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A Changing
Skills Landscape

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC has had a massive impact

on Canada’s labour market. Millions of workers
suffered job losses early on, and cyclical
changes to public health restrictions have led to
corresponding employment gains and losses and
to rapid adaptation of business operations.

they continue to navigate an uncertain business
environment and make critical investments for the
future.

Amidst this continued uncertainty, businesses are
having to make many decisions surrounding the
size of their workforce as well as investments in
new technologies and business strategies that will
ultimately impact the demand for skills across the
economy. While some of these changes are likely
to be temporary, others may permanently impact
the landscape for skills across Canada.
Using largely the latest wave of Statistics Canada’s
Canadian Survey on Business Conditions (CSBC),1
which surveyed over 15,400 businesses between
mid-January to mid-February 2021, this brief will
closely examine business intentions regarding
their workforce and shifting skills demands as

A CHANGING SKILLS LANDSCAPE

3

Key Findings

In the first quarter of 2021, a greater proportion of
Canadian businesses anticipated decreasing their
number of employees over the next three months than
expected to increase their number of employees.
Larger businesses are more likely to anticipate
increasing their number of employees over
the next three months and businesses in industries
particularly affected by public health restrictions, such as
accommodation and food services, are much more likely
to anticipate reducing their workforce over the next three
months.
As businesses began reopening in February 2021,
many reported difficulties finding workers to
fill positions. In the first quarter of 2021, one fifth of
Canadian businesses reported that labour shortages will
be an obstacle over the next three months. This rises to
32 percent for businesses with 20 to 99 as well as 100+
employees.
As businesses make critical investments into the
future, including adopting new technology, skills
demands appear to be evolving. In the first quarter of
2021, 9 percent of businesses across Canada stated that
over the next year they plan to hire staff with skills or
knowledge that their current employees lack . This rises
to 15 percent of businesses in wholesale trade and 14
percent of businesses in manufacturing, two industries
that reported high levels of technology adoption and
automation. Other industries reporting a similar trend
(between 9 and 13 percent of firms) include professional,
scientific, and technical services, finance and insurance,
and information and cultural industries.
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For the most part, plans to hire staff with new skills
or knowledge, whether technical, managerial, or
other skills, increases with firm size.
A larger proportion of businesses have plans to
train existing employees for new skills compared to
those planning to hire new employees with different skill
sets, suggesting a stronger inclination towards upskilling
the existing workforce rather than looking elsewhere for
new talent.
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Context

Since the onset of the pandemic, businesses
across Canada have been forced to reduce staff
or close entirely. Between March and April 2020,
5.5 million workers across Canada were directly
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, including 3
million who lost their jobs.2
After the initial shock, many businesses began to
adapt. Those that could do so embraced remote
work and online sales; others reduced business
hours and sought government funding. However,
following an easing of restrictions midway through
last year, and a corresponding improvement
in economic activity, public health restrictions
imposed in December 2020 again precipitated an
employment decline of 213,000 workers in January
2021. These recent losses were entirely in parttime work, and primarily concentrated in Quebec
and Ontario’s retail sectors, where significant
restrictions were put in place on non-essential
shopping. Other sectors, such as accommodation
and food services and information, culture, and
recreation, were also hit hard by the restrictions.3
In early February 2021, many of the December
2020 restrictions were eased to varying degrees.
As a result, employment increased by 259,000
in February 2021. These gains were mostly
driven by the industries and regions that had
been most affected by the January 2020 losses.
Employment in a number of industries less
affected by provincial lockdowns and more easily
able to adapt to remote working environments—
including finance, insurance, and real estate,
public administration, educational services and
professional, scientific, and technical services—
exceeded their pre-COVID levels in February 2021.4

Businesses’ employment expectations

Reflecting various provincial shutdowns and
continued uncertainty surrounding the COVID-19
pandemic, a greater proportion of businesses
across Canada anticipated decreasing their
number of employees over the next three months
(11.7%) than expected to increase the number
(8.6%), over the first quarter of 2021 (see figure 1).

Business expectations varied depending on
ownership. Compared to the rest of the economy,
women-owned businesses were more likely to
anticipate increasing (9.6%) as well as decreasing
(12%) their number of employees. Businesses
owned by visible minorities also anticipated
decreasing their number of employees to a much
greater extent (16%) than the rest of the economy.
These expectations also vary from industry to
industry. In accommodation and food services, an
industry that has been among the most impacted
by provincial shutdowns, 30 percent of businesses
anticipated reducing their number of employees
over the next three months. This is followed
by arts, entertainment, and recreation, another
industry impacted by shutdowns, where 18 percent
of businesses anticipate reducing their workforce
over the next three months. However, at 14
percent, comparatively less businesses in retail
trade anticipate reducing employees, despite this
being one of the most heavily impacted industries
throughout the pandemic. This may indicate
that businesses in retail have already downsized.
Twelve percent of businesses in healthcare and
social assistance anticipate increasing their
number of employees over the next three months,
which may reflect pandemic-related expansion
(see figure 1).
Consistent with the January 2021 labour force
figures, which showed that employment losses
were most pronounced in establishments with
less than ninety-nine employees, businesses with
five to ninety-nine employees are most likely to
anticipate a decrease in employment over the next
three months. As firm size increases, businesses
were more likely to report intentions to grow their
workforce over the next three months (see figure 2).
Ontario and Newfoundland and Labrador are
home to the highest proportion of businesses that
expected to decrease their number of employees
over the next three months. This likely reflects
the public health measures enacted by these
provinces. In Quebec, despite public health
restrictions, a comparatively lower proportion

A CHANGING SKILLS LANDSCAPE

6

of businesses (10 percent) anticipated reducing
their workforce, and the same proportion of
businesses in the province anticipated increasing
their workforce. The territories have the highest
proportion of businesses that reported plans to
increase their workforce (see figure 3).
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Figure 1

Businesses’ Expectations about the Number of
Employees over the Next Three Months; Canada,
Figure 1: Businesses’ Expectations about the Number of Employees over the Next Three
First Quarter 2021
Months; Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Figure 2

Businesses’ Expectations about the Number of
Employees over the Next Three Months; Canada,
Figure First
2: Businesses’
Expectations about the Number of Employees over the Next Three
Quarter 2021
Months; Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Businesses’ perception of labour shortages

As public health restrictions eased and businesses
began to reopen, many of them reported
challenges finding candidates to fill roles. In
the first quarter of 2021, one fifth of Canadian
businesses reported that they expect labour
shortages will be an obstacle over the next three
months. Labour shortages occur when there is
a lack of candidates who meet the minimum
qualifications for a particular job in the moment
and at the rate of pay employers are offering.
Many of the industries reporting high impact from
labour shortages are those particularly susceptible
to various public health measures, such as
accommodation and food services and retail. As
businesses in these industries began reopening it
is possible that some faced challenges in finding
candidates with the right skills or qualifications.
However, reported labour shortages likely also
reflect the fact that for many individuals the
wages and/or hours on offer do not outweigh the
potential health risks, and may also not exceed
individual government benefits.5

In industries where labour shortages are seen
as a challenge, firms also name recruiting and
retaining employees as a challenge However, in
some industries, such as finance and insurance;
arts, entertainment, and recreation; wholesale
trade; and information and cultural industries, a
much greater proportion of firms view recruiting
and retaining employees as a bigger obstacle than
labour shortages, which may reflect competition
over talent.
The proportion of businesses reporting both
labour shortages and recruiting and retaining
employees as obstacles in the first quarter of 2021
increases with firm size.

Nearly 30 percent of businesses in healthcare and
social assistance also reported labour shortages
as an obstacle over the next three months. In
addition to the challenges associated with finding
workers after reopening, reported shortages in
this industry may also reflect increased demand
for healthcare workers across the entirety of the
system, which is likely to increase amidst the
vaccine rollout.
In construction, the field where the highest
proportion of businesses reported labour
shortages as an obstacle, this echoes business
concerns that predated the pandemic, although
the actual extent of reported shortages in the
sector is often debated.6 As economic activity
in the construction industry rebounds and
employment approaches pre-pandemic levels,7
businesses in these industries may continue to
face similar challenges getting people to come
back to work.
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Figure 3

Businesses’ Expectations about the Number
of Employees over the Next Three Months;
Figure
3: Businesses’
Expectations about the Number of Employees over the Next Three
First
Quarter 2021
Months; First Quarter 2021
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Figure 4

Obstacles over the Next Three Months
Canada, First Quarter 2021
Figure 4: Obstacles over the Next Three Months
Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Figure 5

Obstacles over the Next Three Months?
Canada, First Quarter 2021
Figure 5: Obstacles over the Next Three Months?
Canada, First Quarter 2021
45%
42%
40%
40%

34%

35%

32%

32%

30%

Proportion of Businesses

27%
25%

20%

14%

15%
12%
10%

5%

0%

1 to 4 employees

5 to 19 employees
Shortage of labour force

20 to 99 employees

100 or more employees

Recruiting and retaining skilled employees

A CHANGING SKILLS LANDSCAPE

13

Technological Trends,
Skills and Training

In many ways, the pandemic has spurred firms to
consider technologies that they should arguably
already have adopted to improve occupational
health and safety, productivity, and revenues.
While certain technologies being adopted are
unique to the pandemic, technology adoption and
automation are almost always accelerated during
economic downturns, since recessions increase
the incentives for firms to invest in technology to
improve productivity. As firms invest in technology
and automate tasks they often expand their
workforce, but at the same time require different
skills from workers.8

Technology adoption

In the first quarter of 2021, 11 percent of Canadian
businesses stated that they had adopted software
or databases for purposes other than remote
work or online sales. Unsurprisingly, software
adoption is highest in more technologically
driven industries such as information and cultural
industries and professional, scientific, and
technical services, where 24 and 19 percent of
businesses, respectively, report adopting software
or databases. Fifteen percent of businesses in
wholesale trade reported software or database
adoption (see figure 6). Businesses in wholesale
trade are also leaders when it comes to online
sales, which has been accelerated over the
course of the pandemic. This likely reflects a
number of trends in the industry, including the
growing importance of business-to-business
e-commerce for wholesale distributors; supply
chain disruptions as a result of COVID-19 forcing
wholesale distributors to adopt technology to
closely monitor and respond to challenges;
and the general importance of various software

technologies to track and improve sales and
distribution.9
When asked about automation, only five percent
of businesses across Canada reported that they
had automated certain tasks in the first quarter of
2021. This increases to 10 percent of businesses in
manufacturing, where increasingly sophisticated
robotics and software are essential to improving
productivity, product offerings, and quality. Eleven
percent of businesses in information and cultural
industries and 13 percent of businesses in finance
and insurance reported automating tasks, which
is unsurprising, given that software and data
increasingly permeate nearly every aspect of
business in these industries. Twelve percent of
businesses in agriculture, forestry, fishing, and
hunting reported automating tasks.
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Figure 6

Business Adoption of Software or Databases for
Purposes Other than Telework and Online Sales;
Figure 6:Canada,
Business First
Adoption
of Software
Quarter
2021 or Databases for Purposes Other than Telework and
Online Sales; Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Figure 7

Business Automation of Certain Tasks;
Figure 7:2021
Business Automation of Certain Tasks;
Canada, First Quarter
Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Hiring for new skills

In the first quarter of 2021, 9 percent of businesses
across Canada stated that they plan to hire
staff with skills or knowledge that their current
employees lack over the next year (see figure 8).
While technology adoption is not the only driving
force behind these skills demands, in many
industries investments in technology often require
simultaneous investments in skills.
Fifteen percent of businesses in wholesale trade
and 14 percent of businesses in manufacturing
stated that they plan to hire staff with skills or
knowledge that their current employees lack
over the next year. These two industries also
reported high levels of technology adoption
and automation (see figure 8). A relatively high
proportion of businesses in manufacturing and
wholesale trade also report plans to hire for new
technical and managerial skills (see figures 9 and
10). In previous Brookfield Institute research, we
show that the broader process of continuous
improvement typically necessitates simultaneous
investments in technology, as well as managerial
capacity and technical skills to implement and
work with the technology.10
Ten percent of businesses in retail and in
healthcare and social assistance reported plans to
hire staff with new skills or knowledge over the
next year (see figure 8). In retail this might reflect
the expansion and contraction of employment
in the industry, while in healthcare and social
assistance the pandemic has likely created new
roles that urgently need filling.

external contractors to meet their skills demands
(see figure 11).
Eleven percent of businesses in the construction
industry plan to hire staff with skills or
knowledge employees currently lack over the
next year, including a relatively large proportion
of businesses reporting plans to hire both
technical and managerial talent (see figures
8, 9, and 10). These hiring plans support the
businesses’ aforementioned concerns regarding
labour shortages in the industry. Similarly, as
employment in the natural resources sector now
exceeds pre–COVID-19 levels,11 a relatively large
proportion of businesses in the reported plans
to hire employees with technical and managerial
skills that their employees currently lack over the
next year (see figures 9 and 10). Interestingly, a
relatively high proportion of businesses in these
industries plan to hire external contractors to fill
talent gaps over the next year. This could simply
reflect the volatility or seasonality of work in these
industries.
For the most part, plans to hire staff with
new skills or knowledge, whether technical,
managerial, or other skills, increases with firm
size. The exception is plans to hire external
contractors, where a comparatively high
proportion of businesses with one to four
employees plan to go this route, likely due to
various resource constraints faced by smaller
businesses.

Between 8 and 13 percent of firms in retail,
professional, scientific, and technical services,
finance and insurance, and information and
cultural industries report plans to hire employees
with technical skills that current employees
lack over the next year (see figure 9). This may
indicate relatively high rates of technological
adoption and shift to online sales. Additionally,
15 and 21 percent of businesses in professional,
scientific, and technical services and information
and cultural industries, respectively, plan to hire
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Figure 8

Business Plans to Hire Staff with Skills or
Knowledge Current Employees Lack Over the Next
Figure 8:Year;
Business
Plans to First
Hire Staff
with Skills
or Knowledge Current Employees Lack Over the Next Year;
Canada,
Quarter
2021
Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Figure 9

Business Plans to Hire Staff with Technical Skills
Current Employees Lack Over the Next Year;
Canada, First Quarter 2021

Figure 9: Business Plans to Hire Staff with Technical Skills Current Employees Lack Over the Next Year; Canada,
First Quarter 2021
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16%

Figure 10

Business Plans to Hire Staff with Management
Skills Current Employees Lack Over the Next Year;
Figure 10: Business
PlansFirst
to Hire
Staff with
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Quarter
2021Management Skills Current Employees Lack Over the Next Year;
Canada, First Quarter 2021
Administrative and support services

9%

Manufacturing

8%

Accommodation and food services

8%

Wholesale trade

8%

Mining, quarrying, and oil and gas extraction

8%

Information and cultural industries

7%

Retail trade

7%

Construction

6%

Finance and insurance

6%

All industries

5%

Arts, entertainment and recreation

5%

Health care and social assistance

4%

Transportation and warehousing

4%

Real estate and rental and leasing

4%

Other services (except public administration)

4%

Professional, scientific and technical services

3%

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting

3%
0%

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

9%

Proportion of Businesses

A CHANGING SKILLS LANDSCAPE

20

10%

Figure 11

Business Plans to Hire External Contractors with
Skills or Knowledge Current Employees Lack Over
the Next Year; Canada, First Quarter 2021
Figure 11: Business Plans to Hire External Contractors with Skills or Knowledge Current Employees Lack Over
the Next Year; Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Figure 12

Business Plans Over Next Year;
Canada, First Quarter 2021

Figure 12: Business Plans Over Next Year;
Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Training for new skills

In addition to or as a replacement for hiring new
employees, businesses may invest in training
existing employees to meet evolving skills
demands. Sixteen percent of businesses across
the economy reported that they plan to train
their current employees in a different skill set in
the next year (see figure 13). This is roughly seven
percentage points higher than the proportion of
businesses looking to hire employees with new
skills, suggesting a stronger inclination towards
upskilling the existing workforce than to looking
elsewhere for new talent.
Between 21 and 24 percent of businesses
in information and cultural industries,
manufacturing, and finance and insurance
indicated that they intend to provide training to
employees in a new skill set. Once again, this may
indicate that the relatively high rates of technology
adoption in these industries has resulted in
evolving skills demands that require upskilling.
Twenty percent of businesses in retail also
indicated that they intend to provide training to
current employees in a different skill set in the
next year. This could be indicative of the fact that
as retailers open up, they must invest in training
for new hires. It may also indicate that, as some
retailers embrace online sales to a greater extent,
current employees may require new skills to
effectively utilize this technology.
Unsurprisingly, as firm size increases, so too does
the proportion of businesses that intend to invest
in training employees in new skill sets over the
next year (see figure 14). This may simply indicate
that the larger the business, the greater the
capacity to make investments in training.
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Figure 13

Business Plans to Provide Training to Current
Employees in a Different Skill Set in the Next Year;
Canada,
Figure 13:
BusinessFirst
Plans Quarter
to Provide 2021
Training to Current Employees in a Different Skill Set in the Next Year;
Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Figure 14
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Figure 14: Business Plans to Provide Training to Current Employees in a Different Skill Set in the Next Year;
Canada, First Quarter 2021
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Skills for the future

As the pandemic accelerates existing trends,
businesses have had to make critical investments
to meet evolving skills demands, with many
reporting plans to both train existing employees
and hire new ones to meet evolving skills and
talent needs.
The reported need for both technical and
managerial skills aligns with an existing body of
research regarding growing demand for digital and
complementary soft skills, now and in the future.
Prior to the pandemic, the demand for digital skills
was already growing rapidly. In the United States,
between 2002 and 2016 the share of employment
in occupations with high digital content grew from
4.8 percent to 23 percent of employment, largely
driven by increasing digital skills demand among
existing jobs.12
Existing Brookfield Institute studies have shown
that employers across Canada are looking for a
wide array of digital skills, both general and highly
technical. The most in-demand digital skills across
Canada are general data and workforce digital
skills, including Microsoft Excel and the rest of
the Microsoft Office suite. These general digital
skills are needed across the economy and often
serve as prerequisites for entering the workforce.
Data skills, including the ability to work with
Excel and SQL (a database querying software),
are particularly important for both general and
highly technical roles. The growing importance of
software use and development not just in the tech
sector but throughout the economy is reflected
in the fact that many employers are looking for
general software development skills as well as
specific programming languages such as Java.13
Alongside digital skills, there has been an
increasing demand for social and emotional skills,
judgment and problem-solving and creativity.14
Similarly, the skills and cognitive abilities
foundational for the workforce of the future relate
to a worker’s capability to brainstorm, to absorb
new information of different kinds, to teach, to
influence opinions and behaviour, and to identify
ways to help people.15 These complementary

skills are necessary to effectively work with and/or
design new technologies.
When it comes to the actual adoption of
technology, businesses also require effective
change management and leadership capacity
to redesign internal processes, identify talent
needs, and ensure organizational buy-in, as well
as individuals who can bridge the gap between
leaders and technologists—often referred to as
translators.16
However, there exist many barriers when it
comes the acquisition and deployment of these
skills. For example, in 2016 men were almost
four times more likely than women to work in a
tech occupation, where a combination of digital
and complementary soft skills are increasingly
important. Participation rates for Black, Filipino,
and Indigenous populations are also low and
there is also a significant pay gap for most visible
minority groups—particularly for Black tech
workers.17 Further, according to the Brookfield
Institute’s Forecast of Canadian Occupational
Growth, over one fifth of men who identify as
Filipino, Southeast Asian, Black, or Latin American
are in occupations projected to shrink between
now and 2030.18
As many trends have been accelerated over
the course of the pandemic, including those
associated with technology, it is critical to ensure
that more Canadians are able to acquire the skills
needed to meet business needs and become
more resilient to labour market disruptions in the
future. Equally essential is to find ways to support
job transitions from areas of decline to areas of
growth, and to help people develop transferable
skills that could facilitate adaptation to a changing
labour market landscape.19
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