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Introduction
A recurring theme that many Canadians have observed after businesses reopenings during the summer of 2021 is the ‘help wanted’ signs in front of many
establishments, particularly restaurants. News stories covering labor shortages
faced by businesses describe the desperation of employers to find enough workers
to staff their business properly.
While this issue has come to the surface during the re-opening, it has been
brewing for some time. As shown in Figure 1 below, Canada’s working age
population has declined over the past 2 decades. This means that Canada has a
limited pool of labor to hire its workers from. At the same time, changing
preferences of workers in the limited pool has put further constraints on the hiring
decisions of the employers, raising their reliance on migrant labor and/or
continuous immigration.
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Figure 1 Percentage of Canadian population aged 15-64

The sectors currently experiencing labor shortage are either traditional employers
of youth or industries with aging demographics. [1] For example, Accommodation
and Food Services which is traditionally a large employer of youth continues to
struggle to find workers. Moreover, sectors with ageing demographics such as
trucking, warehousing and nursing also require a fresh supply of talent in their
industry to fulfill the gaps left by the retirement of older cohorts of workers.
Therefore, the career decisions made by youth will have a lasting impact on the
Canadian economy. The following sections discuss the type of shortages
experienced by various sectors and the possible causes behind it, besides some
general directions that can help mitigate labor shortages in various sectors of the
Canadian economy.

[1] https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/these-canadian-industries-are-currently-facing-the-biggest-labour-shortages-1.5612004
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Sectors dependent on youth labor
Traditionally, sectors such as Accommodation and Food Services and Retail Trade
tend to be large employers of youth (the percentage shares of employed youth in
these sectors is the highest) and youth comprise a large share of the workforce in
these sectors (workers below age 30 as a share of each industry’s total
employment is large) . These industries do not require extensive educational or
professional experience; they serve as entry-level jobs for Canadian youth, which
explains the patterns described above.
Coincidentally, these industries were the hardest hit by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Due to travel restrictions and border closures, the Canadian tourism sector
experienced a substantial drop in revenue and experienced a 48% drop in industrywide output. [2] At the same time, food services and drinking establishments were
also hard-hit by public safety measures enacted on the onset of the pandemic
with a substantial portion (56%) reporting closures at the beginning of the
pandemic. [3]

[2] Impact of COVID-19 on the tourism sector, second quarter of 2021, Statistics Canada
[3] Impact of COVID-19 on food services and drinking places, first quarter of 2021, Statistics Canada
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Figure 2 Figure Industry employment as share of total youth employment

Source: Labor Force Survey, Statistics Canada

The recovery of this industry is being hampered due to a shortage in availability of
labor. The share of Accommodation and Food Services in youth employment has
decreased from roughly 14% before the pandemic to 12.32%. Correspondingly, youth
employment in Construction, Professional Services and Healthcare has grown as
shown in Figure 2 above.
This comes despite steady increases of wages in Accommodation and Food
Services in the years before the pandemic as shown in Figure 3 below. However, the
wages offered in Accommodation and Food Services still remain among the lowest
in Canada as in 2019 (before the pandemic), average hourly wage in
accommodation and food services was $17.07 compared to a national average of
$29.51. [4] Moreover, a Statistics Canada study conducted in 2018 concluded that
hospitality workers have among the lowest job quality in Canada when being
assessed on a range of features including income, job benefits, working
environment and training opportunities. [5]

[4] Source: Statistics Canada. Table 14-10-0064-01 Employee wages by industry, annual
[5] Assessing Job Quality in Canada: A Multidimensional Approach, 2018, Statistics Canada
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Figure 3 Annual change in wage by Industry(current dollars)

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 14-10-0064-01 Employee wages by industry, annual

Sectors with ageing labor force
In addition to traditional employers of youth such as retail and restaurants, other
sectors over the past few decades have experienced a decline in labor supply.
These are industries like Transportation and Warehousing, nursing under
Healthcare, Wholesale Trade and it is due to ageing demographics of industry
workforce arising from waning youth interest in those sectors. Figure 4 below
contains the top 10 employing industries for workers aged 55 and above.
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Figure 4 Top 10 employing industries of workers aged 55 and above

Source: Labor Force Survey, Statistics Canada

The ageing demographic of these industries coupled with low intake of youth has
resulted in sectors such as Transportation searching for new talent among youth,
immigrants and women. For example, trucking requires roughly 18,000 vacancies to
be fulfilled. Moreover, between 2019 and 2028 new job openings in trucking are
expected to reach 119,900 while new job seekers entering the sector are expected
to be around 96,600. [6] The bulk of these openings is expected from retirements
while the low employee intake comes from few job seekers, especially youth. The
entry barriers owing to licensing requirements and higher insurance premiums for
younger drivers has resulted in youth comprising a smaller portion of the total
workforce in this sector. [7] The demanding nature of the job including long hours
and time spent traveling coupled with less than competitive wages (average wage
in trucking hovers around average Canadian wage) also add towards entry
barriers in the industry. [8] However, the industry also offers job stability with
average tenure exceeding the national average tenure and the industry happens
to be mostly federally-regulated with guidelines on safety and maximum hours of
work. [9] Despite industry efforts to recruit from a more diverse demographic
including youth, industry specific factors such as higher insurance premiums for
young drivers, costs of obtaining a trucking license and stagnant wages continue
to pose hurdles for youth planning to enter the industry. [10]

[6] https://www.jobbank.gc.ca/marketreport/outlook-occupation/10552/ca
[7] Ibid
[8] https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada-truck-driver-shortage-1.6198830
[9] Ibid
[10] https://www.thestar.com/business/2021/12/03/low-wages-barriers-to-entry-behind-labour-shortage-in-key-trucking-industry.html
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Moreover, occupations requiring expertise in skilled trades also report declining
youth participation. According to Canadian Apprenticeship Forum, between 2014
and 2017, new registrations in larger Red Seal apprenticeship programs decreased
by 20%, while more than 700,000 skills people are expected to retire by 2028. [11]
There has already been a steady decline in the number of new registrations in
major trade groups as shown in Figure 5 below. This comes despite the fact that
jobs in skilled trade occupations come with secure employment prospects and
some trades are considered to be ‘recession-proof’. [12]

[11] Apprentice Demand in the Top Ten Red Seal Trades: A 2019 National Labour Market Information Report, Canadian Apprenticeship Forum
[12] https://www.macleans.ca/work/10-reasons-to-consider-a-career-in-skilled-trades/
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Figure 5 Total number of new registrations by major trade groups

Statistics Canada. Table 37-10-0023-01 Number of apprenticeship program registrations

Similarly, Healthcare and Social Assistance, while being one of the largest
employing industries for youth and other workers alike, is faced with a need for
human resources. Right now, the vacancies for nurses continue to be a strong
driver of job vacancy growth. Canada has an ageing population which implies an
increased demand for healthcare services and therefore has a stronger need for
healthcare personnel. [13] The shortage of nurses, whilst predicted earlier, has been
exacerbated by the pandemic forcing retirements due to work-related stress. [14]
The years preceding the pandemic had seen a decrease in registered nurses in
Canada while the average age for registered nurses was 43 years in 2020. [15] The
limited availability of nursing spots in educational

[13] https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/how-healthy-canadians.html#s1
[14] https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/stress-staffing-shortages-brought-on-by-covid-19-causing-nurses-to-leave-the-front-lines-1.5582781
[15] Nursing in Canada, 2020, Canadian Institute for Health Information
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programs owing to reduced funding(leading to long waitlists in nursing programs)
[16,17] coupled with work stress and burnout serve as major entry barriers for youth
planning to enter the profession. [17]

Figure 6 Total number of employed registered nurses in Canada

Source: Canadian Institute for Health Information. Nursing in Canada, 2020 — Data Tables. Ottawa, ON: CIHI; 2021.

Labor Indicators over the duration of the pandemic
Over the duration of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Canadian labor market has been
strongly impacted with closures and reopenings leading to rapidly fluctuating labor
market outcomes. Whilst before the pandemic, youth had higher rates of labor
participation, there was a sharp increase in youth dropping out of the labor force at
the beginning of the pandemic. While initially, the amount of youth not in education,
employment or training (NEET) increased dramatically, it has decreased
substantially since, with higher youth enrolment in educational institutions. Further,
youth labor force participation has improved over the duration of the pandemic
and the subsequent re-opening. On the other hand, labor participation rate has
been relatively stable for older cohorts with slight decrease observed with reopening which might be a sign of post-pandemic resignations and retirements.

[16] https://www.cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/the-current-for-feb-22-2021-1.5922712/canada-is-facing-a-nursing-shortage-here-s-why-it-s-hard-to-fill-the-gap1.5923251
[17] https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/london/nursing-applications-are-way-up-at-western-but-there-s-no-room-for-more-students-1.6257951
[18] https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/london/nursing-applications-are-way-up-at-western-but-there-s-no-room-for-more-students-1.6257951
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Figure 7 Percentage of population not looking for work by age

Source: Statistics Canada, Labor Force Survey

Similarly, whilst youth were disproportionately impacted by the pandemic, because
large youth employing industries were impacted strongly by the pandemic, there
has been steady improvement in youth employment, closer to pre-pandemic
levels.

Labor Indicators over the duration of the pandemic
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Figure 8 Unemployment in youth and rest of population (seasonally unadjusted)

Source: Statistics Canada, Labor Force Survey

During the economic re-opening, certain sectors have experienced a large
increase in job vacancies compared to the pre-pandemic level in 2019 with access
to labor reported as a major issue obstructing business activity. The graph below
illustrates the occupations with the largest jump in job vacancies since 2019:
nursing, trades helpers, carpenters etc. Most of these occupations happen to be in
the above-mentioned sectors i.e. traditional employers of youth or ageing
industries.
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Figure 9 Occupations with highest increase in vacancies

Source: Statistics Canada, Job Vacancy and Wage Survey

A critical concern that is baffling to many observers is that the rise of record
vacancies is not being met with increased employment levels which still fall below
the pre-pandemic levels. Despite re-openings and uptake in business activity,
particularly, while youth labor participation has recovered from the fall observed
during the pandemic level, it has not resulted in higher youth employment implying
that youth looking for work might not be interested in current vacancies offered.
While employers have offered increased wages as a means of attracting labor
towards filing unfilled vacancies, the labor market response has been slow so far.
For example, the wage for food counter attendants, kitchen helpers and related
support increased by 6.2% from 2019 wage to $14.55. [19]
That might not be a sufficient incentive for attracting labor as it falls short of the
Canadian average wage. Moreover, the rising cost of living in large cities also
means that wages offered in food services might fall short of meeting basic
expenses like food and rent. An estimate calculates the living wage to meet basic
expenses in a city like Toronto to be around $22. [20] Additionally, bleak conditions
of employment such as temporary work and involuntary part-time work contribute
towards youth reticence in employment in such sectors. At the onset of the
pandemic, around a quarter of youth involuntarily employed in part-time work
were employed in Accommodation and Food Services. Previous CCYP research
and focus group discussions held with youth have demonstrated that youth value
terms of employment, particularly job security, as a key component of
employment, while concerns remain about upwards mobility from jobs in retail and
food services.
[19] Statistics Canada, Job Vacancy and Wage Survey
[20] https://www.macleans.ca/work/10-reasons-to-consider-a-career-in-skilled-trades/
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At the same time, sectors such as trucking and skilled trades have experienced a
steady decline of interest from youth. A part of this arises from cultural
connotations attached with blue-collar and physical labor despite the fact that
average earnings from these sectors exceed earnings in sectors requiring a
college or university degree. An ESDC study conducted on the matter suggested
that among high-school students in Canada, pursuing a career in trades was
considered concomitant with low academic grades and low achievement, with
many, especially female students and immigrant students showing aversive
attitudes towards pursuing a career in trades.[21]Moreover, those immigrant youth
who are likely to conduct research on pursuing a career in trades, are more likely to
receive negative feedback from their parents on pursuing a career in trades. [22]
Labor intake has also been affected by fewer registrations in education and
training for Trades. For example, in-person training, which is a key feature of
apprenticeship programs, was impeded during the pandemic particularly during
the first wave which resulted in fewer completed training programs. Furthermore,
while applying for post-secondary education might seem like a straightforward
process for a graduating high school student, the path for becoming an apprentice
is slightly more complicated as the person needs to find an employer willing to hire
and train an apprentice and must navigate through the necessary bureaucracy to
register their training with the relevant government department. [23] For immigrant
youth especially, this is a significant barrier since they lack access to networks that
can help negotiate this process. Additionally, they are less likely to have a mentor
to guide them in pursuing a career in skilled
trades. [24] Similarly, while trucking faces a labor shortage, the strict entry
requirements such as the lengthy process to obtain a license and the tough
expectations of the job mean that entry in this sector for youth is neither
straightforward nor quick.

[21] Statistics Canada, Job Vacancy and Wage Survey
[22] https://toronto.ctvnews.ca/living-wages-required-for-basic-lifestyle-in-23-ontario-regions-revealed1.5647258#:~:text=Text%3A,Ontario%2C%20to%20afford%20the%20basics.
[23] Attitudes and perceptions of Canadian youth towards careers in the trades: Results from the 2012 Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA), July 2015, Employment and Social Development Canada
[24] Youth + Jobs = Better Future, 2018,Canadian Apprenticeship Forum
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Conclusion & Recommendations
While the labor market shocks caused by the pandemic have resulted in labor
shortages, the pandemic is not the cause of this shortage. The pandemic has
merely laid bare the underlying factors impacting the motivation of young
Canadian labor. Sectors such as skilled trades and trucking were experiencing
steady decline of entrants even before the beginning of the pandemic. Moreover,
deteriorating terms of employment in sectors such as food services, which has led
to demands of better wages and working conditions were being raised even before
the pandemic began. The nature of the pandemic-induced economic shock and
the prolonged shutdowns have accelerated the previous gradual shift in labor
behavior in Canada.
So, the Canadian labor market has been faced with a two-pronged problem. One
is a declining pool of available labor and other is the changing career preferences
among the labor force particularly among the younger cohorts. Over the duration
of the pandemic, youth employment has qualitatively changed, with youth
employment in Accommodation and Food Services declining and switching to
other industries such as Construction, Healthcare, and Professional Services. This
attrition of the youth labor in Accommodation and Food Services is a likely result of
prolonged and repeated lockdowns and the less than stellar employment
opportunities in the industry. Moreover, youth participation in the labor market as a
whole has experienced volatility as the onset of pandemic led to strong increase in
NEET rates and youth dropping out of the workforce. While youth NEET rates have
recovered from the peak observed at the beginning of the pandemic, youth
enrollment in post-secondary education has increased by 3% during the first full
academic year (2020-2021) administered remotely, leading to youth ‘waiting out’
the pandemic induced recession.
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A possible solution to this issue is increased immigration as skilled foreign labor
can bridge the gaps in the Canadian labor market. However, due to travel
restrictions during the pandemic, immigration levels plummeted with Canada only
receiving 184,370 permanent residents in 2020, a two-decade low. [25] Moreover,
while immigrants have historically been able to provide skilled labor in multiple
industries, they remain underrepresented in certain labor deficient sectors such as
trades where immigration programs tailored to attract skilled foreign tradespeople
have fallen short of their target. Similarly, while immigrants enjoy a strong
representation in trucking and healthcare with 29.2 percent of workforce in nursing
and residential care comprised of immigrant workers and 29.7 percent of truck
transportation labor force being immigrant workers, [26] they tend to be employed
in jobs that they are overqualified for. Meanwhile, temporary workers, often
immigrant, are overrepresented in food services sector which as mentioned above
does not provide the best quality jobs in Canada. [27]
Going forward, there is a need for attracting skilled foreign labor in sectors such as
trades and nursing and for streamlining the credential accreditation process to
ensure their seamless integration in the labor market. For example, in healthcare, a
substantial portion of immigrant workers find employment in support jobs such as
nursing aide or caregiver due to lack of credential recognition. [28] But
immigration must be approached with care, as newcomers should not be seen as
a source of cheap labor.

[25] https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-02-12/immigration-to-canada-falls-by-half-on-pandemic-disruptions
[26] Dinç, Yılmaz Ergun. Valued Workers,Valuable Work: The Current and Future Role of (Im)migrant Talent.Ottawa: The Conference Board of Canada,
2021.
[27] Ibid
[28] Ibid
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Furthermore, there is a need for promoting, in collaboration with employer
associations, alternative career pathways available to high-school students in
addition to post-secondary education. As mentioned earlier, skilled trades carry a
negative cultural connotation despite the career advancement opportunities
available and digitization in industry requiring strong numeracy and digital skills.
There is a strong need for promoting such careers in high-schools in order to
eliminate the stigma and to better inform the students of possible career
pathways. Recently, an innovative pilot was carried out in Manitoba’s Indigenous
communities where interested students were given a project-specific, microcredential course and after the completion of course, motivated students among
the micro-credential cohort can move on to a formal apprenticeship program.
[29] By exposing students to innovative programs like these, an entry pathway can
be generated.
Lastly, the terms of employment for Canadian youth have been steadily declining
since the past three decades with increase in temporary and involuntary part-time
work. [30] The lack of decent employment opportunities also puts a dent in labor
market confidence and can have a discouraging effect on youth labor force
participation. The rise of the gig economy, enabled by technology platforms has
further contributed towards the deteriorating terms of employment which
contributes disillusionment with labor market prospects. [31]
While the federal government has instituted a review of the Federal Labor Code, the
majority of youth work in industries regulated at the provincial level. Therefore, a
consultative process with the provinces to oversee how any legislative/regulatory
changes might benefit the youth is quite necessary.

[29] Cooper, Jane. Skills Development in Northern Mining Regions:Lessons From Manitoba. Ottawa: The Conference Board of Canada, 2021.
[30] Portrait of Youth in Canada: Data Report, Chapter 2: Youth employment in Canada, 2021, Statistics Canada
[31] Ibid

Canadian Labor Shortage

16

