Labour Force
What you need to know
Alberta has long had the strongest labour market in
Canada, but that has been changing since 2014.
Even before COVID, employment growth had
flattened and the unemployment rate was relatively
high. Now, a higher percentage of Albertans have
been without a job for more than a year than in any
other large province.
Though average incomes have fallen considerably
over the last five years, they remain 13% above
Canada’s average. The decline has largely been driven
by earnings losses among high income earners.
Women continue to lag men in terms of labour market
outcomes, but the gap has narrowed since 2014 due
to the disproportionate effect on men. Whether or not
COVID will change this is unclear.

Reason for optimism
Despite economic adversity, Alberta
continues to have one the most
engaged labour forces in Canada, with
the highest labour force participation
of any province.

Cause for concern
Beyond economic recovery from
COVID, future employment growth is
unlikely to come in the kinds of highpaying resource sector jobs Albertans
have seen in the past.

Labour Force
Job creation by province: average annual growth, 2000-2014 vs 2015-2019
From 2000 to 2014, Alberta churned out new
jobs at more than twice the national average
rate.
Direct employment in the resource industry
(defined as mining, quarrying, and oil and gas
extraction) more than doubled.
Since 2014, job creation has hardly budged,
though Alberta’s population has continued to
grow. Employment increased by an average of
just 0.4% per year compared with 1.5%
nationwide.
As a result, unemployment has soared, and
longer-term unemployment has become a
growing problem.

Source: Statistics Canada
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Unemployment rate trend
From 2000 to 2014, Alberta had one of the
lowest rates of unemployment in Canada—
often less than 5%—as the province saw job
growth of roughly double the national average.
Jobless rates were low for men and women of
all ages. The only ages which saw an
unemployment rate significantly higher than
5% were individuals at the beginning and end
of their working life—those 15 – 24 and those
65+, nearing retirement.
Since 2014, employment has hardly budged,
while the population has grown. As a result,
unemployment has soared across age and
gender lines.
COVID exacerbated weakness in the labour
market in Alberta. Though it has shown a
strong recovery recently, unemployment
remains above the national average.
Source: Statistics Canada
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Unemployment in Alberta by length of time unemployed, Jan 2012 to July 2021
Even before COVID, weak
economic conditions had led to an
increase in the amount of time
Albertans spent unemployed. This
has been true for all ages and
genders, but especially for older
Albertans.
Since COVID, the situation has
deteriorated. While data are
limited, there is evidence to
suggest that long-term
unemployment is especially an
issue for younger men and older
women; and is likely worse for
Indigenous and racialized
Albertans.

Source: Statistics Canada
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Labour force participation pre-pandemic
Albertans have historically been actively engaged
in the workforce. At its 2008 peak, labour force
participation was 75%, around 7% points higher
than Canada’s average. Since then, it has slowly
declined to around 65% pre-pandemic compared
with 61% nationally.
Even after this decline, Alberta continues to have
the highest participation rate and employment rate
in Canada.
The one notable exception, however, is women
aged 30-34. Since 2000, the employment rate for
this cohort increased in other provinces, while in
Alberta, it did not.

Source: Statistics Canada, January 2020
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Average pay across largest provinces by year indexed to Canadian average
Incomes in Alberta are 13% higher than the
national average and 8% higher than the next
best province. Even so, this is a steep drop from
the 23% premium in 2014. Since then, low and
middle earners saw their income grow more
slowly and high earners saw a decrease.
Often higher pay is related to education, but not
in Alberta. Instead this premium is a reflection
of the importance of high-paying industries like
oil and gas, and the spillover effects into other
industries.
Alberta’s wage premium varies widely by
industry. It is highest in real estate,
transportation, hospitality, and construction. It
is lowest in education, finance, health care, and
arts, entertainment and recreation and is
negative in information and cultural industries.
Source: Statistics Canada, all employees including overtime for Industrial Aggregate excluding
unclassified businesses through 2019
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Percent difference in employment of women versus men as of January 2020
Depending on the frame of reference, women
either do very well or relatively poorly in Alberta.
Compared to women in other provinces, they do
well; they have a higher participation and
employment rate and higher wages than women
anywhere else in Canada.
However, when compared with men in Alberta,
they do somewhat poorly. Alberta has one of the
bigger gender gaps in terms of labour force
participation and employment rate, and the
biggest gap in full-time employment.

Source: Statistics Canada
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Employment representation by industry as of 2019, ages 25 - 54
Women in Alberta make up the lowest share of
full-time workers of any province, accounting for
just 41% of full-time employment compared with
44% in Ontario and Quebec.
Women dominate health care, accommodation &
food services, and education while men dominate
industries like resources, construction,
manufacturing, transportation, and real estate.
Over the last decade, women have increased
their presence in education and decreased their
presence in finance and insurance, public admin,
and retail. This may be a reflection of men leaving
resources and shifting industries.
Early signs point to changes in preferences away
from hospitality but it is unclear if this will persist
or have lasting impacts on the gender
representation of the industry.
Source: Statistics Canada
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Median pay by gender 2012 - 2019

Source: Statistics Canada, All Occupations, Median wages, salaries, and commissions

Alberta has historically had a wide gender
wage gap compared to the rest of Canada,
largely because of high incomes in maledominated resources sector occupations.
As jobs and wages in those industries have
fallen, so too has the gender pay gap.
At the same time as the average male wage
has been falling, incomes have been rising
for women, driven by higher pay in areas
like business, finance & admin;
management; and education, law, &
community.
As a result, the wage gap in Alberta has
converged towards the national average:
30% versus 27%.
Given the disproportionate impact on
women over the course of the pandemic,
one concern is that this could impact future
wage potential and growth, but it is still too
early to say.
9

Labour Force
Participation and employment
The labour market gap between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous Albertans has grown in
the last few years.
The employment gap was the lowest in the
boom years and highest in most recent years.
In fact, Indigenous Albertans seem to have
been disproportionately hurt by Alberta’s
weaker economy in the years since—likely a
reflection of inequalities of education and
training, and more limited opportunities
among remote communities.

Source: Statistics Canada
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Employment rate of Indigenous Population versus Non-Indigenous, 2006 - 2020
As of 2019, the employment rate for nonIndigenous Albertans was 66% while it
was just 61% for Indigenous Albertans.
COVID only amplified this dynamic, with
the gap rising to 14 percentage points.

Source: Statistics Canada, index is Employment rate of Indigenous Population as a percentage of the Employment
rate of Non-Indigenous Population
11

