








throughout the pandemic.  The businesses that were negatively 
impacted through lockdowns and mandatory closures called for 
better and clearer guidelines on health.  Any public measure that 
communicates consistency reduces uncertainty for businesses, 
which is one of most significant deterrents to decision making.  For 
businesses to be able to make allocations and hiring decisions, 
they have to be able to predict relevant economic conditions. The 
recession makes prediction difficult. Hence controlling one of the 
contributory factors to the uncertainty being faced by individual 
companies, i.e., lack of consistency in government guidelines, 
would serve as an aid to businesses as they adjust to otherwise 
ubiquitous and existing risk during recession.  

Expanded digitization with caveats
i) Investing in digital infrastructure 
    and digital education
Much of this is already underway but the other aspect of this 
sort of expansion is digital literacy coupled with the expanded 
digital coverage, requiring investments from all stakeholders. This 
includes investment in both physical and human capital through 
increased access to high-speed internet and improved capability 
of using information and communication technologies (ICT).  
While there has been investment in ensuring access to high-speed 
internet, there is a need to focus on the provision of computer 
hardware and imparting of digital skills. Going forward, there will 
be a need to support small businesses in digitizing their operations 
and adopting digital tools in their operations so that they can 
effectively compete in a digital world.  

ii) Accompanying a digitization strategy with equity
Many NGO panelists believed that a ‘tech-heavy’ recovery only 
benefits a few.  They saw limited opportunities for gainful mass 
employment for their clients, many of whom have struggled even 
during good times.  NGOs/ESPs saw themselves as playing an 
advocacy and supportive role for their various client groups and a 
few respondents specified hybrid services provision in a recovery.  
Having recognized the pitfalls and shortcomings of purely virtual 
services delivery, but at the same time balancing the needs 
of remote communities, the NGO/ESP representatives backed 
keeping many services online along with in-person services for 
maximum effectiveness as the economy recovers, possible only 
through governmental support.
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Supported employment, supported income, 
equitable recovery
An equitable recovery will require social sector expansion (the 
NAICS sector in which such NGO/ESPs are located).  Organizations 
on our panels not only advocated for additional funding for jobs 
placement with employer inputs but also supported employment 
for themselves.  They believed that as additional programs 
for employment recovery get put into place, it will necessitate 
additional manpower into delivery of new employment programs. 
Many discussants advocated the continuing use of wage subsidies 
for NGOs like them.

Both NGOs and the youth groups advocated for income supports 
given that a lot of the work that youth get placed in was low wage, 
entry level work.  Many on those panels advocated Universal 
Basic Income (UBI).  Notwithstanding, the flaws of UBI provision21 , 
the sentiment behind advocacy of UBI must be treated seriously; 
the sentiment that wages in many sectors like in retail trade (all 
essential work, which employs youth in substantial numbers) are 
very low and must be raised for all for a meaningful recovery.  

Mental health supports for recovery
NGOs/ESPs made the case that employers must offer first 
aid training with mental health problems and to hold worker 
awareness campaigns to de-stigmatize the effects of the 
pandemic on well-being. The asks from NGOs were two pronged:  
first, employer sensitization to mental health problems faced by 
youth workers accompanying supporting services and second, 
easing contractual bottlenecks to youth accessing worker 
protections already available, through changes in company sick 
leave policy.  

The second meant that sick leave allowances had to be made to 
ease the stress and tensions faced by workers, especially young 
workers during and in the aftermath of the pandemic, until the 
uncertainty subsides.  Alternatively, as vaccines get rolled out by 
provinces, immunizing the youth working in contact jobs like food 
services and retail is a way to reduce this tension between sick 
leave and work. 

21  https://bcbasicincomepanel.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Final_Report_BC_Basic_Income_Panel.pdf
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Finally, NGOs recommended a hub like model of services delivery, 
where mental health services could be fused with other supporting 
services because it was the continuity of services that mattered 
most. There have been some experiments with this structure in 
B.C., but a more ubiquitous adoption was the recommendation 
made by NGOs to provincial governments. 

Adjustments in post-secondary education
i)  Regional resources equity for post-secondary  
     education institutions

While the adjustment to online instruction by colleges and 
universities in the focus groups was mostly seamless, there were 
a few that had faced trouble in adjustment because all schools 
did not have the same access to infrastructure.  It appeared from 
the focus group responses that larger more prestigious institutions 
were better resourced to make the switch to online instruction 
seamlessly.   When it came to internship programs, although co-
op opportunities dried up at all institutions, it was apparent that 
smaller, less prestigious schools were not able to recoup the losses 
of their co-op/ internship programs at the same rate as larger 
schools.  Of course, larger institutions tend to be situated in large 
CMAs that provide the benefits of size.  

Hence, given that online instruction is likely to stay to some 
extent, such institutional inequality in ICT investment must be 
addressed.  One possible solution is the creation of low-interest 
ICT infrastructure funds for small, regional institutions.22  Also, 
direct-access funding support to coops and internship programs 
in smaller, lesser known schools might be a promising way to 
equalize access to experiential learning for students in those 
regions.   Since these are public PSE institutions, such equalization 
falls under provincial purview.23 

ii)  Expanding capacity in post-secondary 
       educational institutions
Given the set-back faced by students, the focus for PSE institutions 
must be on expanding and adjusting capacity as youth navigate 
through decisions on education or work through the pandemic.  
These objectives can be accomplished by quicker turnaround with 
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CONFLICTING THEMES 
AND RESOLUTIONS
There were some areas where there were differences in perceptions regarding problems. 
 
While employers reported CERB/EI payments as often preventing youth from returning 
to work, youth reported the need for more grants and bigger income support measures. 
Employers reported manpower shortages, while youth reported difficulty finding work.  
These arise from two key factors; first, difficulties for employers with finding the right workers 
and second, it likely implies unsatisfactory terms of employment for youth. 
The former was mentioned by employers, while the latter repeatedly by NGOs and youth.  

program approvals for which provincial support is essential.  Besides program approval, 
keeping elements of online education because of its geographic reach is important.  

However, the general consensus about the quality and experiences of online education 
implies that as recovery and re-openings commence, hybrid approaches to remote access 
and online learning will be in order.  The hybrid approach will include the in-person student-
instructor investments that are so essential to learning, that solely online instruction 
just cannot match.  Finally, encouraging micro-credentials for short-term, applied and 
vocational programs will expand capacity in a targeted way.  Furthermore, it will reduce 
study-work transition times in those disciplines that do not require lengthy instructional 
periods.   

iii) Adjusted costs and an interest moratorium
Both the youth and NGOs interviewed spoke about vulnerabilities to financial pressures.  
NGO representatives spoke about learning from not only their youth clients but also their 
families about tuition burdens.  A moratorium on student loan interest was suggested.  

This particular idea has been floated a few times towards the government already, to level 
the playing field for youth making the transition to work.  The re-openings of the various 
industries are likely to be staggered, and recreational or entertainment industries that rely 
on youth workers and are ‘contact’ industries for the most part are likely to re-open last. In 
that likelihood, having no or low access to an income stream just reduces repayment rates 
and raises possible default.
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All panelists supported the general theme of expanding work-study 
as a means to expand accessibility, equity and a way for the youth to 
acquire and close the skills gap.  Many strongly supported instruction 
and experiences that educated students about ‘life’ issues like personal 
finance, for example.  

All four stakeholder groups had one common recommendation for 
recovery: expanded work-study opportunities and lowering transition 
times between education and work. Indeed, having them concurrent was 
suggested by a couple stakeholder groups.

Having said that, many of the concerns and problems raised by the focus group 
participants were more serious manifestations of existing trends. Evident in every discussion 
was the recognition that the pandemic had made existing fault lines wider and that 
interventionist public policy was the order of the day.   Nonetheless, it is not just a matter 
of proposing or demanding new policies and programs.  We realized that there had to be 
a discussion forthcoming about programming that already exists and how stakeholders 
can access and benefit from it.  That is the next step in our consultations with the youth 
workforce development sector.

The sources of labour mismatches and the responsibility for skills acquisition were also 
another point of difference in the discussions with the various stakeholders. Employers felt 
that the youth had a ‘soft skills deficit’, college representatives put it down to ‘soft skills 
gaps’ while university representatives suggested the skills deficits were in ‘hard’ skills and 
the youth group panelists themselves listed ‘soft skills’ that could come with training and 
practice.  Each party had differing opinions about stakeholders that provided them.

A meeting point would be in advocating for better terms of employment, and 
it is not only restricted to minimum wages, but involves more complex issues 
like training too. Employer investments in training were emphasized by both 
educationists and NGOs. The fact is, that Canada’s track record on employer 
sponsored training is relatively poor(though increased marginally in 2016-17).24  
During recovery, it is not likely these investments will increase, unless they are 
incentivized, at least in early stages of recovery.  

24 Canadian Employers’ Investment in Employee Learning and Development Continues to Rise (conferenceboard.ca)
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APPENDIX 
INFORMATION 

Youth Climate Lab
Youth Climate Lab (YCL) is a Canada-based, global non-profi t organization that accelerates youth-led 

climate policy, projects, and businesses. YCL is focused on enabling youth to re-imagine and rebuild the fl awed 

systems holding in place climate inaction so that they can achieve a just, climate-resilient world. 

YCL focussed on stakeholders from a variety of institutions ranging between educational institutions, 

employment support and services, youth representatives, not-for-profi ts, civic engagement.  

YCL hosted design jams with a variety of stakeholders which included educational institutions, employment 

support and services, youth representatives, not-for-profi ts, civic engagement groups. 

YCL hopes to contribute to youth opportunities by equipping young people with the skills they need to 

transform their communities and build the climate futures they deserve; creating opportunities for young 

people to understand and infl uence climate policy and supporting green/climate entrepreneurs and disrupting 

capital fl ows to be more equitable so young people can start and scale their climate solutions. YCL will do this 

by creating tools, facilitating cohorts and convening collectives to work together and design programming to 

support these opportunities.

YWCA Canada 
YWCA Canada is the largest and oldest gender equity organization in Canada. They are at the forefront of 

the  movement to fi ght gender-based violence, build affordable housing and advocate for workplace equity. 

YWCA Canada hosted design james with a variety of stakeholders which included non-profi t organizations, the 

technology and social impact sector, and grassroots organizations. 

Vibrant Healthcare Alliance (VHA)
VHA is a multi-service organization that provides health and social programming to a variety of populations 

in the Greater Toronto Area including older adults, adults with physical disabilities, youth, and racialized and 

marginalized populations. Their programming focuses on primary healthcare services, health promotion and 

prevention, community development, personal support, and attendant care. 

VHA ran focus groups for various stakeholders including: youth, educational institutions, and community 

health and mental health organizations

As a part of their service mandate, VHA provides healthcare and social services to youth. Additionally, the 

organization provides opportunities for student placements, giving youth experiences in the healthcare and 

social sector. 
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Camara Skills Training Network (Camara)
Camara is a non-profi t organization that works to promote and encourage the participation of 

underprivileged youth in STEM and skills trade fi elds. Camara provides workshops to youth in collaboration 

with different social services in the community and also gives youth hands-on training to learn more about the 

trades industry.

Camara ran focus groups mostly for employment and social services but also spoke with an educational 

institution, member of the municipal government, a business, and a member from the technology sector.

Camara offers apprenticeships through partner organizations that support youths interests in the trades and 

provides them the experience and skills necessary to enter the trades.

Alliance of Employment Advice Centers (Axtra)
AXTRA, the Alliance of Employment Advice Centers, is responsible for examining, informing and supporting its 

95-employment advice centres in the face of labour market challenges. It also collaborates with an important 

network of partners at the provincial, national and international levels.

Its members include more than 1,700 professionals and qualifi ed professionals and annually support 

approximately 80,000 people in their career path (job search, career change, job retention, etc.), as well as 

thousands of businesses across the province. Their impact on communities is substantial and the programs 

they implement have signifi cant repercussions on a variety of clienteles (young people, immigrants, people in 

the judiciary, Aboriginals, experienced workers, people with addiction disorders, etc.) as well as on the whole of 

society.

Career Foundation
The Career Foundation is a workforce development focused non-profi t that creates inclusive pathways for 

people to enter growing and stable industries. We work with job seekers on a 1-1 basis, in groups and provide 

online learning resources. We work closely with industry partners to align the skills of the workforce to the needs 

of their sectors. 

Career Foundation specialized in running focus groups with employment support & services. 

The work that the youth leaders did on creating youth friendly LMI is going to change the way they prepare 

youth for the future of work. To support youth, the Career Foundation has established a youth council that will 

inform our youth programming, ensuring inclusion of all underrepresented groups. There, they are having 

deeper conversations with employers about how the pandemic has affected youth and how we need to work 

together to reduce that scarring.  
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