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F
or an extended period of time until October 2008,
employment levels were at an all-time high and
unemployment rates were near historic lows in

Canada. In the months that followed, a sudden down-
turn in the world economy caused widespread em-
ployment losses for the first time since the 1990/92
recession. Since many of these jobs were lost in the
early months of the recession, many observers were
concerned about the severity of the recession.

One year later, the perspective changed somewhat.
Employment losses moderated in the second half of
the year with declines in some months offset by gains
in other months. Still, questions remained about the
effects of the downturn on some specific groups.

This report examines year-over-year changes in em-
ployment levels (between October 2008 and October
2009) across demographic groups, various types of
families, and associated job characteristics. It also com-
pares how this 12-month period stacks up against the
first 12 months of the Canadian recessions of the early
1980s and early 1990s (see Data source and definitions).
The employment situations in Canada and United
States are also compared.

Results indicate that not all groups were equally af-
fected by employment losses and that some groups
even reported gains. Comparisons with earlier reces-
sions indicate that although job losses were steep in
the early months of the downturn, employment levels
stabilized earlier than in previous recessions.

Net loss of 400,000 jobs since
October 2008

In October 2009, employment in Canada was down
400,000 from the peak in October 2008, a loss of 2.3%
in seasonally adjusted figures.1 During the same
period, the unemployment rate rose from 6.3% to

Data source and definitions

This study uses data from the Labour Force Survey (LFS).
The LFS is conducted every month to collect information
about the labour market activities of the population at least
15 years of age, excluding residents of collective dwell-
ings, persons living on reserves and other Aboriginal set-
tlements, and full-time members of the Canadian forces.
Employed individuals are defined as those who had a job
during the reference week of the survey.

According to the Labour Force Survey, employment peaked
in October 2008 in Canada. In the LFS, employment
estimates for some demographic groups and job charac-
teristics are not seasonally adjusted. A detailed study of
employment changes since the peak therefore had to wait
until the release of October 2009 data because year-over-
year variations are less likely to be affected by the sea-
sonal adjustment process.

Employment ‘changes’ cannot be interpreted as the total
number of jobs lost during the recession. LFS employment
changes should be interpreted as net changes in employ-
ment levels since they represent the differences between
all losses and gains over the period.

8.6%. Previous monthly releases have shown impor-
tant variations across age groups, industries and
regions.

One key feature of the downturn is that younger indi-
viduals and men from age 25 to 54 have been more
affected by job losses (Table 1). Between October
2008 and October 2009, employment declined by
10.8% among young men under 25, and by 6.5%
among women in the same age group. Men in their
prime working years (25 to 54) were also affected as
employment declined by 3.3% over the period for
men in this age group. However, gains were seen
among those 55 and over, especially for women,
among whom employment increased by 6.0%.
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Table 1 Employment changes across age
groups

October October
2008 2009 Change

’000 %
Both sexes 17,194.7 16,794.8 -399.9 -2.3

Men
15 to 24 1,318.9 1,176.3 -142.6 -10.8
25 to 54 6,244.0 6,038.0 -206.0 -3.3
55 and over 1,496.1 1,525.0 28.9 1.9

Women
15 to 24 1,281.7 1,199.0 -82.7 -6.5
25 to 54 5,659.9 5,591.0 -68.9 -1.2
55 and over 1,194.2 1,265.5 71.3 6.0

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, seasonally adjusted data.

Table 2 Employment changes across regions

October October
2008 2009 Change

’000 %
Canada 17,194.7 16,794.8 -399.9 -2.3
Atlantic 1,114.7 1,105.9 -8.8 -0.8
Quebec 3,890.2 3,828.1 -62.1 -1.6
Ontario 6,719.0 6,513.1 -205.9 -3.1
Manitoba and
  Saskatchewan 1,126.6 1,123.2 -3.4 -0.3
Alberta 2,035.2 1,967.2 -68.0 -3.3
British Columbia 2,309.0 2,257.2 -51.8 -2.2

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, seasonally adjusted data.

Another well-known feature of this recession is that
some industrial sectors—particularly manufacturing,
construction, natural resources, transportation and
warehousing, and retail and wholesale trade—have
been more affected than others. Manufacturing indus-
tries, in particular, declined by 218,000 between Octo-
ber 2008 and October 2009, accounting for over
one-half of the net decline in employment over the
period.

Manufacturing has received more attention than some
other industries for reasons other than the scale of the
job losses. First, the declines in this sector began much
earlier. Manufacturing employment fell by 555,900
between 2004 and 2009. Thus the current downturn
merely accelerated a long-term trend in that industry
(Chart A). Second, while losses in most other indus-
tries were concentrated in the first five months of the
recession, employment declines in manufacturing con-
tinued into subsequent months.2  This complements
the findings of other studies focusing on the manufac-
turing sector (Bernard 2009).

The effects of the downturn varied across the country
(Table 2). With a decline of 205,900 (or -3.1%) over
the 12 months, the province of Ontario experienced
the greatest absolute employment losses, a fact likely
associated with the higher concentration of manufac-
turing industries in that province. Proportionately,
however, Alberta experienced the largest losses
(-3.3%). In contrast, employment declined much more

Chart A Manufacturing employment
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modestly in the Atlantic provinces (-0.8%) and
remained relatively stable in Manitoba and Saskatch-
ewan over the period. Losses in Quebec (-1.6%) were
slightly below the Canadian average, and British
Columbia (-2.2%) had employment declines similar to
Canada as a whole.

While the age, geographic and industrial dimensions
of the downturn are well-known, questions remain
about the impact on other population groups. In pre-
vious economic cycles, specific demographic groups
and types of jobs were more affected by downturns.
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Table 3 Employment changes across individual1

characteristics

October October
2008 2009 Change

’000 %
Total 17,270.7 16,909.4 -361.3 -2.1

Highest educational
attainment

Men
High school or less 2,300.8 2,181.8 -119.0 -5.2
Postsecondary certificate

or diploma 2,364.6 2,316.2 -48.4 -2.0
University degree2 1,637.6 1,627.5 -10.1 -0.6

Women
High school or less 1,746.0 1,682.8 -63.2 -3.6
Postsecondary certificate

or diploma 2,232.5 2,253.5 21.0 0.9
University degree2 1,724.6 1,703.4 -21.2 -1.2

Immigration status3

Immigrant, landed within
past 5 years 444.1 386.6 -57.5 -12.9

Immigrant, landed 5 to 10
years earlier 483.5 475.0 -8.5 -1.8

Immigrant, landed 11 years
earlier or more 1,570.8 1,589.0 18.2 1.2

Canadian-born 9,253.9 9,049.6 -204.3 -2.2

Aboriginal3, 4

Aboriginal 225.8 216.7 -9.1 -4.0
Non-Aboriginal 11,725.9 11,505.9 -220.0 -1.9

1. Population age 25 to 54.
2. At least a bachelor’s.
3. Based on a 3-month moving average.
4. Aboriginals living off-reserve only.
Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, not seasonally adjusted.

Employment changes
across individual
characteristics3

Previous studies have shown that
higher levels of education have
been associated with more stable
employment during previous eco-
nomic cycles (Picot and Heisz
2000). The current downturn is no
exception.

Between October 2008 and Octo-
ber 2009, core working-age men
with a high school education or less
experienced the greatest employ-
ment losses (-5.2%), since many
were previously employed in in-
dustries like manufacturing and
construction (Table 3). Women
with a high school education or less
also experienced relatively high job
losses (-3.6%).

As previous studies indicate, the
number of employees was more
stable among workers with higher
educational attainment. Some job
gains were seen among women
with a college education (+0.9%)
and small losses were observed
among men and women with uni-
versity degrees (-0.6% and -1.2%
respectively).

Recent reports have documented
the relative deterioration in the
economic outcomes of immi-
grants, especially recently landed
immigrants (see Picot 2008 for a
review of these studies). The situa-
tion is similar in this downturn as
employment declined faster for im-
migrants who landed within the last
five years (-12.9%) than for the
Canadian-born (-2.2%). Again, the
bulk of the losses for these immi-
grants occurred in the manufactur-
ing industry. On the other hand,
immigrants who had been in
Canada for more than five years
experienced much smaller losses
than the Canadian-born over the
12-month period.

Among Aboriginal peoples age 25
to 54 (excluding those living on
reserves), the pace of employment
losses during this 12-month period
was double that of the non-
Aboriginal population (-4.0% vs.
-1.9%). Worthy of note is the fact
that Aboriginal peoples living off-
reserve continue to have higher un-
employment rates and lower
employment rates than non-
Aboriginal peoples.

The effects of the downturn also
differed by family type (Table 4).
Youth employment in all families
was particularly affected by this

downturn. Two-parent families
with younger children were nota-
bly affected over this 12-month
period, as employment fell by 2.5%
among mothers and 2.4% among
fathers in two-parent families with
at least one child under age 18. In
the first 12 months of the previous
two downturns, the fathers of
young children experienced more
significant declines in employment
than mothers.

Single mothers with younger chil-
dren also experienced high rates of
losses as their employment levels
fell by 6.8%. Conversely, single
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Table 4 Employment changes by economic family type

October October
2008 2009 Change

’000 %
Total 17,270.7 16,909.4 -361.3 -2.1

Unattached individuals 2,802.7 2,761.9 -40.8 -1.5

Husband–wife family
Youngest child age 0 to 17 5,841.7 5,632.4 -209.3 -3.6

Father 2,751.1 2,685.6 -65.5 -2.4
Mother 2,306.7 2,249.4 -57.3 -2.5
Other family member 784.0 697.5 -86.5 -11.0

Youngest child age 18 to 24 1,683.1 1,618.6 -64.5 -3.8
Father 269.5 252.4 -17.1 -6.3
Mother 248.0 239.2 -8.8 -3.5
Other family member 1,165.5 1,126.9 -38.6 -3.3

Single–parent family
Youngest child age 0 to 17 757.7 722.7 -35.0 -4.6

Father 120.8 126.3 5.5 4.6
Mother 453.4 422.6 -30.8 -6.8
Other family member 183.5 173.8 -9.7 -5.3

Youngest child age 18 to 24 362.0 358.0 -4.0 -1.1
Father 45.7 49.9 4.2 9.2
Mother 119.3 128.6 9.3 7.8
Other family member 196.9 179.5 -17.4 -8.8

Husband–wife family with
  youngest child age 25 and over 646.0 613.2 -32.8 -5.1
Husband–wife family with
  no own children 4,131.1 4,066.1 -65.0 -1.6
Other economic families 1,046.4 1,136.5 90.1 8.6

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, not seasonally adjusted.

fathers with younger children had
an employment gain of 4.6% over
the period.4 These recent changes
in employment for both single
mothers and single fathers are con-
sistent with what occurred during
the first 12 months of the previous
two downturns.

Employment growth among indi-
viduals in ‘other economic families’
(e.g., adult siblings living together,
an older parent living with an older
child) was influenced by an increase
in the number of individuals join-
ing such families over this one-year
period.

Employment changes
across job characteristics

Other studies have shown that a
period of employment downturn
is typically associated with
compositional changes in job type.
One such example is self-employ-
ment, which tends to increase dur-
ing periods of economic hardship
(Picot and Heisz 2000).

Since October 2008, the number of
those who were self-employed in
their main job increased by 3.9%,
spurred by significant growth after
the first seven months of the

downturn (Chart B). 5 Conversely,
main-job employment among both
private sector and public sector
employees fell at roughly the same
pace during the first few months
of the downturn. In the seven
months since then, the number of
public sector employees remained
stable while private sector employ-
ment continued to fall. The private
sector trend reflects continuing dif-
ficulties in manufacturing, con-
struction, transportation and
warehousing.

The extent of employment losses
also varied considerably by
hours of work, tenure, job status,
unionization and wage category
(Table 5).6

From the beginning of the down-
turn, losses in full-time employ-
ment were significant (-2.2%), and
larger than among part-timers
(-1.6%). Declines among those
with longer hours—that is, 40 or
more hours (-4.6% and -4.5%
respectively) were especially signifi-
cant. Conversely, the number of
employees with a shorter full-time
schedule—between 30 and 34
hours—rose over the period
(+8.2%). This decline in longer
hours and growth in shorter full-
time schedules is consistent with
changes in hours during the first 12
months of the previous two down-
turns. These changes may not be
exclusively the result of job losses,
as they could also be the result
of reduced work hours among
employed workers.

Employment losses were also con-
centrated among permanent
employees. From October 2008 to
October 2009, the number of per-
manent employees declined by
3.8%, while the number of tempo-
rary employees increased by 0.7%.
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Table 5 Employment changes by characteristics of main job

October October
2008 2009 Change

’000 %
Total 17,270.7 16,909.4 -361.3 -2.1

Part-time workers 3,275.5 3,221.7 -53.8 -1.6
01 to 14 hours 1,069.1 1,051.3 -17.8 -1.7
15 to 29 hours 2,206.4 2,170.4 -36.0 -1.6

Full-time workers 13,995.2 13,687.8 -307.4 -2.2
30 to 34 hours 1,173.9 1,269.7 95.8 8.2
35 to 39 hours 3,666.5 3,680.4 13.9 0.4
40 hours 6,557.8 6,257.6 -300.2 -4.6
Over 40 hours 2,597.0 2,480.1 -116.9 -4.5

Current job tenure
1 year or less 3,723.4 3,060.7 -662.7 -17.8
More than 1 to 5 years 5,447.3 5,674.6 227.3 4.2
More than 5 years 8,099.9 8,174.2 74.3 0.9

Permanent job1 12,808.5 12,318.9 -489.6 -3.8
Temporary job1 1,806.8 1,820.0 13.2 0.7

Union coverage1 4,549.7 4,471.3 -78.4 -1.7
No union coverage1 10,065.5 9,667.6 -397.9 -4.0

Hourly wages1

Less than $10.00 1,671.7 1,256.8 -414.9 -24.8
$10.00 to $19.99 6,027.4 5,895.4 -132.0 -2.2
$20.00 to $29.99 3,896.9 3,816.0 -80.9 -2.1
$30.00 to $39.99 1,921.9 1,931.7 9.8 0.5
$40.00 and over 1,097.3 1,239.1 141.8 12.9

1. Paid employees only.
Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, not seasonally adjusted.

Chart B Index of employment by class of
worker

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, seasonally adjusted
data.

Workers a with short employment
tenure were also significantly af-
fected by the downturn, as employ-
ment declined by 662,700 (-17.8%)
among those who had a tenure of
one year or less. Conversely, there
was an increase (+4.2%) in the
number of workers among work-
ers who had 1 to 5 years in their
current jobs, and little change in the
number of workers with more than
5 years in their current jobs. The
extent of the losses likely reflects
both the loss of employment
among short-tenured positions and
the lack of hiring.

Non-unionized workers were pro-
portionately more affected by
employment declines (-4.0%) than
unionized workers (-1.7%)
between October 2008 and Octo-
ber 2009. This reflects the concen-
tration of union jobs in the more
stable public sector.

Studies have shown that periods of
economic decline can alter the dis-
tribution of earnings (Heisz et al.
2002). Employees earning less than

$10 per hour saw the largest decline in employment
over the period (-24.8%), followed by those who
earned $10.00 to $19.99 per hour (-2.2%). Among
those earning less than $10, employment losses were
largely concentrated in manufacturing, wholesale and
retail trade, and accommodation and food services.
The large loss of low-wage and short-tenured jobs is
consistent with the particular difficulties noted for
younger workers and very recent immigrants since they
are overrepresented in these types of jobs.

Meanwhile, the number of employees who earned $30
or more per hour grew—especially those earning at
least $40 per hour (+12.9%). Women accounted for
two-thirds of the increase in those earning at least $40
per hour, particularly those working in industries such
as health care and social assistance, educational serv-
ices, and public administration, as well as finance, real
estate, rental and leasing.

94

96

98

100

102

104

106

Oct. 

2008

Dec. 

2008

Feb. 

2009

Apr. 

2009

Jun. 

2009

Aug. 

2009

Oct. 

2009

Index (October 2008=100)

Self-employed

Public

Private



Canada’s employment downturn

December 2009 Perspectives 10 Statistics Canada — Catalogue no. 75-001-X

Comparisons with earlier recessions

In this section, recent employment trends are com-
pared with two previous downturns (based on sea-
sonally adjusted figures). More specifically, the number
of jobs just before the downturn is indexed to 100
and then tracked for the first 12 months of the three
most recent employment downturns: June 1981 to
June 1982, April 1990 to April 1991, and October
2008 to October 2009.

Employment declined much faster in the early months
of the current downturn compared with the first few
months of the 1981 and 1990 recessions (Chart C).
Five months after the October 2008 peak, employ-
ment had fallen by 2.1%, compared with 0.8% in 1981
and 0.6% in 1990.

On the other hand, employment levels began to stabi-
lize after the first 5 months of the current recession,
while employment losses after the peak lasted 17
months in 1981/82 and 11 months in 1990/91. As a
result, the job losses after 12 months were similar in
proportion to the previous recession of the 1990s
(-2.3%), and proportionately smaller than the reces-
sion of the 1980s (-3.9%). Even though such results
might suggest that the labour market is getting back
on track faster than in earlier recessions, history indi-
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Chart C Index of employment for last three
downturns, the first 12 months

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, seasonally adjusted
data.

cates that employment recovery is not always a smooth
upward path. For example, in the downturn of the
early 1990s, the first 11 months of employment
declines were followed by 6 months of modest
growth, only to be followed by another 7 months of
declines.

Canada–U.S. comparisons

Comparisons with employment losses sustained by
Canada’s major trading partner, the United States, are
also of interest due to the high volume of trade
between the two countries. Employment estimates
from the two countries cannot be directly compared
because of differences in survey design, but some
comparisons can be made using unemployment rates7

(Chart D). Since employment in the United States last
peaked in December 2007, conceptually comparable
unemployment rates for both countries are examined
for the period between December 2007 and October
2009.

During the first six months of 2008, Canadian and
American unemployment rates were almost at parity.
Shortly thereafter—and for the first time since 1982—
the U.S. unemployment rate surpassed the rate in
Canada as the recession began to have a strong impact

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, adjusted to U.S.
concepts; U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey,
seasonally adjusted data.

Chart D Unemployment rate in Canada and
the United States
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on the U.S. labour market. Since the beginning of the
downturn in Canada, the unemployment rate also
increased in Canada, but at a slightly slower pace than
the United States. As a result, the Canadian rates have
remained consistently below American figures since
May 2008. During the previous two recessions, the
Canadian labour market experienced the larger increase
in unemployment rates.

It should be noted that the higher U.S. rate is related
to greater job losses in financial, professional and busi-
ness industries. According to the U.S. Current
Employment Statistics (CES) survey, the financial and
business sector accounted for nearly 25% of all job
losses south of the border between October 2008 and
October 2009.8 In comparison, the number of jobs in
these industries rose in Canada during that period,
albeit modestly.

Summary

For the first time since the 1990/92 recession,
employment declined by significant margins in Canada.
Since employment last peaked in October 2008, it sub-
sequently declined by 2.3%, or 400,000 individuals.
While many facts about the recession are relatively well-
known—including larger employment declines among
youth, men and workers in manufacturing industries—
a series of questions remain about employment losses
among other groups of workers and types of jobs.

Since the last employment peak in October 2008, it is
now possible to examine annual variations in employ-
ment levels for a wider variety of population groups
without having to deal with seasonal variation issues.
In this report, year-over-year changes in employment
levels were examined across a variety of personal,
family and job characteristics. Comparisons with pre-
vious downturns and with the recent evolution of the
U.S. labour market were also presented.

Employment losses in the current downturn were con-
centrated at the low end of the pay and tenure scale,
thus disproportionately affecting those who tend to
hold these jobs. Heavy employment losses were noted
for very recent immigrants, young workers and those
with lower levels of education. Other demographic
groups were also proportionately more affected by
losses: lone mothers, parents of younger children and
non-unionized workers.

Despite the concentration of employment losses at the
bottom of the pay scale, jobs typically not seen as ‘vul-
nerable’ were also disappearing. For example, employ-
ment declined faster among individuals working more
than 40 hours per week and among permanent work-
ers. And the loss of manufacturing employment that
began in 2004 accelerated in the 12-month period from
October 2008 to October 2009. On the other hand,
the number of jobs with very high rates of pay
increased over this period.

Results also indicate that this downturn differs from
the previous ones in at least two ways. First, even
though employment declined faster during the first
few months than in previous downturns, it stabilized
sooner in the current recession. As a result, employ-
ment losses after 12 months were similar in propor-
tion to those in the early 1990s downturn and
proportionately smaller than those in the early 1980s
downturn. Second, the U.S. labour market was
affected earlier, and continues to be in a deeper slump
compared to Canada. In May 2008, the U.S. unem-
ployment rate surpassed the Canadian rate for the first
time since 1982 and that gap has yet to close.

� Notes

1. Data not seasonally adjusted declined by 2.1%, or
360,000.

2. Losses have been particularly significant in transportation
equipment manufacturing, furniture and related product
manufacturing, fabricated metal product manufacturing,
computer and electronic product manufacturing, and
paper manufacturing.

3. In this section, employment changes are examined for
prime-age workers only because overall results for per-
sonal characteristics tend to be disproportionately af-
fected by the age composition of individuals within
groups. The data have not been adjusted for seasonal
variations. Although this affects absolute employment
variation figures, changes in percentage terms are barely
affected.

4. The sample size for lone fathers is relatively small.

5. Chart B is based on seasonally adjusted figures.

6. The numbers in Table 5 are not seasonally adjusted.

Perspectives
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7. The Canadian unemployment rates have been adjusted
to ensure that they are based on the same population
covered by the Current Population Survey, the American
equivalent of the Labour Force Survey.

8. The CES collects information about non-farm employ-
ment on a monthly basis. Results for October 2009 are
based on preliminary data.

� References

Bernard, André.  2009. “Trends in manufacturing
employment.” Perspectives on Labour and Income. Vol. 10,
no. 2. February. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 75-001-
X. p. 5-13.
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/75-001-x/2009102/pdf/
10788-eng.pdf (accessed November 20, 2009).

Heisz, A., A. Jackson and G. Picot. 2002. Winners and
Losers in the Labour Market of the 1990s. Statistics Canada
Catalogue no. 11F0019MIE – No. 184. Analytical Stud-
ies Branch Research Paper Series. Ottawa. 37 p.
h t t p : / / w w w . s t a t c a n . g c . c a / p u b / 1 1 f 0 0 1 9 m /
11f0019m2002184-eng.pdf (accessed November 20,
2009).

Adapted from “Canada’s employment downturn:
October 2008 to October 2009,” Canadian Economic
Observer, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/11-010-x/
2009011/part-partie3-eng.htm, and accompanied by a
short article in The Daily, http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-
quotidien/091112/dq091112-eng.pdf.

Picot, Garnett. 2008. Immigrant Economic and Social Out-
comes in Canada: Research and Data Development at Statistics
Canada. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 11F0019M –
No. 319. Analytical Studies Branch Research Paper
Series. Ottawa. 37 p.
h t t p : / / w w w . s t a t c a n . g c . c a / p u b / 1 1 f 0 0 1 9 m /
11f0019m2008319-eng.pdf (accessed November 20,
2009).

Picot, Garnett and Andrew Heisz. 2000. The Performance
of the 1990s Canadian Labour Market. Statistics Canada
Catalogue no. 11F0019MPE – No. 148. Analytical Stud-
ies Branch Research Paper Series. Ottawa. 43 p.
h t t p : / / w w w . s t a t c a n . g c . c a / p u b / 1 1 f 0 0 1 9 m /
11f0019m2000148-eng.pdf (accessed November 20,
2009).


