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Forging ahead during the pandemic: How selected service 
industries bounced back in 2021

by Marie-Christine Bernard, Vivian Lin, Shannon O’Brien and Marie-Élisabeth Pires

Introduction

In 2020, the first year of the COVID‑19 pandemic, several service industries in Canada suffered large financial 
setbacks despite government support programs. The pandemic led to many changes in the Canadian economy, 
including remote work and new ways of reaching customers and producing services. Using administrative data, 
such as goods and services tax (GST)1 revenue, this study assesses how the recovery began to unfold in selected 
service industries in 2021, even as supply chain disruptions, labour shortages, skill gaps and inflationary pressures 
intensified.

While the strongest revenue growth in 2021 was observed in accommodation services, that industry remained one 
of those furthest from a full recovery. Similar to prior years, informatics services such as software publishers and 
data processing, hosting and related services maintained solid revenue growth in 2021 as the economy continued 
its digital and online transformation. Other service industries benefited from economic conditions and recorded 
appreciable revenue growth as well (see Chart 1).
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Chart 1
Percentage change in revenue for selected industries providing professional and administrative services for businesses and 
consumers, 2020 and 2021

Assessing the state of the recovery

While the bounce back is occurring at varying speeds and is still far from complete in some sectors, the 2021 
revenue of most professional and administrative services industries analyzed in this study surpassed  
pre‑pandemic levels (see Chart 2).

1. The GST revenue data referenced in this study reflect the level of operating revenue reported to the Canada Revenue Agency for the purposes of GST remittances. The GST revenue data were 
processed to ensure consistency with operating revenue estimates from the Annual Services Industries Program.
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Chart 2
Revenue in 2021 relative to pre-pandemic levels observed in 2019 for selected industries providing professional and 
administrative services for businesses and consumers

Tourism‑related services continued to lag, as did a few other service industries that rely on face‑to‑face 
interactions, such as specialized design services, and consumer goods and general rental. In general, an 
accommodative monetary policy, a resurgence of business non‑residential investment and an economy‑wide 
recovery helped selected service industries surpass their pre‑pandemic revenue levels in 2021. The following 
sections of the study will elaborate on factors that spurred the recovery.

Professional business services: Thriving in uncertain times

Unfazed by pandemic challenges, engineering services press forward

Engineering services did not suffer any declines during the pandemic. Despite some disruptions caused by labour 
shortages, supply chain issues and worker absenteeism, a few major multi‑year energy‑related projects that 
started work in recent years in Alberta and British Columbia created positive momentum for the industry. In 2021, 
along with these ongoing major projects, growing investment in public infrastructure2 and major projects in clean 
energy3 put the wind in the sails of engineering services. Revenue is estimated to have increased 0.8% in 2020 
and 2.6% in 2021.

Housing frenzy boosts architectural services

In 2021, residential construction made its largest contribution to gross domestic product since comparable data 
became available in 1962.4 Low interest rates and the need to accommodate teleworking boosted housing starts 
by 24.5% to 271,198 units in 2021 (see Chart 3), with both single and multiple dwellings in high demand.5

2. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 34-10-0035-01 Capital and repair expenditures, non-residential tangible assets, by industry and geography (x 1,000,000) [Data table].  
https://doi.org/10.25318/3410003501-eng.

3. Statistics Canada. (2022, February 25). Non-residential capital and repair expenditures, 2020 (revised), 2021 (preliminary) and 2022 (intentions). The Daily.  
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220225/dq220225a-eng.htm.

4. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 36-10-0128-01 Contributions to annual percent change in real expenditure-based gross domestic product, Canada, annual [Data table].  
https://doi.org/10.25318/3610012801-eng.

5. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 34-10-0126-01 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, housing starts, under construction and completions, all areas, annual [Data table].  
https://doi.org/10.25318/3410012601-eng.

https://doi.org/10.25318/3410003501-eng
https://doi.org/10.25318/3410003501-eng
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220225/dq220225a-eng.htm
https://doi.org/10.25318/3610012801-eng
https://doi.org/10.25318/3410012601-eng
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Chart 3
Housing starts, total units, 2009 to 2021

In addition, business and public investment in non‑residential buildings posted strong growth, further 
strengthening the demand for architectural services6 (see Chart 4). Revenue for architectural services is expected 
to have risen 15.4% in 2021, surpassing pre‑pandemic levels by more than 1/10.
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Chart 4
Percentage change in business and public investment, current prices, 2020 and 2021

6. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 36-10-0108-01 Gross fixed capital formation, quarterly, Canada (x 1,000,000) [Data table]. https://doi.org/10.25318/3610010801-eng.

https://doi.org/10.25318/3610010801-eng
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Specialized design services benefit from retrofitting of physical spaces and improving 
economic conditions

The pandemic disrupted many facets of how businesses and the population in general interact in physical spaces. 
Specialized design services, mainly interior design services, helped people connect and improve virtual and 
physical interactions and experiences, in terms of both lifestyle and business. Specialized design services also 
encompass graphic, industrial and other specialized design services that have close ties to the general state of the 
economy. Revenue of specialized design services rose 6.7% in 2021, almost making up the ground lost during the 
first year of the pandemic.

Accounting services doing well despite pandemic challenges

Businesses providing accounting, tax preparation, bookkeeping and payroll services have been resilient through 
the pandemic—it is estimated that their revenue did not decline in 2020 or 2021. After rising 2.6% in 2020, the 
revenue of these businesses grew 5.9% in 2021. Some changing trends likely helped the industry progress 
through economic volatility, shifting tax deadlines and government support programs. Over time, this industry has 
been expanding into non‑traditional lines of business, such as advisory and consulting services. Furthermore, as 
the pandemic forced changes in typical business models, many accounting companies adapted their operating 
methods (work from home, virtual interactions and cloud‑based efficiencies).7

Another banner year for informatics services

Software publishers and data processing, hosting and related services sustained strong growth in 2021 as more 
and more businesses embraced digital technologies, cloud‑based services and a reimagined future of work. 
Software publishers saw an 8.0% increase in revenue in 2021, while revenue for data processing, hosting and 
related services rose 15.7%.

Recovery varies in magnitude for administrative and support services

Tourism-related services still feeling the impacts of the pandemic

Tourism and hospitality businesses continued to face volatility created by the pandemic as travel plans were again 
rescheduled or cancelled in response to successive waves of COVID‑19 and quarantine and border protocols in 
2021. Travel restrictions in winter 2021 and the spread of the Omicron variant in late fall limited any real recovery 
for travel arrangement and reservation services. The federal government requested that all major Canadian airlines 
interrupt sun destination flights from late January to April 30, 2021.8 Most airlines expanded flight suspensions 
until the summer. As a result, revenue of travel arrangement and reservation services continued to dwindle in 
2021 (‑48.8%). That industry suffered the deepest decline during the pandemic. The role of travel agents is also 
changing as countries and airlines enforce many different entry policies and mandatory health requirements that 
can be complex for travellers to navigate.9 

The accommodation services industry, which provides a wide range of lodging services (including short‑term 
rentals, hotels, housekeeping cottages and cabins, and recreational vehicle parks and campgrounds), felt the 
continuing effects of the pandemic but began to recover in 2021.10 After a drop of almost half in 2020, revenue 
for this industry increased 22.9% in 2021. The industry faced many challenges, including labour shortages 
(see Chart 5), staff retention and scarce business travel, as fewer face‑to‑face interactions were needed. While 
some of these factors may linger as the pandemic runs its course, the accommodation services industry pivoted 
and accelerated technological developments (for example, mobile applications) that helped fill, in part, some of 
those gaps.11  

7. Colin Ellis, “KPMG Canada leads all Canadian accounting firms in 2021 H1 audit client net gains,” Canadian Accountant, September 10, 2021, https://www.canadian-accountant.com/content/
profession/kpmg-canada-leads-all-canadian-accounting-firms-in-2021-h1-audit-gains-losses.html.

8. Travel Week Group. “Sunwing extends its temporary suspension of operations to July 29.” Accessed May 17, 2022. https://www.travelweek.ca/news/sunwing-extends-its-temporary-
suspension-of-operations-to-july-29/.

9. Jon Victor, “Travel agents, squeezed by COVID rules, adapt to a changed industry,” Canadian Press, December 28, 2021, https://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/travel-agents-squeezed-by-covid-19-
restrictions-adapt-to-a-changed-industry-1.1541703.

10. Bryan Wroten, “Canadian Hotel Recovery Accelerates,” Hotel News Now, October 27, 2021, https://www.costar.com/article/432052217/canadian-hotel-recovery-accelerates.
11. HUB International. “HUB International 2022 Outlook Hospitality Industry.” Accessed April 26, 2022. https://www.hubinternational.com/en-CA/insights/outlook-2022/hospitality/.

https://www.canadian-accountant.com/content/profession/kpmg-canada-leads-all-canadian-accounting-firms-in-2021-h1-audit-gains-losses.html
https://www.travelweek.ca/news/sunwing-extends-its-temporary-suspension-of-operations-to-july-29/
https://www.bnnbloomberg.ca/travel-agents-squeezed-by-covid-19-restrictions-adapt-to-a-changed-industry-1.1541703
https://www.costar.com/article/432052217/canadian-hotel-recovery-accelerates
https://www.hubinternational.com/en-CA/insights/outlook-2022/hospitality/
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Chart 5
Job vacancies, accommodation and food services, unadjusted for seasonality, October 2020 to December 2021

Employment services a key link in the economic recovery as labour market tightens

The employment services industry is composed of employment placement agencies and executive search 
services, temporary help services, and professional employer organizations. Revenue is estimated to have grown 
10.2% in 2021 as the economic recovery and labour mobility supported demand for employment services. Labour 
markets gained traction throughout the year. The unemployment rate dropped to 6.0% by the end of 2021, from a 
high of 13.4% in May 2020, while most other labour market indicators have fully bounced back or exceeded  
pre‑pandemic levels12 (see Chart 6). Labour shortages, rising job vacancies and other pressures (an aging 
workforce and job switching) also fuelled the demand for employment services in 2021.

12. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 14-10-0287-01 Labour force characteristics, monthly, seasonally adjusted and trend-cycle, last 5 months [Data table].  
https://doi.org/10.25318/1410028701-eng.

https://doi.org/10.25318/1410028701-eng
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Chart 6
Employment rates by sex, 25 to 54 year-olds, seasonally adjusted, January 2020 to December 2021 

Rental and leasing services make a comeback

Revenue of the consumer goods and general rental industry rose 11.3%. The industry benefited from the easing 
of restrictions on business operations and rising demand for renting household appliances (such as home heating 
systems) as the number of housing starts soared in 2021.13 Revenue of the commercial and industrial machinery 
and equipment rental and leasing industry grew even more strongly, by 19.5%, as general conditions in the energy 
sector improved (energy prices14 and investment15).

Conclusion

Despite the strong bounce back and several positive developments, businesses operating in the service sector are 
still contending with risks associated with supply chain disruptions, inflationary price and wage pressures, external 
geopolitical factors, labour constraints, and the easing of government pandemic support programs. Technological 
and digital advances are playing a role in alleviating some of these challenges, but price and labour pressures are 
priorities for many businesses operating in the service sector.

Data and methods

Analyzing GST revenue data helps identify business trends before actual survey estimates are compiled.16 After 
validation, the GST revenue data provided for several service industries a fairly accurate representation of operating 
revenue, a key input into the measurement of economic statistics such as the gross domestic product.17 Similarly 
to the first year of the pandemic, comprehensive public assistance programs provided support through wage 
and rent subsidies to selected businesses in the service sector in 2021.18 While this financial assistance would be 
accounted for in operating revenue, it does not influence GST revenue remittances and as a result was not part of 
this analysis.

13. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 34-10-0126-01 Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, housing starts, under construction and completions, all areas, annual [Data table].  
https://doi.org/10.25318/3410012601-eng.

14. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 38-10-0285-01 Natural resources satellite account, indicators (x 1,000,000) [Data table]. https://doi.org/10.25318/3810028501-eng.
15. Statistics Canada. (2022). Table 25-10-0054-01 Capital expenditures, oil and gas extraction industries, Canada (x 1,000,000) [Data table]. https://doi.org/10.25318/2510005401-eng.
16. Financial data for service industry groupings, including operating revenue statistics, are usually obtained through detailed annual business surveys that will not be finalized for several more months.
17. Operating revenue is a key input in the measurement of national economic production statistics such as gross domestic product and is indispensable for tracking economic activity 

performance, conducting macroeconomic analysis, and developing monetary and fiscal policy measures.
18. Department of Finance Canada. “Targeting COVID-19 Support Measures.” Accessed April 26, 2022. https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2021/10/targeting-covid-19-

support-measures.html.

https://doi.org/10.25318/3410012601-eng
https://doi.org/10.25318/3810028501-eng
https://doi.org/10.25318/2510005401-eng
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/news/2021/10/targeting-covid-19-support-measures.html
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