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Ensuring All Canadians Can Meet Their Potential 
 
Ottawa – The experts call it “human capital development.” 
 
Whatever one calls it, the opportunity to learn and develop our skills throughout our lives 
has become crucial to our economic and social success as individuals. It is also crucial to 
Canada’s standard of living and competitiveness. 
 
Understanding the conditions that favour human capital development, how it affects 
individual and social progress, and what governments, employers and other social actors 
can do to foster it, is clearly of the utmost importance to Canada’s success in the 21st 
century. 
 
A new volume of research papers – Skills and Knowledge for Canada’s Future: Seven 
Perspectives – Towards an Integrated Approach to Human Capital Development – 
addresses these concerns. The product of a research program managed by CPRN, the 
School of Policy Studies at Queen’s University (SPS), and Statistics Canada, the volume 
provides a synthesis of recent research on human capital development in seven different 
academic disciplines (economics, sociology, psychology, education, public health, 
economic geography and political science). The authors identified areas for new research 
and specifically research that would cross disciplinary boundaries. 
 
Human capital for the purposes of this study is defined as “skills and knowledge that can 
be drawn upon by an individual to generate outputs of value.” The “outputs of value” 
include non-marketable outcomes like civic engagement as well as labour market 
outcomes. 
 
A statistical presentation included with the papers finds that Canadian primary and high 
school systems are performing fairly well by international standards. Access to post-
secondary education is also fairly high, though some face barriers. But Canada’s 
performance in access to early childhood education and adult learning opportunities is 
sub-par. 
 
For example, the rate of participation in an education program by Canadian children 
under 5 years is among the lowest in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) – a fact that has negative repercussions for later learning. As for 
adult education, the participation rate in job-related adult learning is in the middle of the 
OECD pack and well below that of the United States. 
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The significance of these facts becomes clear when we summarize the key findings of the 
individual papers in the current volume: 
 
The Effects of Deficits in Health Status in Childhood and Adolescence on Human 
Capital Development in Early Adulthood, by Cameron Mustard, Emile Tompa and 
Jacob Etches, concludes that childhood disorders that may undermine human capital 
attainment affect from 15-25% of all children. The authors argue for government 
intervention to reduce the incidence of these disorders that targets the most vulnerable 
households and children. 
 
The Impact of Education on Economic and Social Outcomes: An Overview of Recent 
Advances in Economics, by Craig Riddell, finds the effects of increased educational 
attainment on earnings is even larger than previously believed, especially for those with 
relatively low levels of education. The social benefits, in terms of things like increased 
civic participation, improved health and lower crime are also substantial. The data justify 
government support for post-secondary education, providing better information on its 
impact and raising the age of compulsory schooling. 
 
Increasing Adaptive Expertise: The Next Frontier in Human Capital Development, by 
Jacqueline Leighton, finds that while there is a strong inherited component to 
intelligence, research in cognitive psychology indicates that education can make a 
difference. Young children exposed to abstract reasoning become more capable at 
adapting to new and difficult tasks. 
 
Human Capital Development and Education, by Robert Crocker, examines the 
relationship between resources in our schools and learning outcomes. Research results, he 
finds, are inconsistent. While spending targeting disadvantaged students may improve 
achievement, he concludes that it isn’t the resources that matter, but how they are used. 
 
Human Capital Development and the Frontiers of Research in the Sociology of 
Education, by Stephen Morgan and Mark McKerrow, explores four broad explanations – 
family background, race, opportunities to learn, and school effects – for motivation and 
commitment to schooling, learning and preparation for post-secondary education, and 
resulting educational attainment. They find little consensus. They do find, however, that 
making students repeat a year does more harm than good, that streaming of students into 
academic and non-academic streams can be class –biased, and that peer networks can be 
associated with positive educational gains.  
 
Networking, Clusters and Human Capital Development, by Diane-Gabrielle Tremblay, 
finds that single-sector geographically concentrated “clusters” of firms and organizations 
rely upon and contribute to the development of human capital in the region in which they 
operate. 
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Human Capital, Civic Engagement and Political Participation: Turning Skills and 
Knowledge into Engagement and Action, by Brenda O’Neill, presents evidence that 
increased educational attainment is linked to higher levels of political and civic 
participation, imparting both citizenship skills and motivation to take part. In turn, 
political participation can enhance human capital. Governments can foster engagement 
with a renewed commitment to a civics curriculum and support to voluntary associations. 
 
A theme common to many of these papers is that early intervention is essential to 
safeguard later potential. The studies point to gaps in investment in our children that 
demand a policy response.  
 
“They also make clear that the gains from formal education are both economic and 
social,” says Ron Saunders, Director of CPRN’s Work Network and a coordinator of the 
project. “They point to the potential gains from integrating family, education, and public 
health policies.” 
 
A second phase of research on human capital will emphasize work that bridges 
disciplinary boundaries, but with an eye to practical policy development. The overview 
paper in the volume presents a number of topics for further research that meet this 
objective. 
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CPRN is a national not-for-profit research institute whose mission is to create knowledge 
and lead public dialogue and debate on social and economic issues important to the well-
being of Canadians, in order to help build a more just, prosperous and caring society.  
 
For more information on the publication, please contact: 
 
Ron Saunders, Director, Work Network, Tel: (416) 932-0318 
E-mail: rsaunders@cprn.org 
 
Jennifer Fry, Director, Public Affairs, Tel: (613) 567-7500 ext. 2019  
E-mail: jfry@cprn.org 
 
To download a free copy of the report visit our home page: http://www.cprn.org.  A 
weekly e-mail service, e-network, provides short updates on research projects or 
corporate activities. Visit www.e-network.ca to subscribe.  
 


