocs) 

5
 British Council EuraxessUK “The guide for international researchers moving to the UK” 

6
 From http://www.astrobetter.com/wiki/tiki-index.php?page=Leave+Policies 

7
 Postdocs of Cambridge Society (PdOC) website (http://www.pdoc.cam.ac.uk/) and “New Starters Guide” 

(http://www.pdoc.cam.ac.uk/guides/PdOCnewstarters/at_download/file) 
8
 From The Scientist “Best Places to Work Postdocs 2013” (http://www.the-

scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/34849/title/Best-Places-to-Work-Postdocs-2013/) 
9
 The Whitehead Institute Postdoctoral Association (WIPDA) webpages (http://wi.mit.edu/people/postdoctoral/wipda) 
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News articles about the formation of PDAC in June 1997 
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