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Canada’s labour market is changing. As in other
industrialized countries, the labour force in Canada is aging,
due to lower fertility, longer life expectancy, and the aging
of  the baby boom cohorts.  The front end of  the baby
boom is approaching retirement age, and the labour force
will grow more slowly than in the past. In some provinces
– Alberta being the obvious example – and some sectors,
skill shortages are already beginning to emerge. Most studies
agree that immigration can help, especially if  we can
improve the integration of recent immigrants in our labour
market, but it can only be a small part of the solution.

How can Canada get out in front of the demographic
shift to ensure that markets adapt well to declining labour
force growth? CPRN’s research on the experience of  young
people in the labour market, access to and quality of post-
secondary education, learning opportunities for less-skilled
adults,  job quality, and skills shortages all shed light on this
question. Some of the key findings of that research are as
follows:

High Schools and Career Preparation

• There are still too many young people dropping out of
high school: about 200,000 young adults (aged 20-24)
have not completed high school

• Finishing high school matters a lot.  The employment
rate for young adults who did finish is 22 percentage
points higher than for those who didn’t.

• However, in Canada, unlike many other countries, getting
a high school diploma (and no further educational
credential) does not improve one’s chances of  finding a
skilled job. Moreover, our young people complain that
they are not able to find enough help in planning their
careers. This suggests that our high schools could do
better in preparing our young people for the labour
market.

Post-Secondary Education (PSE)

• Compared to a high-school diploma, earnings gains
associated with a bachelor’s degree are about 37 percent
for men and 49 percent for women. Gains from
completion of a college diploma or trade certificate are
12.5 percent for men and 15.8 percent for women.

• There is evidence that higher education leads to reduced
crime, greater engagement in community organizations,
and better health.

• Young Canadians from high-income families are two
to three times more likely to go to university than young
people from low-income families.  Financial
considerations are not the most important factor
affecting access to post-secondary education. The level
of educational attainment of the parents is a stronger
factor, affecting school grades and, importantly, the level
of aspiration of the student to pursue post-secondary
education.

• Instability in funding and in other government policies
towards the PSE sector has put strains on the ability of
our universities and colleges to provide a quality learning
environment.

Learning Opportunities for Less-Skilled Adults

• 9 million Canadians aged 16 to 65 years have literacy
skills below the level considered as necessary to live and
work in today’s society.

• Access to learning opportunities, whether through second
chances in the formal education system, through
government-funded programs in the community, or
through employer-sponsored training, is generally poor
for less-educated adults in Canada.  Yet evidence
suggests that when they do participate in formal learning
these adults benefit just as much as their more educated
colleagues.
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Job Quality

• Workers care about whether they are paid fairly. They
care even more about a healthy and supportive work
environment, and about access to training and career
advancement.

• Better job quality is associated with reduced absenteeism
and turnover, and therefore higher productivity.

• Job quality may also motivate older workers to stay in
the labour market

Skill Shortages

• Key factors that affect skill shortages include: the age
structure of the current work force, the length of time
required to train, the geographic mobility of workers,
and working conditions that make it difficult to attract
or retain workers.

• Although there is not strong evidence of economy-wide
skill shortages, skill shortages will likely emerge in specific
industries, occupations, and locations.

• Our pension systems exacerbate the labour crunch by
discouraging phased retirement.

Strategies for the Labour Crunch

Labour shortages are not yet widespread. Unemployment
is still fairly high in many communities and very high in
some. But there is little doubt that labour will become
scarcer, and now is the time to get ready. The research
cited above points to strategies that can sustain prosperity
while giving more people the opportunity to realize their
potential to contribute to the economy and their
communities. The key is to stop wasting the potential of
people preparing to enter the workforce and of the people
already in it or who want to be in it.

The priorities include the following:

• Reduce the high school drop-out rate
• Improve access to and quality of post-secondary

education

• Make workplace learning the accepted norm
• Improve job quality
• Facilitate the integration of immigrants into the

workforce

These priorities for action involve employers,
governments, and institutions of  learning. To some
extent, the tightening of labour markets should drive
changes on the part of employers (and their partners in
the colleges) through market forces: employers will have
to respond or be unable to attract or retain the workers
they need. However, it would be far better to start now,
rather than wait to be buffeted by the demographic
crunch to come.
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