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In the early 1990s, non-standard employment—
temporary work, part-time work and self employ-
ment—seemed to be escalating at a worrisome rate.

This led to fears that employment conditions were
deteriorating for a substantial percentage of workers
(OECD 2002; Krahn 1995; Schellenberg 1996). From
1997 to 2003, temporary work grew much more rap-
idly than permanent employment, despite a period of
economic growth and favourable employment con-
ditions. Indeed, GDP expanded during the entire
period and the unemployment rate stayed below 8%.

Temporary jobs are generally less well paid than per-
manent ones, offer fewer employee benefits, are less
likely to offer on-the-job training, and are precarious.
Indeed, temporary work does not seem to be the first
choice of many who do it. Recent data are sparse, but
in 1994, two-thirds of temporary employees would
have preferred permanent employment (Schellenberg
1996). Nonetheless, temporary employment has cer-
tain advantages for both employee and employer.
Greater flexibility may allow employees to achieve a
better balance between work and personal life, while
employers can adjust operations to meet fluctuations
in demand. Temporary work may also provide a gate-
way into the labour market or serve as a springboard
to a permanent position (Kapsalis and Tourigny
2004).1

On the whole, temporary work can be viewed as an
inexpensive buffer that reduces frictional unemploy-
ment and improves the overall functioning of the
labour market. However, the workers involved pay
part of the price for this adjustment mechanism.
Using the Labour Force Survey, this study attempts to
explain the earnings gap between temporary and per-
manent employees based on some of their character-
istics. For the first time, this comparison is made by

type of temporary employment, since the characteris-
tics of such employees vary greatly depending on
whether their jobs are term or contract, seasonal, casual,
or obtained through an employment agency (see Data
source and definitions). Economic vulnerability is also
addressed: How persistent is the earnings gap when
hours worked, earnings of other members of the
household, and number of dependants are taken into
account?2

A significant contribution

Temporary employment3 accounted for almost one-
fifth of overall growth in paid employment between
1997 and 2003.4 This stood against the 12.5% of paid
employment that temporary employment represented
in 2003, up slightly from 11.4% six years earlier. Con-
tract employment5 accounted for the largest percent-
age of this growth (56.3%), the rest being taken up by
seasonal and casual employment. On the other hand,
jobs obtained through employment agencies and other
temporary jobs decreased (Table 1).

In 2003, 40% of temporary employees were between
the ages of 15 and 24. Flexibility and the short-term
commitment associated with temporary positions were
likely the major drawing cards for these young peo-
ple, especially since 44% were students. For many, this
type of work may have been a way to pay for their
education (see Young temporary workers). Workers 55 and
over made up 9% of the temporary labour force,
comparable to their percentage among employees as
a whole. The lower level of commitment and greater
flexibility of temporary employment likely facilitates
the transition from working life to retirement for some.

Persons aged 25 to 54 represented slightly more than
half (809,200) of temporary workers. They have been
focused on in this article in order to eliminate those
making the transition from school to work or from
work to retirement. Between 1997 and 2003, tempo-
rary workers represented 8% to 9% of employees in
this age group. Slightly more than half (4.7% in 2003)
were contract employees, while the other half consisted
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Table 1: Temporary and permanent employees

Contri-
bution to

Growth growth
1997 2003 1997-2003 1997-2003

’000 % ’000 % %

Total employees 11,421 100.0 13,333 100.0 16.7 100.0

Permanent 10,125 88.6 11,673 87.5 15.3 81.0

Temporary 1,296 11.4 1,660 12.5 28.1 19.0

Contract 592 5.2 797 6.0 34.6 10.7

Seasonal 328 2.9 392 2.9 19.4 3.3

Casual 339 3.0 437 3.3 29.1 5.1

Agency 28 0.2 27 0.2 -0.6 0.0

Others 11 0.1 8 0.1 -27.8 -0.2

Source: Labour Force Survey

Data source and definitions

This article is based on the Labour Force Survey (LFS),
which surveys households on a monthly basis. The LFS
provides information on general labour market trends by
industry and occupation, hours worked, participation rate,
and unemployment rate. And since January 1997, the LFS
has classified paid jobs as either permanent or temporary,
based on the intentions of the employer and the charac-
teristics of the job. If a job officially considered permanent
is ending in the near future because of downsizing or clo-
sure, it is still regarded as permanent.

A temporary job has a predetermined end date or will end
as soon as a specific project is completed. Temporary jobs
are sub-classified into four groups: seasonal; term or con-
tract, including work done through a temporary help
agency; casual; and other temporary work. In this article,
full-time and part-time temporary employees are combined,
the variable of full or part time being considered a char-
acteristic and serving to explain the earnings gaps between
permanent and temporary employees.

A permanent job is expected to last as long as the
employee wants it, given that business conditions permit.
That is, there is no predetermined end date. For this
study, persons holding permanent employment were divided
according to whether they worked full time (generally 30
hours or more per week at their main or only job) or part
time (generally less than 30 hours per at their main or only
job). Permanent full-time workers are often considered
‘standard workers.’

Self-employment applies to working owners of incorpo-
rated or unincorporated businesses (with or without paid
help). Except when overall employment is considered, this
article deals only with employees.

Non-standard jobs encompass all forms of paid employ-
ment that is not permanent full-time. Temporary jobs, part-
time jobs (permanent or temporary) and self employment
therefore fall under the category of ‘non-standard jobs’.
However, in this article, the self-employed workers are
excluded.

The gap in hourly earnings is the difference expressed
as a percentage of the earnings of permanent employees.

of seasonal employees (1.9%) and casual employees
(including those using employment agencies and other
types of temporary employees) (1.6%).

A varied profile

Temporary employees aged 25 to 54 vary greatly. For
example, they are overrepresented among employees
with low levels of education, but also among workers
with university degrees. Temporary jobs are more

common in rural areas, but the Ottawa-Gatineau met-
ropolitan area is also distinguished by a high propor-
tion of temporary workers. They are overrepresented
in small workplaces and in public administration
(Charts A and B).

Temporary employees also work in a wide variety of
industries and occupations. They are overrepresented
both in occupations requiring few skills and in ones
requiring the opposite. This diversity notwithstanding,
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younger workers (25 to 34 year-olds), women, and
part-time workers were overrepresented among
temporary employees.

These varied characteristics can be explained by the
type of temporary employment (seasonal, contract,
through an agency, casual, or other). In fact, substan-
tial differences exist in the characteristics of employees
(sex, level of education, seniority, rate of part-time
employment, occupation, industry) according to type
of temporary employment, and this is reflected in the
earnings gap with permanent employees.
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Chart A: Proportion of temporary workers I

The earnings gap

In 2003, temporary workers earned 16% less per hour
than their permanent counterparts, or $16.69 versus
$19.98.   From 1997 to 2003, the gap varied between
-16% and -19% (reached in 2000).7

Of the four types of temporary employees, contract
employees showed the smallest gap, earning an aver-
age of 8% less than their permanent counterparts in
2003. Seasonal, casual and others, and those using
employment agencies earned 28%, 24% and 40% less
respectively (Table 2).
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Source: Labour Force Survey, 2003
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Table 2: Hourly earnings gap, by type of
employment and sex

1997 2003

Hourly Hourly
earnings Gap earnings Gap

$ % $ %
Both sexes
Permanent 17.14 … 19.98 …
Temporary 14.29 -17 16.69 -16

Contract 15.82 -8 18.32 -8
Seasonal 12.27 -28 14.41 -28
Casual and others 13.31 -22 15.24 -24
Agency 11.02 -36 12.06 -40

Men
Permanent 18.88 … 21.87 …
Temporary 15.09 -20 17.75 -19

Contract 16.86 -11 19.83 -9
Seasonal 13.49 -29 15.88 -27
Casual and others 13.81 -27 15.63 -29
Agency 11.82 -37 12.30 -44

Women
Permanent 15.23 … 17.97 …
Temporary 13.56 -11 15.75 -12

Contract 15.00 -2 17.20 -4
Seasonal 9.42 -38 11.14 -38
Casual and others 13.06 -14 15.06 -16
Agency 10.30 -32 11.79 -34

Source: Labour Force Survey

The gap also varied by sex. In 2003, women tempo-
rary employees earned 12% less per hour than their
permanent counterparts, compared with a difference
of -19% for men. Women posted a smaller earnings
gap than men throughout the entire period. This could
be attributed partly to their higher concentration in
contract employment. Furthermore, the earnings gap
for women holding contract or casual positions or
positions obtained through employment agencies was
lower (-4%, -16% and -34% respectively) than for men
(-9%, -29% and -44%). Seasonal employment was the
only category in which men showed a smaller gap
(27% versus 38%).

Is the earnings gap between temporary and perma-
nent employees greater in the private sector than in the
public sector because of  generally more uniform em-
ployment conditions in the public sector? Average
hourly earnings are higher for public-sector employ-
ees; however, the gap between temporary and perma-
nent employees in each sector is not always
consistent with this finding. For example, contract
employees in the public sector had higher hourly earn-

ings ($20.65 versus $16.56). However, they earned 14%
less than permanent employees in the public sector
($24.02), compared with the -11% gap in the private
sector (Table 3). Furthermore, in the private sector,
casual and other employees as well as those hired
through employment agencies showed larger gaps
compared with permanent employees.8 Irrespective of
the type of temporary employment, earnings gaps
in comparison with permanent employees can be
explained largely by the characteristics of each type of
temporary employment.

Table 3: Hourly earnings gap, by sector

Average
hourly Earnings

Sector earnings gap

Employees $ %

Permanent Public 24.02 …
Private 18.70 …

Contract Public 20.65 -14
Private 16.56 -11

Seasonal Public 15.32 -36
Private 14.29 -24

Casual and others Public 18.73 -22
Private 12.87 -31

Agency Public 18.48 -23
Private 11.79 -37

Source: Labour Force Survey, 2003

Contract workers

In 2003, 57% of contract workers were women.
Holding contract employment appears to have less
effect on the earnings gap, given the high levels of edu-
cation among contract workers (38% had a university
degree compared with 23% of permanent employ-
ees) and unionization (41% versus 36%) (Table 4).

Moreover, their young age (44% are aged 25 to 34),
their greater tendency to work part time (21% versus
10% for permanent employees), and their low levels
of seniority (only 34% had worked for the same
employer for more than two years, compared with
77% of their permanent counterparts) likely had the
opposite effect.

Another factor that may tend to reduce the earnings
gap is the strong concentration of contract employees
in the professional group (Table 5).9 More than a third
of women working on contract held professional
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Table 4: Profile of temporary workers by type of employment

Casual
and

Permanent Contract Seasonal others Agency

’000
Total employees 8,737.6 449.0 185.6 156.0 18.6

%
Men 51.4 42.8 69.0 31.9 52.2
Women 48.6 57.2 31.0 68.1 47.3
Age
25 to 34 30.9 44.0 33.8 35.9 43.5
35 to 44 37.0 33.3 36.3 35.7 34.4
45 to 54 32.1 22.8 29.8 28.3 21.5

Province
Newfoundland and Labrador 1.3 2.8 7.1 3.1 F
Prince Edward Island 0.4 0.7 1.9 0.6 F
Nova Scotia 2.7 3.4 7.3 4.7 F
New Brunswick 2.2 2.6 6.9 3.9 F
Quebec 23.7 27.8 25.8 26.8 F
Ontario 41.0 36.7 22.7 25.9 75.8
Manitoba 3.5 2.9 2.9 3.5 F
Saskatchewan 2.8 2.2 3.2 3.6 F
Alberta 10.4 9.4 9.0 8.9 F
British Columbia 12.1 11.6 13.2 19.0 F

Education
Less than high school 10.4 7.4 29.3 9.8 9.1
High school diploma 20.6 12.7 22.1 19.2 18.8
Postsecondary, partial

or complete 45.6 41.7 40.4 49.6 42.5
University degree 23.4 38.2 8.2 21.3 29.6

Full-time 90.2 78.8 86.7 48.3 83.9
Part-time 9.8 21.2 13.4 51.7 16.1

Unionized 35.5 41.3 26.4 44.6 F
Not unionized 64.5 58.7 73.6 55.4 95.7

Seniority (months)
1 to 3 3.3 19.6 22.2 16.9 30.6
4 to 6 3.9 14.9 15.0 12.4 22.6
7 to 9 3.5 9.7 5.5 8.1 14.0
10 to 12 3.0 6.8 3.3 5.0 F
13 to 24 9.8 15.3 12.8 14.9 15.1
More than 24 76.5 33.6 41.1 42.8 9.7

Workplace size
Less than 20 employees 30.0 31.9 53.9 35.2 26.3
20 to 99 32.1 30.9 28.4 30.8 32.8
100 to 500 23.6 21.2 13.0 19.7 26.9
More than 500 14.4 16.1 4.7 14.3 14.0

Rural 21.4 20.0 43.4 24.2 12.9
Urban 78.6 80.0 56.7 75.7 87.1

Metropolitan area
Montréal 11.8 12.6 7.1 9.9 F
Ottawa-Gatineau 3.0 5.8 0.9 2.3 F
Toronto 17.5 16.4 5.5 9.4 53.8
Calgary 3.8 3.2 2.5 2.7 F
Vancouver 7.0 6.8 4.3 9.1 F
Other 25.2 23.6 18.3 22.4 16.1
Non-metropolitan area 24.4 24.3 53.4 33.5 11.8
Urban centres 7.4 7.4 8.1 10.6 F

Source: Labour Force Survey, 2003

positions, the vast majority as teach-
ers (21%), in contrast with only
one-fifth of women in permanent
employment.10 Almost twice as
many men working on contract
were employed as professionals
(28%) compared with their perma-
nent colleagues (15%). Almost half
were teachers, while another large
group worked in natural and
applied sciences, mainly as compu-
ter analysts or programmers. On
the other hand, fewer men and
women worked on contract in
management and in less-skilled
occupations.

Education, health care and social
assistance, and public administra-
tion employed close to 6 in 10
women contract workers; con-
struction, education, public admin-
istration and manufacturing
accounted for the majority of men
(55%).

Seasonal workers

More than two-thirds of seasonal
workers were men. Seasonal
workers were slightly younger than
permanent employees, although
they were on average the oldest
among temporary employees. They
tended to work full time (87%) and
more hours per week than perma-
nent employees (42.7 hours versus
40.3).

Their low levels of education, their
concentration in small workplaces,
their low levels of seniority, as well
as their low unionization rate com-
pared with permanent workers
could serve to widen their earnings
gap (Table 4).

Virtually no professionals worked
as seasonal employees. However, 1
in 5 men in seasonal employment
were specialized workers, mostly in
construction. Close to 1 in 4 were
in primary-sector occupations,
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Young temporary workers

Persons aged 15 to 24 were greatly overrepresented
among temporary workers: 29% compared with approxi-
mately 9% aged 25 to 54. Their characteristics were
nonetheless very similar to those of their permanent coun-
terparts. Many had taken or completed postsecondary
studies, attended an educational institution, worked part
time or in a small workplace, and were not unionized. Some
50% were employed in trade, accommodation and food
services as permanent or temporary employees. Close to
two-thirds of these young employees, whether permanent
or temporary, held positions requiring little education (high
school or less).

Temporary workers nonetheless tend to be younger than
their permanent counterparts: 25% compared with 15%
were aged 15 to 17. Moreover, 29% were aged 22 to 24
versus 41% of young permanent workers. Perhaps
because of this different breakdown by age group, young
temporary employees were more likely to attend an edu-
cational institution (44% versus 32%). In many cases, the
temporary work could have been a summer job or employ-
ment through a co-op program, since 35% of young
temporary employees had worked at their jobs for less than
three months.

Major differences are apparent between age groups
(15 to 17, 18 to 21, and 22 to 24) for both temporary and
permanent employees. For example, school attendance

(full-t ime or part-time) decreased with age, while the
percentage of women tended to increase, as did full-time
work and unionization.

Some 70% of temporary workers aged 15 to 17 worked
in trade, accommodation and food services or in informa-
tion, culture and recreation. By age 22 to 24, this percent-
age was sti l l  high but less so (31%). Many young
permanent workers also worked in these industries (82%
of those aged 15 to 17 and 41% of those aged 22 to 24),
but the percentage decreased with age. The occupations
of young temporary workers, like those of their permanent
counterparts, were largely unskilled—and much more often
for those 15 to 17 (83%) than for those 22 to 24 (57%).
The comparable percentages for young permanent
employees were 84% and 58% respectively.

Given that young temporary and permanent employees
have very similar characteristics, the small earnings gap
between them is not very surprising. However, the gap
tended to increase with age. Among those aged 15 to 17,
hourly earnings were very similar; in fact, temporary
workers earned slightly more (1.7%) than permanent
workers. Temporary workers between 18 and 21 earned
1.9% less per hour,6  and those between 22 and 24 earned
4% less.

Characteristics of employed 15 to 24 year-olds

Permanent employees Temporary employees

15 to 17 18 to 21 22 to 24 15 to 17 18 to 21 22 to 24

Number (’000) 238.8 718.5 677.7 164.0 309.0 190.3
Proportion (%) 15 44 41 25 47 29

%

Students 76 33 15 67 40 31
Non-students 24 67 85 33 60 69

Men 48 51 51 52 52 49
Women 52 49 49 48 48 51

Education
Less than high school 85 20 10 85 17 6
High school diploma 7 34 23 5 26 15
Postsecondary, partial or complete 8 45 55 10 56 58
University degree F 1 12 F 1 22

Full-time 11 56 79 17 48 61
Part-time 89 44 21 83 52 39

Unionized 10 15 19 6 14 20
Not unionized 90 85 81 94 86 80

Seniority (months)
1 to 3 19 15 10 37 38 29
4 to 6 18 14 11 20 19 18
7 to 9 13 11 9 10 8 10
10 to 12 10 8 7 7 6 7
13 to 24 26 22 22 17 15 17
More than 24 14 29 40 8 14 20
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Characteristics of employed 15 to 24 year-olds (concluded)

Permanent employees Temporary employees

15 to 17 18 to 21 22 to 24 15 to 17 18 to 21 22 to 24

%

Workplace size
Less than 20 employees 49 45 40 56 46 39
20 to 99 43 38 34 35 33 32
100 to 500 8 13 19 8 15 17
More than 500 1 3 7 1 6 13

Industry
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting,

mining, and oil and gas 3 2 2 5 4 4
Utilities F F 0 F 1 1
Construction 2 5 6 3 5 5
Manufacturing 3 11 14 4 8 7
Trade 37 35 23 30 25 13
Transportation and warehousing 1 2 4 F 2 2
Information, culture, arts, entertainment and recreation 9 5 5 15 10 9
Finance, insurance, real estate, rental and leasing 2 3 5 2 3 5
Professional, scientific and technical 1 2 5 2 3 5
Business, building and other support 2 4 5 3 6 6
Education 1 1 2 2 5 14
Health care and social assistance 2 4 8 3 6 10
Accommodation and food services 36 20 13 25 15 9
Other services 2 4 4 4 3 2
Public administration 1 1 2 2 5 7

Occupational skill level
Managerial F 1 3 F 1 1
Professional 1 2 8 2 5 16
College or apprenticeship 15 22 31 16 20 26
Secondary or less 84 75 58 83 74 57

Hourly earnings ($) 7.47 9.64 12.56 7.60 9.46 12.06
Earnings gap … … … 1.7 -1.9 -4.0

Source: Labour Force Survey, 2003

most often related to fishing, agriculture (and nurser-
ies) and forestry. One in 10 seasonal workers drove
trucks or buses. In summary, nearly two-thirds of these
men were employed in construction, primary indus-
tries, or manufacturing.

The positions held by women were largely unskilled.
Women were highly concentrated in sales and services
(43%), where they worked as sales clerks, cashiers and
cooks, for example. A high percentage also worked in
processing, manufacturing and utilities occupations
(14%) or those related to the primary sector (13%).
Manufacturing (16%), accommodation and food serv-
ices (16%), the primary industries (13%) and trade
(11%) employed a substantial percentage of these
women. This concentration by occupation and indus-
try should tend to expand the earnings gap, more so
for women than for men.

Given that primary industries tend to dominate sea-
sonal employment to some extent, a higher percent-
age of workers holding this type of employment lived
in rural areas compared with permanent workers
(43% versus 21%) and in the Atlantic provinces (23%
compared with 7%).

Casual employees

Casual workers represented less than 20% of tempo-
rary employees. Women accounted for 68%, perhaps
explaining the high part-time rate among casual
employees (over half) compared with only 10% of
permanent employees. Casual employees tend to be
younger than their permanent counterparts and gener-
ally have fewer years of seniority with the same
employer (only 43% had more than two years com-
pared with 76%).



January 2005 PERSPECTIVES 13 Statistics Canada — Catalogue no. 75-001-XIE

Earnings of temporary versus permanent employees

Table 5: Permanent and temporary employees by industry and occupation

Men Women

Casual Casual
Perma- Con- Sea- and Perma- Con- Sea- and

nent tract sonal others Agency nent tract sonal others Agency

 ’000

Total 4,489.2 192.0 128.1 49.7 9.7 4,248.4 257.0 57.6 106.3 8.8

Occupational skill level %
Managerial 10.1 3.9 1.3 1.2 0.8 6.8 2.4 1.9 1.2 0.0
Professional 15.2 28.3 1.4 9.5 2.6 21.1 35.1 3.4 19.9 10.5
College or apprenticeship 37.7 34.3 34.1 25.1 11.0 27.9 22.4 24.1 19.5 15.7
Secondary or less 37.0 33.5 63.2 64.1 85.6 44.2 40.1 70.6 59.4 73.8

Occupation
Managerial 10.0 3.8 1.2 F F 6.8 2.4 F F F

Business. finance and
administration 11.0 10.6 1.9 9.7 19.6 31.7 27.3 11.8 20.9 45.5

Natural and applied sciences
and related 11.8 14.2 4.8 5.0 F 3.9 4.8 3.1 F F

Health 1.6 1.9 F 4.6 F 11.3 7.6 F 22.4 F

Social science, education,
government service and religion 5.1 15.7 F 5.4 F 10.8 26.8 F 11.2 F

Art, culture, recreation and sport 1.5 4.5 2.0 F F 2.0 4.6 F 1.5 F

Sales and service 17.3 10.7 8.8 26.0 F 25.4 19.8 42.7 35.7 F

Trades, transport and
equipment operators 25.5 28.5 48.9 33.8 33.0 1.7 2.0 8.9 1.6 F

Unique to primary industry 2.3 2.3 23.7 F F 0.4 F 12.7 F F

Processing, manufacturing
and utilities 13.8 8.0 8.0 9.1 36.1 6.0 4.4 13.5 4.2 30.7

Industry
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and

hunting, mining, and oil and gas 3.7 4.0 20.2 F F 1.1 0.9 13.4 F F

Utilities 1.8 2.1 F F F 0.5 F F F F

Construction 7.4 16.9 31.7 11.5 F 1.2 0.6 3.3 F F

Manufacturing 26.4 9.6 10.7 12.3 19.6 11.4 6.3 15.6 4.1 F

Trade 14.3 5.3 4.4 11.1 F 14.2 6.2 10.6 10.3 F

Transportation and warehousing 7.4 4.6 7.4 12.7 F 3.0 1.9 5.9 2.0 F

Information, culture, arts,
entertainment and recreation 3.9 4.8 7.5 6.2 F 4.0 5.4 9.5 2.2 F

Finance, insurance, real estate,
rental and leasing 4.6 3.1 F F F 9.1 4.0 F 4.4 F

Professional, scientific and technical 5.5 6.1 1.5 F F 5.7 4.3 F 2.3 F

Business, building and other support 2.8 5.8 5.6 6.4 56.7 3.1 6.0 3.6 3.2 59.1
Education 4.9 15.7 1.2 7.0 F 10.0 25.4 7.8 14.4 F

Health care and social assistance 3.6 4.2 F 11.3 F 20.6 19.3 4.3 39.8 F

Accommodation and food services 3.4 2.0 3.3 5.4 F 5.9 2.3 15.8 7.6 F

Other services 3.3 2.9 1.2 4.2 F 3.5 4.0 F 2.9 F

Public administration 6.9 12.6 3.4 3.8 F 6.6 13.0 4.5 4.9 F

Source: Labour Force Survey.  2003
* Through a long evaluation process, Human Resources and Skills Development Canada assigned required skill levels to more than 500

occupations in the National Occupational Classification. For more details, see www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/general/asp.
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Despite fairly comparable levels of education, close to
two-thirds of male casual employees held occupations
requiring no more than a high school education, in
contrast with slightly over one-third of permanent
employees. The gap for women was smaller but none-
theless substantial (59% compared with 44%).

A mere one-tenth of men employed on a casual basis
held professional positions, compared with 15% of
permanent employees. As for women, one-fifth
worked as professionals (mainly registered nurses or
teachers), a proportion comparable to that of perma-
nent employees.

The strong concentration of casual workers in occu-
pations requiring few skills should tend to increase the
earnings gap between them and permanent workers,
particularly for men. On the other hand, the relatively
high unionization rate of casual employees (45% com-
pared with 36%) should tend to close it.

Agency placements

Some 19,000 workers were hired through employment
agencies in 2003—an estimate comparable to previ-
ous years. Men were somewhat more likely to belong
to this group. These workers displayed some surpris-
ing characteristics that set them apart. For example,
40% of the men held a university degree, a percentage
similar to that of male contract employees. For
women, the percentage holding a university degree was
the same as for permanent workers (24%).

More than half of workers using employment agen-
cies lived in Toronto, and close to 6 in 10 worked in
business, building and other support services. Most
were full time. In general, these employees had very
low levels of seniority, less than 10% having worked
for the same employer for more than two years. They
were relatively young—close to 44% between the ages
of 25 and 34—and almost all (96%) were not union-
ized.

Despite sometimes high levels of education, 86% of
the men were in unskilled occupations, mainly in the
large group related to processing, manufacturing and
utilities (36%) and trades, transport and equipment
operating (33%), often as equipment operators and
construction trades helpers. Close to three-quarters of
the women were in occupations requiring a high school
education or less, often as office clerks (34%), or in
processing and manufacturing (31%). This concentra-

Table 6: Adjusted earnings gap between
temporary and permanent employees

Men Women

Contract versus permanent %
Gap without adjustments -9 -4
After adjustments no. 1 -10 -7
After adjustments no. 2 -11 -9

Seasonal versus permanent
Gap without adjustments -27 -38
After adjustments no. 1 -12 -21
After adjustments no. 2 -12 -12

Casual and others versus permanent
Gap without adjustments -31 -17
After adjustments no. 1 -23 -13
After adjustments no. 2 -15 -11

Agency versus permanent
Gap without adjustments -44 -34
After adjustments no. 1 -58 -26
After adjustments no. 2 -38 -16

Source: Labour Force Survey, 2003

tion within occupations requiring few skills should
once again tend to widen the earnings gap with
permanent employees.

Explaining the earnings gap

A multi-factor analysis revealed that a combination of
variables (age, education, province of residence, size
of workplace, part-time employment, being non-
unionized and living in a rural community) accounted
for between one-quarter and one-half of the earnings
gap between temporary and permanent employees
(Table 6, adjustment 1).11

Contract employees were the exception. The relatively
small earnings gap between them and permanent
employees made the exercise less revealing. Nor did
these variables seem to explain the gap in the case of
men hired through employment agencies.12

Depending on the type of temporary employment,
some of the variables had more or less influence on
the gap. For example, the lower education level of
seasonal workers, the small size of the workplaces they
worked in, and their concentration in the Atlantic
provinces played a determining role in explaining their
earnings gap.13
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For casual workers, the predominance of part-time
work appeared quite crucial in explaining the gap.14

Their concentration in certain provinces also played a
role, but to a lesser extent. Being young and being
employed in a small workplace were especially signifi-
cant for men, who constituted less than one-third of
casual employees. The gap for women who obtained
their jobs through an employment agency was par-
ticularly sensitive to their young age and tendency not
to be unionized.

Including industry and occupation for female seasonal
workers, male casual workers, and those who obtained
their jobs through an employment agency (both sexes)
went a long way toward explaining the gap (adjust-
ment 2). Doing so indicated that a substantial portion
of the wage gap could be attributed to the heavy con-
centration of certain temporary workers in unskilled
occupations and in industries with lower-paid jobs.
For example, adding industry and occupation to the
list of variables narrowed the gap for female seasonal
employees from -21% to -12%. A similar effect was
noted for male casual employees (from -23% to -15%)
and for those using employment agencies (men from
-58% to -38%; women from -26% to -16%).

The influence of industry and occupation tended to
be minimal for contract employees, for men holding
seasonal employment, and for women casual employ-
ees. The gap for these groups decreased little if at all
after the variables were added.

Overall situation

The finding that temporary employees earned less per
hour than their permanent counterparts looks at only
part of their financial situation. To reflect their overall
situation, it is important to also consider hours of
work, earnings of other household members, and
number of dependants.15

Only couples were used for this exercise, making it
possible to consider elements such as spouse’s earn-
ings and number of dependants. Couples represent
the majority of employees: Close to three-quarters of
women temporary employees were in a spousal rela-
tionship as were two-thirds of their male counterparts.
For permanent employees as a whole, the proportion
was three-quarters.

Temporary employees tend to work fewer hours per
week than permanent employees. If weekly earnings
are compared, the gap widens for men (from -19%
to -22%) and women (from -12% to -26%). The more
pronounced change for women is due to the much
larger difference between permanent and temporary
employees in the number of hours worked (-15%) than
is the case for their male counterparts (-3%) (Table 7).

Most temporary workers in a couple relationship had
a working spouse (72% of men and 86% of women).
The percentages for permanent employees were also
higher: 77% and 89% respectively. Spouses made a
significant contribution to family earnings, especially
for temporary workers. For example, for men, the

Table 7: Earnings gap by various indicators, couples only

 Weekly
family

earnings Spouse’s
Weekly adjusted Usual Spouse’s usual

Hourly Weekly family for family  weekly weekly weekly
earnings earnings earnings  size hours earnings hours

$ $ $ $ Average $ Average

Men
Permanent 22.59 910 1,468 890 40.5 616 34.5
Temporary 18.29 714 1,243 768 39.1 577 35.3
Gap (%) -19 -22 -15 -14 -3 -6 2

Women
Permanent 18.08 631 1,416 870 34.5 913 41.8
Temporary 15.87 465 1,213 740 29.3 879 41.8
Gap (%) -12 -26 -14 -15 -15 -4 0

Source: Labour Force Survey, 2003
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spouse’s contribution was 42% in the case of tempo-
rary employees, compared with 38% for permanent
employees. For women, the proportions were 63%
and 56%.

With respect to weekly family earnings, which include
those of all members, the gap is lower for both men
and women. However, the effect is much more sig-
nificant for women: Their gap decreases by 12 per-
centage points, compared with 7 points for men. This
reflects women’s smaller role in family earnings, but
also shows that spouses partly compensate for tem-
porary workers’ lower earnings since they contribute
substantially to family earnings. Furthermore, the gap
in weekly earnings of spouses of temporary and per-
manent workers is fairly small (between -6 and -4%),
as is the gap in number of hours (between 0% and
2%).

Adjusting weekly family earnings according to family
size has little effect for either men or women. For men,
the smaller percentage of temporary employees with
children under 18 (53% compared with 60% for per-
manent employees) narrows the gap marginally (from
-15% to -14%); for women, the slightly higher per-
centage of temporary employees with children under
18 (58% compared with 55%) has the opposite
effect—the gap widening from -14% to -15%.

When hours of work, earnings of other household
members, and number of dependants are taken into
account, significant gaps persist between permanent

Table 8: Earnings gap by various indicators and type of temporary employment, couples only

 Weekly
family

earnings Spouse’s
Weekly adjusted Usual Spouse’s usual

Hourly Weekly family for family  weekly weekly weekly
earnings earnings earnings  size hours earnings hours

$ $ $ $ Average $ Average

Men
Contract -9 -14 -10 -8 -6 1 3
Seasonal -28 -24 -20 -18 6 -18 2
Casual and others -30 -41 -24 -24 -19 -2 0
Agency -46 -49 -16 -24 -7 -11 5

Women
Contract -4 -14 -7 -6 -10 -1 -2
Seasonal -39 -42 -26 -26 -4 -14 6
Casual and others -16 -44 -24 -28 -33 -4 2
Agency -33 -36 -20 -26 -4 -26 -6

Source: Labour Force Survey, 2003

and temporary workers. These factors affect all types
of temporary employees fairly similarly. In other
words, with a few exceptions, taking the number of
hours into account widens the gap as a whole, taking
the contribution of spousal earnings into account
narrows it, while adjusting for the number of depend-
ants has little effect.

After these factors were taken into account, contract
workers still posted the smallest gaps in relation to
permanent workers (-8% for men and -6% for
women) (Table 8).

Male seasonal workers showed smaller gaps than ini-
tially (from -28% to -18%), primarily because of more
hours worked (6% more than permanent employees)
and, to a lesser extent, the contribution of spousal
earnings. The negative effect of their low education
level and their concentration in small workplaces and
in the Atlantic provinces is therefore partially offset by
their long hours of work and their family situation. A
substantial average gap of -18% nonetheless persists
for the 85,000 male seasonal workers (in couples).

For the 30% of temporary employees in spousal rela-
tionships (164,000 workers), an average earnings gap
of -24% to -28% persists even when family situation
is taken into account.16 This group consists of female
seasonal employees, casual workers, and workers using
agencies.
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To the extent that temporary jobs provide a gateway
into the labour market or a springboard to a perma-
nent position, the earnings gap has fewer consequences.
Kapsalis and Tourigny (2004) have shown that certain
non-standard jobs, particularly temporary full-time
jobs, can sometimes lead to permanent employment.

However, these more economically vulnerable
employees earn a substantial portion of the family
income (between one-half and two-thirds) and are
mainly women (78%). They are only slightly younger
(39.5 years) than permanent workers (40.0) and most
have some postsecondary education (64%), but they
hold largely unskilled jobs (two-thirds held a position
requiring a high school education or less). They tend
to have few years of seniority with the same employer;
they often work part time (45%) and only about half
of them do so by choice.

Summary

From 1997 to 2003, temporary workers earned 16%
less per hour, on average, than their permanent coun-
terparts. The gap varied greatly depending on the type
of temporary employment. Contract employees
posted the smallest gap relative to permanent employ-
ees (-4% for women and -9% for men in 2003). Sea-
sonal and casual employment and employment
obtained through an agency showed larger gaps (-28%,
-24% and -40% respectively).

The smaller gap observed for contract employees
could be attributed to their high level of education and
the numerous skills required by their positions. In gen-
eral, the characteristics of workers holding other types
of temporary employment (age, education, province
of residence, workplace size, part-time employment,
not being unionized, or living in a rural community)
went a long way toward explaining their differences in
earnings compared with permanent employees.

Industry and occupation were major factors in the case
of female seasonal employees, casual employees, and
those using employment agencies. This demonstrates
that the gap for these employees stems partly from
their concentration in poorly paid industries and in
occupations that require few skills.

With respect to temporary employees in spousal rela-
tionships, when number of hours of work, earnings
of other household members, and number of depend-
ants are taken into account, contract workers continue
to show the smallest gap. Male seasonal workers dis-
play a smaller gap once these factors are taken into

consideration, mainly because of the large number of
hours they worked (6% more than permanent employ-
ees) and the contribution of spousal earnings.

For female seasonal employees, casual employees (73%
of whom are women), and those who used employ-
ment agencies (50% women), the average earnings gap
remained significant: between -24% and -28%. The
gap persists despite the significant contribution of
spousal earnings to total family earnings. Almost one-
third of temporary employees held this type of
employment. Despite their relatively high level of edu-
cation, their concentration in part-time, often unskilled
jobs accounts for much of their large earnings gap.

To the extent that temporary workers eventually gain
access to less precarious employment, the earnings gap
may prove less consequential. The study did not take
into account differences related to employee benefits
(such as pension plans, drug insurance, or disability
insurance), an element that could tend to increase the
disparity in earnings.

� Notes

1 According to Kapsalis and Tourigny, this applies particu-
larly to full-time temporary employment.

2 Despite their importance as a means of remuneration,
employee benefits could not be included because of data
limitations.  In 1995, according to the Survey of Work
Arrangements, temporary employees received distinctly fewer
benefits than permanent employees (Grenon and Chun
1997).

3 Since temporary employment by definition cannot apply
to self-employed workers, this article pertains only to
employees.

 4 The Labour Force Survey has included data on earnings
since 1997 only.

5 In this article, ‘contract employment’ includes employ-
ment for a set period of time.

6 The 1.7% gap for those in the 15 to 17 age group was
significantly different (at the 5% level) from the -1.9%
recorded for those aged 18 to 21.

7 The -19% gap in 2000 is significantly different (at the 5%
level) from the -16% recorded in 2003.

8 Analyzing the earnings gap between employees in the
public and private sectors is a complex issue and beyond the
scope of this article.

Perspectives
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9 The professional group includes occupations such as
accounting, medicine, law and teaching, which generally
require a university degree. These fall under the B0, C0, D0,
D1, E0, E1 and F0 categories of the 2001 National Occupa-
tional Classification (Statistics Canada 2001).

10 Some figures do not appear in Table 5 because they
correspond with the 4-figure level of detail in the National
Occupational Classification.

11 Other non-observable characteristics such as differences
in skills, productivity or motivation can also help to explain
the earnings gaps but cannot be taken into account here.

12 These results were obtained using regressions pertaining
to the logarithm of earnings of temporary and permanent
employees. Average earnings for each type of temporary
employment were compared with that for permanent
employment, for men and women separately. The regres-
sions included the following variables: being a temporary
employee, age, age squared, province, education, working
part time, being non-unionized, living in a rural area, and
workplace size. The seniority of temporary and permanent
employees was tested but ultimately removed from the final
model since temporary employees by definition have low
levels of seniority with the same employer. In a second step,
for each comparison, all the above variables were included,
along with the industry and occupation. Results are available
on request.

13 These results were taken from a Oaxaca decomposition
model involving 10 regressions (for permanent employ-
ment, for the four types of temporary employment and for
both sexes). The variables included in the model were age,
age squared, province, education, working part time, not
being unionized, workplace size, living in a rural area, and
industry and occupation.

14 Cranford, Vosko and Zukewich (2003) show that the
earnings gap is larger for part-time than for full-time
temporary employees.

15 For a truly complete table, it would also be necessary to
include other income sources for all household members.
However, this information is not part of the LFS.

16 Even larger gaps (of between -31% and -71%) were
observed for workers who were lone parents or living alone
and in seasonal jobs (12,000 women), jobs obtained through
an employment agency, casual jobs or other (38,000 men and
women) .
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