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here is an old saying that generals are always
preparing to fight the last war – but why just pick
on them? Economists, politicians and many of
the rest of us have a similar habit of focusing on
the problems of the past, to the point where we may find
ourselves unprepared for the challenges of tomorrow.
We should keep that in mind when pondering the state of
the Canadian labour market. In early 2008, 5.9 per cent of our
country’s labour force was out of work, a 30-year low. The
recession drove the unemployment rate up to a cyclical peak
of 8.7 per cent in September 2009. It has been drifting down
ever since, but remains well above pre-recession levels.
The jobs market is even grimmer for young Canadians. For
several years now, unemployment among 15- to 24-yearolds has been close to 14 per cent – double the national
rate. Pundits warn of a ‘lost generation’ of Canadians who,
missing the opportunity of a good start in the job market,
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may never achieve the career stability and living standards
enjoyed by their parents. A recent CBC documentary called
them ‘Generation Jobless,’ adding that the shortage of jobs
for young men and women is ‘a ticking time bomb’ that
threatens the overall economy.
No doubt about it: youth unemployment is a significant
issue. So, too, is the high level of underemployment among
university and college graduates. But we have seen this
movie before – and it was even more worrisome in previous
showings. In the wake of the 1981-82 recession, the jobless
rate among 15- to 24-year-olds rose to almost 20 per cent.
The situation improved as the economy recovered, but youth
unemployment jumped again, to above 17 per cent, after the
economic downturn in the early 1990s. Juxtaposed against
those previous peaks, today’s situation looks considerably
less alarming.
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What’s more, demographic trends seem to be on the side
of the current generation of young Canadians. For the past
three decades, the share of the national population that
fits the traditional definition of working age (15 to 64) has
hovered around 68 per cent. But as the baby boomers enter
their retirement years, the working age population as a
proportion of the overall population is going to shrink.

“All of this suggests that the
unemployment rate among Canadians
is likely to fall significantly over the next
decade or two”

In 2011, census data showed for the first time that there were
more people about to leave the labour force than there were
young people preparing to enter it. Statistics Canada expects
this gap to widen over the coming decades. The agency’s
projections also indicate that, between now and 2021, the
number of 15- to 24-year-olds in Canada will decline in
absolute terms, by an estimated 7.1 per cent.

should they – and we – be worrying about?

All of this suggests that the unemployment rate among
Canadians is likely to fall significantly over the next decade
or two. Sectors that typically employ young people – such
as retail, leisure and hospitality – may well find themselves
squeezed for staff. And employers across the country are
going to have to work harder to fill the positions left vacant
by retired baby boomers.
For young people, and their parents, this is encouraging
news. But if a lack of employment opportunities is not likely
to pose a significant problem for future job seekers, what
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The real question we need to be asking ourselves is whether
the next generation of Canadian workers will be adequately
prepared to succeed in the workforce of the future. Finding
a job is one thing, but finding meaningful, sustainable
employment is another matter altogether. How well is our
education system preparing youth for high-quality, satisfying
careers? What skills, abilities, aptitudes and interests will
they bring to the labour market, and how closely will those
qualifications match the needs of employers and the realities
of the 21st century Canadian economy?
As ‘ticking time bombs’ go, the challenge of ensuring that
education and training are linked to employment may not stir
the emotions as much as the comparatively straightforward
issue of youth unemployment. But for employers and young
Canadians alike, it is almost certainly a much more serious
problem. ■
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