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Canadian Youth in Precarious Work
Around 30% of employed Canadian youth (15-29) were
‘precariously’ employed in 2021. [1] This is down from 31% in
2018.
Do not rejoice yet! It appears that precarious work for youth is predominant despite
an employment recovery since the Covid-19 pandemic shutdowns. The following
pages will explain why this is still something to worry about.

Defining ‘Precarious’ in Precarious Work
The term ‘precarious’ is now widely used to describe work that is ‘non-standard’ –
work that is temporary, poorly paid, insecure, unprotected and often impossible to
support a household upon.
This is the kind of work that many are worried that Canadian workers have been
increasingly engaged in, over the past decade and sharply since the Covid-19
pandemic. In fact, we do know specific pockets of Canadians, like newcomer
immigrants, economically disadvantaged workers, often from visible minority
groups tend to be engaged in precarious employment more than Canadian
workers on average. [2]
Precarious work is work described as meeting the following conditions:
Work that is temporary in nature,
Self-employment but solely conducted without any help and is unincorporated,
The employee is compelled to work part-time for contractual reasons only.
These are definitions culled from the Labour Force Survey’s categorization of types
of work and are accepted as broadly identifying precarious workers across
Canada’s industries and occupations.That said, the categorization schema of work
as precarious according to the above sets of criteria, is useful as an approximation
only.

[1] Calculated from the Labour Force Survey microdata, after de-seasonalizing monthly data using centred moving averages.
[2] Fong, Francis (2018) Navigating Precarious Employment in Canada: Who is really at Risk, Chartered Professional Accountants of Canada
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This is so because the criteria are very broad, covering different sorts of work; work
that need not always be insecure, for example, seasonal work is temporary, but all
temporary seasonal workers may not always suffer job insecurity or low/extractive
wages because such work is cyclical. So, not every temporary job is precarious, but
precarious jobs are often temporary. For more robust definitions of precarious work,
wage and income information must be incorporated into the classification
schema. However, for now, we go with the more general definition of precarious
work as work fulfilling any ONE of the three criteria listed above in the bullet points.

Precariously employed youth v.s precariously employed older
workers
It is more prevalent amongst employed youth than older workers

Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata

According to Figure 1 above, while the portion of all those employed who are
engaged in precarious work looks largely stable over the past couple of years, it
has remained considerably higher for workers aged 15-29 as compared to the rest
of the working population. Note, the similar fall in precarious work amongst older
workers – supporting our earlier assertion that the drop in total employment for
either category has driven the drop in share of precarious work, both amongst the
youth and 30+ workers.
In 2021, 30% of youth employed were engaged in precarious work as opposed to
17% of the workforce in the rest of the population, while in 2018 it was 31% for youth
and 18% for 30+ workers.
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What does Precarious Work for Youth and 30+ workers look
like?

Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata

Temporary work, work that is seasonal or termed contractual or casual is the
significant type of precarious work that youth tend to perform. Amongst older
workers it is the precarious self-employment category that is the most significant
type of precarious work that such workers are engaged in. Precarious selfemployment implies that the worker works on his/her own, without any hired help
and is unincorporated and so is personally liable for all obligations and protections.
So Uber, Lyft and Amazon delivery drivers fall into this category as do DoorDash, or
Uber eats. These are the most well-known capacities amongst the precariously
self-employed, but generally companies that engage these sorts of practices are
online labour sourcing corporations.
Precarious employment conditions lie especially in the temporary, short-lived,
short-term nature of certain types of employment contracts. This is because some
temporary work that is contractual or causal implies that the worker does not have
continuous, supervised employment on business premises, with standardized
working hours and benefits such as pensions, unemployment benefits, etc. The
same lack of worker protections applies to workers forced to work on a part-time
basis, i.e., those in involuntary part-time employment categories.
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Precarious work (mostly temporary) has been largely
unchanged for youth over the past 4 years

Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata

Around a third of ALL youth employed are employed on a precarious basis; they
are either temporary workers, precariously self-employed or involuntarily part-time.
This has fallen only marginally since 2018, but likely only because total youth
employment shrunk, reducing precarious employment too.
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Why has precarious work for youth been largely unchanged
over the past 4 years?
Because precarious youth employment has fallen little
or grown faster than overall youth employment.

Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata

During the relatively strong economic period as hiring grew (solid blue bars) for
youth AND 30+ workers, net growth in precarious work for youth AND 30+ workers
actually fell (lined blue bars).
With the Covid-19 pandemic and ensuing economic contraction, not only did
employment for youth fall by 11% between 2019-2020 but so did employment for
older (30+) workers fall by around 3.5%; to a far lesser extent than it did for youth
(solid orange bars). Commensurately, precarious youth employment fell by nearly
the same extent as overall youth employment; 9.2% (hatched orange bars). This
indicates that the sector's worst hit for youth employment employed them mostly
in a precarious capacity. Interestingly, precarious work fell even for older workers
during that time, almost 5% – but the fall in precarious jobs for older workers was
higher than the fall in overall employment for them. So the economy shed
precarious work for both age groupings. This might have had a great deal to do
with the income support offered by Canada’s federal government.
Conversely, when employment increased between 2020-21 with partial reopenings since the shutdowns, we see employment growing (solid green bars) for
both age groups. Unmistakably, the growth in youth employment was in precarious
work, far more than for older workers (hatched green bars).
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This suggests that the growth (and recovery) in employment for youth since
Covid-19 pandemic started has been in temporary, insecure, ill-paying and
precarious work.

Precarious work declines with age of employee
While precarious work is higher for under 30 workers, it
is especially high for the youngest workers amongst
that age-group and declines.

Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata

In 2021, almost 40% of individuals aged between 15-19 years were employed
precariously out of all 15-19 years old employed workers, compared to 34% of 2024-year-old workers and 22% of the oldest age grouping (25-29 years) in the
youth category. This is in contrast to 17% for workers 30 years and above. Note that
precarious worker shares have fallen since 2018 (somewhat marginally) due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. While the share of precariously employed individuals aged 1519 years is lower than before, by about 4 percentage points, for older age groups,
the employment rebound has resulted in precarious employment rebounding for
20-24 years old and 25-29 years old (youth categories) and even older workers
(30+) . The percentages of precariously employed workers aged 20+ years, both
youth and older, are close to where they were prior to the pandemic.
So precarious work appears here to stay for all age categories to varying
extents, unless…...
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Temporary work is the most significant for 15-19 years olds.
It is not as important for older groups, and precarious selfemployment gains ground for higher age groupings.

Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata

Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata
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Source: Calculated from Labour Force Survey microdata

Older age brackets in the youth category get hired as temporary workers with lower
frequency than the youngest age group for which, temporary work is the mainstay
of precarious work. That said, for the 15-19-year age bracket, participation in
secondary education likely explains their presence in temporary work (especially if
voluntary). It is the involuntary part-time work category that ranges between
9%-12% for both 15-19 year olds and 20-24 year olds that is concerning. Worker
presence in that category indicates that despite a willingness to work, hiring
decisions do not allow employed youth to work and earn their desired income.
Involuntary part-time employment points to problems with contract labour law.
While temporary work is still important with ages 20-24 and 25-29, precarious selfemployment increases in significance as a precarious employment indicator for
the two age brackets.

What explains (to some extent) the patterns of
precarious employment? Additional details about
precarious employment of youth in subsequent issues
of CCYP’s snapshot series.
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