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Define the Decade

The Story So Far
Define the Decade is a journey to understand what a good life in Alberta could look like over the next
decade. As part of our journey, we've explored the visions and economic frameworks of comparable
jurisdictions, toured the province asking Albertans what they envision for their future, and looked at
where Alberta stands today, from our economic profile to the strengths and challenges of various
sectors. As we come to Chapter 2 of our story, we look at the global context in which Alberta competes to
understand the trends and forces that will impact the path we build towards our future.
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Major Forces
The world is changing and in big ways. Over the next decade, our lives are likely to be profoundly shaped
by the following four major global forces:

Value is driven by new ideas of skilled
people and diverse perspectives.
Digital innovation is transforming
how we work, play, and learn.
Climate change is bringing an
urgent focus on sustainability.
The population is ageing, and growing
more urban and diverse, while rural
regions struggle for stability.
To be sure, nothing is certain and, as COVID has shown, we cannot discount the role of curve balls.
Nonetheless, all of these forces are already shaping our lives and seem unlikely to reverse course.
In this report, we seek to understand the implications of these four global forces—and what this means
for Alberta.
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Value is driven by new ideas of skilled
people and diverse perspectives
A growing share of economic value will be driven by
new ideas and skilled people. Increasing returns are
expected for jurisdictions that support the relevant
education and training of their labour force and to
places that enable the innovation and
commercialisation of new ideas.
This transformation is not about a shift from
traditional industries to tech start-ups. It is about
how everything we do—and how we do it—is
changing. It represents both new markets and
businesses, as well as the transformation of
longstanding ones.
Consider a couple of examples of innovation within
traditional industries which are increasing the
industry’s overall value:
Elevator companies: value is increasingly driven
not from maintenance and repairs but from the
information collected via sensors that a team of
people then analyzes to avoid breakdowns from
happening in the first place, improving overall
safety.
Consumer packaged goods companies: value is
driven increasingly from a wealth of customer
information that analysts use to connect
individuals with better and more personalized
products.
Therefore, the kinds of investments that drive
growth are also changing—extending well beyond
spending on machinery and equipment.
Investments needed for success will include
intellectual property, data, machine learning, digital
infrastructure, and, crucially, workforce
development.
From an individual perspective, this should translate
to increasing opportunity for individuals with the
skills to do this work: critical thinking, technical,
creative, “translation” of activity to technology, and
managerial skills.

People who can, according to
Google’s Deep Mind, be
“translators and interpreters”
will be in high demand—those
people that can understand a
business process and structure
but also see the ability to
transform it.
On the other hand, individuals with less or no
education are expected to see declining
opportunity. In a world driven by new ideas and
skilled people, the importance of education and
training cannot be overstated.

Potential Opportunities
Innovation of products and services will likely
drive productivity growth often without the
previous limitations of "tangible" inputs
Businesses increasingly choosing locations
based on people: the skills and strengths of the
local labour force
The definition of "investment" is expanding
beyond machinery and equipment to include
intellectual property, venture capital, and
digital infrastructure

Potential Liabilities
Opportunities for someone without postsecondary education are unlikely to be what
they once were
Control of, or access to, a scarce resource is
unlikely to generate the same kinds of returns
it once did
Less opportunity for some breeds greater
inequality of income, political polarization, and
populism, challenging governments' ability to
govern and societal health and well-being
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Digital innovation is transforming how we
work, play, and learn
Digital innovation has been transforming the way
we do—or at least could—work, play, and learn for
years. COVID accelerated the adoption of digital
programs, technologies, and apps nearly
overnight.
Digital innovation is less about replacing inperson activities with subpar substitutes online,
and more about improving the experience and
capabilities of what is possible. Examples include:
Data itself such as Google search and mobility
data that will continue to enable better public
policy and business decisions;
Social media apps like Twitter that give voice
to different perspectives and people across
the globe;
Programs like Osmo in which children “learn
through play”; and
Software like Meta’s Codec Avatars that seek
to support better connection when people
are unable to meet in person.

The upside to this shift is big:
businesses and governments
can make more informed
decisions; learning can be
personalized to student
interests and needs; and
work can be adapted to
employee preferences of
when and from where to do
work.

At the same time, digital innovation highlights a
number of challenges that societies will need to
address: data ownership and protection for
individuals and businesses, inequalities of
broadband access and resources at home, the
importance of mental health and human
connection, misinformation and use of platforms
for nefarious purposes, anti-trust issues among
digital giants, and the uncertain role of cities and
the office.

Potential Opportunities
Increasing opportunity for certain jobs and
skills including technical skills as well as critical
thinking and other "soft" skills
Gives voice to people across the world who
previously struggled to build a "platform" to
share new perspectives and ideas
Healthcare and education can be delivered in
ways that are more personal that are predictive
and meet individual needs

Potential Liabilities
Disruption to certain jobs and types of work is a
concern for individuals without access to or
interest in re-skilling
The importance of digital information means
that data breaches, IP rights, and misinformation
are all top of mind as major threats
Antitrust concerns are growing as a few digital
giants control speech, marketing, and even
marketplaces

When paired with machine learning and AI, the
upside of digital innovation is even bigger:
identifying production efficiencies, driving cars,
and detecting cancer, all informed by enormous
amounts of digital information.
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Climate change is bringing an urgent focus
on sustainability
Climate change will be one of the greatest global
environmental and economic challenges of this
decade—and beyond. Furthermore, decreasing
emissions alone will not be enough; it must be
done with considerations of energy affordability
and security and quality of life. In response to
climate change, public policy and global market
forces are already reshaping the parameters of
investment decisions, shifting the deployment of
capital, changing the cost of business and prices
for consumers, and transforming markets.
This force brings with it major challenges and
equally great opportunities, in addition to a
growing number of unknowns.
The biggest challenge is the immense complexity
and uncertainty of an energy transition—and the
speed at which emissions must decrease to reach
the levels necessary to stave off the most
harmful effects of climate change. Achieving this
in a timely, affordable, and stable way must be the
top priority for global policymakers and the
investment community.
Underlying this is a range of concerns:
Energy affordability and accessibility for
consumers globally;
The viability of alternative sources of energy
and existing technologies;
Inconsistencies of policies and regulations
across—and even within—nations; and
A web of inconsistent climate risk reporting
strategies for businesses.
The continued need for oil and gas currently, the
hodgepodge of policies and agendas globally, and
the ambitious timeline to reach net zero
emissions underscore the importance of
innovation and an “all of the above” strategy to
achieve this goal of emissions reduction and
abatement, and of progress across a range of key
industries.

The good news is there are expected to be
increasing capital, returns, and opportunities for
those businesses and people that help to reduce or
displace emissions, decarbonize heavy emitting
activities, develop clean technologies and energies,
and build more sustainable agriculture practices.

Simply put, businesses and
jurisdictions who best
support this progress are
expected to be rewarded.
And this race has already
begun.
Potential Opportunities
Likely to be increasing returns for companies
across industries who help to enable clean
technologies and energies and more
sustainable agriculture and production
practices
Businesses will be encouraged to take a
broader and longer-term view of profitability
and success beyond quarterly profits
There are opportunities to displace emissions
in the highest-emitting nations with loweremitting energies like LNG

Potential Liabilities
Parts of the world becoming less habitable,
driving mass migration to cooler parts as well
as changing travel for tourists
Additional risk and cost of fossil fuel expansion
in its current form, public and private
infrastructure, and supply chains to withstand
changing climate patterns
Many uncertainties such as the efficacy of ESG
standards and governmental policies, the role
of central banks, how to decrease GHGs in
certain industries, and the relative
responsibilities across nations
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The population is ageing, and growing more
urban and diverse, while rural regions
struggle for stability.
Over the next 40 years, the share of the population
over 65 in rich countries will rise by half.
As an ageing population strains government
budgets and industries face a wave of retirements, it
will place greater emphasis on the capacity and
capabilities of the working-age population.

Already, more attention is being paid to diversity
and inclusion practices and removing barriers in
support of gender and racial equality and
Indigenous reconciliation. A strategy of “growth”
and prosperity cannot focus on investment and
innovation while ignoring people and barriers.

Potential Opportunities

At the same time, two other trends will be at play: a
growing preference among individuals and families
to live in, or close to, cities and continued global
migration, which should create populations that are
more culturally and racially diverse.

The preference for cities is not
so much an attraction to megacities like New York, Toronto,
or Los Angeles but their more
mid-sized peers—due to their
edge in affordability,
congestion and traffic, and
quality of life.

Renewed emphasis on the full participation of
under-represented groups such as women,
Indigenous individuals, and racialized
individuals
A more diverse and urban workforce also
encourages greater focus on diversity and
inclusion efforts
There is incentive to innovate in heath care,
long-term care, and other labor-intensive
industries

Potential Liabilities

And also, in response to COVID and remote work,
there is a growing preference for suburbs and areas
farther from the core of the downtown. Rural
communities, meanwhile, are expected to continue
facing population decline and loss of businesses.

Shrinking labour supply for first time decades
means a high dependency ratio (number of
individuals working versus those not)
Provincial finances are looking increasingly
strained in their ability to meet the healthcare
needs of an older population
Cities face challenges to support growing
populations, in some cases amid shrinking
budgets, while rural areas face population
decline

Moreover, a more diverse labour force also
emphasizes the importance of something that has
been brought into sharp focus as the result of
COVID: enabling the full participation and potential
of all people.
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Putting it all together
None of these global forces, on their own, are inherently
good or bad. It is what we make of them that matters: do
we hold onto the past or make the most of our future?
The forces are global, but the choices are ours.
Out of these four interconnected global forces come 10
inter-related trends that we believe are of significance
for Alberta. In the remaining discussion, we zero in on
these ten trends and how they will impact—or, in some
cases, are already impacting—Alberta.

These four
global
trends are
interconnected
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Key Trends and Impacts for Alberta
Productivity

Research, innovation, and scaling
will be key for sustained
productivity growth in Alberta.

The definition of “investment” is
expanding beyond physical forms of
capital like machinery and equipment to
include intellectual property (patents,
trademarks, copyrights), early-stage
financial investment, and digital
infrastructure (internet, software, apps).

Alberta must focus on new forms
of investment in an innovationdriven economy.

Significant growth in the traditional jobs
of fossil fuel industries is unlikely as new
opportunities for employment are
increasingly in areas that blend
technology, innovation, resources, and
the needs of people.

Alberta will need to consider new
drivers of future private sector
jobs growth to support economic
expansion.

Opportunities for someone without
post-secondary education will likely not
be what they once were, while there will
likely be increasing opportunity for
individuals in certain jobs and with
certain skills including critical thinking
and other “soft” skills.

Alberta will need to place a
stronger emphasis on retraining,
education, and the development
of relevant skills.

Climate change and climate action are
driving public policy changes and
market responses with swift and
sometimes unpredictable outcomes.

Alberta’s high emissions
industries face increased costs,
challenges, and the imperative to
adapt.

Climate
Opportunities

Innovation is expected to increasingly
drive productivity growth, creating and
growing new sectors as well as new
opportunities to evolve the natural
resource sector.

Investment

Impact for Alberta

Employment

Global Trend

Education

Major Force
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Key Trends and Impacts for Alberta
Impact for Alberta

ESG and climate-conscious investors
are looking to allocate their capital with
businesses that adapt to new risks,
creating new opportunities for longstanding and new industries.

Alberta’s workforce expertise and
economic base position the
province to become a living lab for
low-carbon solutions.

Though federal finances seem likely to
be sustainable with economic growth,
provincial finances look increasingly
strained in their ability to meet
healthcare needs of an older population.

Alberta’s long-term fiscal
situation remains unstable, with
an opportunity to benefit from a
reimagined fiscal model.

Shrinking labour force participation for
the first time in decades means a high
dependency ratio (the number of
individuals working vs those not).

Attracting, retaining, and enabling
people will be a key component of a
business attraction strategy.

Cities face conflicting challenges of
supporting growing populations, amid
new questions about the future of the
office and commercial property tax
revenues, while rural areas deal with
decline.

Alberta’s big cities may face a
rethink of budgets and urban
planning in response to changing
residence while rural areas will
need to manage the loss of people
and services.

Research and advocacy—and most
recently, COVID—have exposed
inequities across different groups of
people and highlighted the social cost of
not addressing barriers to capitalize on
our full human potential.

Enabling all Albertans is crucial to
unlock our full potential and build
a strong sense of community.

Inclusion

Cities, Towns &
Rural Realities

Labour Force

Climate
Challenges

Global Trend

Fiscal
Sustainability

Major Force
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Productivity
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Innovation is expected to increasingly
drive productivity growth, creating and
growing new sectors as well as new
opportunities to evolve the natural
resource sector.

Research, innovation, and scaling
will be key for sustained
productivity growth in Alberta.

Productivity is at the heart of economic growth and prosperity. An increase in the standard of living
stems from an increase in productivity—creating more value with the same amount of labour and capital.
Generally, changes in productivity have been driven by things like structural transformation of the
economy (e.g., a shift from an agriculture-based economy to a manufacturing-based economy);
economies of scale; a growing knowledge base; and technology and innovation. Over the last few
decades, it is this last one that has increasingly driven growth.
“Innovation” includes everything from creating a better product or service to a new business model to a
more effective marketing strategy. Also important is the adoption and use of existing technologies and
ideas (e.g., think things like Zoom and QR codes, which were available but not widely used or appreciated
until the pandemic).
Innovation is likely to be increasingly important in the coming decade, with expected high returns to
economies with businesses who do this well and workers with the relevant skillsets and knowledge.
Alberta's productivity was high in the early 2000s but has declined since and is now essentially at the
same level as it was in 2012—down about 14% since 2000. Meanwhile, even though they started from a
much lower base, other provinces generally saw an increase over that period.
Multifactor productivity growth
Value indexed to 2012 level

Source: Statistics Canada, all Business Sector Industries, Table: 36-10-0211-01
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Productivity
While some of Alberta’s productivity changes have come from innovations and efficiency, much of
Alberta’s changes in productivity are a reflection of fluctuating commodity prices. Most notably, global
crude oil prices affect the value of “output,” so as prices decline, so does productivity. To the extent that
costs are cut in response (labour and capital inputs), the change is moderated, though the result is fewer
workers and higher unemployment.
Beyond commodity fluctuations, there are a few key issues limiting Alberta’s—and Canada’s—
productivity growth, all of which relate to the important role of innovation.

R&D
Alberta is lagging other provinces in its share of Canada’s total research and development (R&D)
spending, a precursor of innovation. Meanwhile, BC has increased its share and, likewise, has increased
its multifactor productivity since 2012 more than any other province. For perspective, BC saw the
nominal value of R&D increase by 36% from 2014 to 2018, while in Alberta it fell by 8.6%.
It is worth noting that even though it does well compared to other provinces, BC lags in business and
government R&D spending compared with leading jurisdictions around the world. In other words, even
Canada’s best examples significantly underperform on a global scale.
R&D Expenditure
Share of total national expenditure, 2000-2018

Source: Statistics Canada,. Inclusive of all funders and all sectors, including government R&D spending or funding, Table: 27-10-0273-01
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Productivity
By not placing greater emphasis on innovation,
Canada is leaving a lot of money on the table:
based on economic modeling in the EU, a 1%
increase in R&D spending as a percentage of GDP
is associated with a 2.2% increase in the growth
rate of real GDP.
Alberta needs to do more, across public and
private sectors, to increase R&D to stay
competitive and foster productivity and income
gains. In a previous report on productivity, BCA
found that R&D spending is critical not just in the
invention of home-grown innovation but also “in
exploiting the knowledge of elsewhere.” In other
words, R&D will be crucial for Alberta’s prosperity
in two ways: driving home-grown innovation and
attracting top researchers and engineers who help
to diffuse innovations and best practices from
around the world.

The innovation and technology
ecosystem
Alberta also has an opportunity to enhance the
broader innovation and technology ecosystem.
For a time, countries that invested the most in
technology and innovation tended to be those
without a large natural resources sector (e.g.,
Taiwan, Singapore, Israel). Now, jurisdictions with
larger resource sectors, such as Finland, Sweden,
and Australia, are realizing the importance of
increasingly focusing on innovation both in and
beyond their resource sectors, as a way to
transform traditional sectors and support new
ones.
Over the last couple of years, the same has been
true in Alberta: the province has seen tremendous
growth in its technology sector. Major funding
rounds for Alberta companies like Jobber, Neo,
headversity, Benevity, and others are showing that
Alberta is now on the technology map.

Multiple companies are making relocation choices,
with firms such as Symend, Neo, and international
firms Mphasis, Amazon Web Services, and Plug and
Play all making location choices in Alberta, specifically
in downtown Calgary.
As well, artificial intelligence and machine learning
(AI/ML) are being widely developed and adopted to not
only make our lives healthier and better, but also to
help businesses improve innovation, make better
decisions, and increase productivity. Virtually every
part of our lives will be impacted by AI/ML. Alberta is
fortunate in that one of the global AI/ML hubs is
Edmonton—with two “rock star” faculty members at
the University of Alberta. U of A is known around the
world as one of the top places for AI talent and
research. Google’s Deep Mind has an office in
Edmonton undertaking some of the company’s most
secretive and innovative research. Alberta should
continue to develop its AI/ML capacity in new areas,
and in support of our many existing businesses and
services.
Alberta also has an opportunity to play a larger role in
the innovation economy. The A100 has evaluated
Alberta’s economic and business landscape and
determined that achieving 5% of provincial GDP from
technology companies would be a realistic goal—this
would require the creation of close to 1,000
companies and roughly 50,000 jobs in order to do so.
There is room to go in terms of creating a technology
ecosystem that is composed of a sufficient number of
technology companies at different stages of a
company lifecycle.
Furthermore, there is an opportunity to grow the
industry more intentionally. A recent report by the
Innovation Capital Working Group identifies a number
of other programs and policies that will be needed to
grow this ecosystem. This includes continued
investment in talent development, a competitive
immigration program to attract individuals
experienced in tech, opening Alberta up to data
opportunities and strategies, and further fostering the
base of local capital.
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Productivity
Likewise, it will be important to bolster innovation
within Alberta’s traditional sectors. Work is already
underway: Alberta’s resource sector is investing in
innovation as a key means to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions and initiatives like the Clean
Resource Innovation Network (CRIN) and the
Canadian Oil Sands Innovation Alliance (COSIA)
are helping gain ground. Given the opportunities
that exist in evolving Alberta’s resource sectors to
be more productive and sustainable, there is room
for even more work and collaboration to gain a
competitive advantage.

Business scaling
A final factor is the disproportionately large share
of smaller businesses in Canada. This is a drag on
productivity, because, for a variety of reasons, big
businesses, on average, tend to be more
productive than smaller ones. In addition to
greater efficiencies of production and
management, bigger businesses may also be
better suited to invest in the scale of R&D and take
the financial risks necessary to drive major
change. Yet Canadian businesses of all sizes
struggle to grow and scale enough to yield the
economies of scale, and levels of productivity, of
their international competitors. This has been a
perpetual Canadian business problem for decades.
For the biggest productivity and income gains,
Alberta cannot just focus on any one of these in
isolation. The province will need to capitalize all of
these factors together—public and private R&D,
the innovation and technology ecosystem, and
businesses scaling—to be a leader.
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Investment
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

The definition of “investment” is
expanding beyond physical forms of
capital like machinery and equipment to
include intellectual property (patents,
trademarks, copyrights), early-stage
financial investment, and digital
infrastructure (internet, software, apps).

Alberta must focus on new forms
of investment in an innovationdriven economy.

Historically, investing in physical capital, things like machinery or equipment used in production, has been
considered an essential driver of economic growth. To build or produce more things generally required
more machinery and equipment. The energy sector fits well with this concept: developing new oil sands
projects required new extraction facilities, storage tanks, trucks, pipelines, and upgraders, among other
things. As a result, Alberta has long been a magnet for capital investment, most of which was funded by
foreign direct investment (FDI), which led to greater production capacity and economic growth.
Since the energy price collapse in 2014, however, FDI in energy fell and, along with it, Alberta’s capital
investment. Investment levels are now barely half of what they were in 2014. Though a huge decline, it is
worth noting that total spending for 2021 was still roughly double the average size of other provinces.
With the global shift to a more complex, innovation economy—one built on ideas and “intangible capital,”
rather than resources alone—physical capital may not be as important as it was in the past. For instance,
as entrepreneur and innovator Peter Diamandis points out, a product made into a digital delivery (say, an
app or subscription) can serve an additional customer for near-zero additional cost. In other words, there
are minimal physical inputs required to meet the needs of more customers and to grow a business.
Instead, the kinds of “investment” which
will drive growth are likely to extend
beyond machinery and equipment to:
early-stage financing (e.g., venture
capital), intellectual property (patents,
trademarks, copyrights), and digital
infrastructure (internet, software, digital
applications). Physical capital is not going
away, but increasing value is being
ascribed to intangible capital. But they
can be mutually supportive in that
intangible capital is also being used to
improve the performance of physical
capital, in addition to delivering value in
and of itself.

Source: Public Policy Forum - "A New North Star: Canadian Competitiveness In An Intangibles
Economy", 2019
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Investment
Venture capital (VC)
As Alberta looks to new sources of employment and
productivity growth, one increasingly important
driver is likely to be its ability to attract early-stage
investment (i.e., venture capital or “VC”) to get new
ideas off the ground. Investment is no longer just
about money for machines; it is about financing big
ideas and transformation, merging the biological,
digital, and physical worlds.
VC funding is important for two reasons. One is that
it acts as a signal of investor interest: the more
funding coming in, the more this shows investors
recognize the potential of both the business and the
province. Second, is that VC investment drives
economic growth; companies with VC funding tend
to increase employment more and faster than
otherwise similar businesses that do not.
Alberta is already making moves but will need to do
more. In 2020, the province set a historical record for
attracting more VC funding than ever before, and Q3
data for 2021 shows that the number of deals funded
in Alberta has already surpassed that of all of 2020.
The Government of Alberta also recapitalized Alberta
Enterprise Corporation in 2020, giving it another
$175 million of funds to deploy.

Nevertheless, the province still has a long way to
go. Based on its share of national GDP, Alberta
should bring in about $728 million in VC annually.
But instead, it attracted $455 million, 37% less
than its “fair share.”
Notably, BC is doing exceptionally well in this
space, too, raising 56% more VC than expected
based on the size of its economy. Other
jurisdictions, including several US states, are
doing even better.
In terms of the industries where Alberta
attracted VC in 2020, most was in Information
and Communication Technology (ICT), a trend
consistent across provinces. Even so, it’s
important to note that the opportunity of VC
funding is not just for “tech” companies but for
businesses that are using tech, be it AI, robotics,
DNA sequencing, to transform their business and
industry. Expansion of tech within traditional
industries represents an opportunity for Alberta
to not just grow new industries but to transform
its long-standing economic engines of energy,
manufacturing, and agriculture.

Province's share of venture capital dollars attracted
Indexed to share of 2020 GDP

Source: Canadian Venture Capital Private Equity Association, Year End 2020 Report
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Investment
Intellectual property
Beyond this, Alberta will need to support more
investment in intellectual property. Intellectual
property is valuable information (patents,
trademarks, trade secrets, databases, copyrights)
that can be used to create new goods and
services. As of the latest data pre-pandemic
(2019), Alberta accounts for 17% of Canada’s GDP
but just 14% of its spending on intellectual
property. As well, there is a need for more policy
consensus around intellectual property rights at
the national level, to encourage growth locally.

While machinery and equipment will continue to
be an important indicator of investment, a more
holistic view will also consider these other
components—early-stage investment,
intellectual property, and the digital economy
and infrastructure—as key indicators of future
growth.

Digital infrastructure
Likewise, digital infrastructure will be an important
investment. As digital information grows more
valuable than physical inputs, digital infrastructure
becomes as central as roads and bridges to
economic growth. This area, too, shows room for
development. Though employment in high-tech
industries is relatively high, according to Statistics
Canada, Alberta’s digital economy remains smaller
than other provinces with weak growth since
2017.

In 2020 , the province set a
historical record for
attracting more VC funding
than ever before, and Q3 data
for 2021 shows that the
number of deals funded in
Alberta has already surpassed
that of all of 2020. The
Government of Alberta also
recapitalized Alberta
Enterprise Corporation in
2020, giving it another $175
million of funds to deploy.

The digital economy in Alberta is also skewed
more to telecommunications infrastructure and
less to higher-order, productivity-enabling
digitization like hardware and software. In terms
of growth, Alberta lags across all areas of digital
infrastructure, except for hardware. The gap is
especially notable in software and digital support
services which include things like digital
education, consulting, and computer repair.
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Employment
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Significant growth in the traditional jobs
of fossil fuel industries is unlikely as new
opportunities for employment are
increasingly in areas that blend
technology, innovation, resources, and
the needs of people.

Alberta will need to consider new
drivers of future private sector
jobs growth to support economic
expansion.

Employment in the oil and gas industry has
decreased across the globe. Lower global oil
prices over the past several years put pressure on
the industry to become leaner: employing less
labour and capital and minimizing additional costs.
Oil prices have been higher more recently. Due to
limited investment in oil and gas production, and
renewed demand as pandemic behaviours shifted,
shortages were experienced globally in the latter
half of 2021 and energy prices rose. While this is
expected to continue through 2023, the certainty
going forward will be supply and price volatility.
And, even if higher prices persist for some time,
companies are unlikely to return to the large scale
hiring that they did in years past.
This trend has been evident in Alberta:
employment in natural resources never fully
recovered the job losses following the 2014 oil
price collapse. Since then, consolidation,
automation and cost containment measures have
made the industry more economical, helping it to
compete in a global market of lower prices. As a
result, natural resource industries account for a
sizable percentage of the economy—representing
20% of the province’s GDP (pre-pandemic)—but
do so with just 8% of the labour force.

This trend is likely to continue: a recent report
estimates another 30% of Canada’s oil and gas jobs
could be automated over the next 20 years. This
means the industry will remain fundamental to
Alberta’s economy but may not be the driver of
employment in the same way as it was before. And
those jobs that do arise in the resource sector will
very likely be heavily tied to innovation and the
energy transition.
While this is a necessary outcome to continue to
compete in the global market, the challenge it
creates for Alberta is that the natural resource
sector’s historical proportion of employment has
been so large that its recent decline has left a hole
to fill in Alberta’s economic and employment
landscape.
A hole this big takes time to fill. Efforts have been
made since 2014 to increase employment across
other sectors, but this is not an overnight process.
Some of Alberta’s other sectors have begun to
grow in size and significance; however, none have
grown fast enough to alleviate the losses in the
resource sector. Complicating matters, other
sectors have seen employment shrink alongside
energy sector job losses. As a result, the economic
and employment hole still exists, although it is
smaller than it once was.
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Employment
While many sectors have seen employment levels
reduced, the only sectors to see sizable job growth
are those most closely tied to the public sector—
health, education, and public administration. In
total, these sectors have increased their share of
Alberta’s employment from 20% in the early
2000s to 25% just prior to the pandemic.
Zeroing in on the period following the crash,
Alberta saw a 19% increase in public sector
employment from 2014 to 2019, while
employment in the private sector stagnated (0%)
and self-employment declined (-6%). To be sure,
growing public sector employment is not unique to
Alberta, but the pace of growth, coupled with the
lack of growth elsewhere, is much more
pronounced. Across Canada, a simple average
(excluding Alberta) shows public sector
employment grew 7% and private sector
employment grew 6% over that period.
Generally, the provinces with faster growth in the
private sector compared with the public sector
saw the strongest overall employment growth.
Within private sector industries, the strongest
growth tended to come from Professional and
Technical services. Additionally, Trade and
Transportation was also often a top driver of
growth.
BC, where employment increased 12% from 2014
to 2019, is a good example. Though there was a
strong increase in public sector employment (10%),
the number of private sector jobs grew even faster
(15%) as did self-employment (18%). Ontario is
another good example. Ontario saw the secondfastest employment growth among large
provinces (8%), driven by the private sector (8%)
and the public sector (6%), as well as a strong
increase in self-employment (13%).
In Alberta, to close the lingering employment gap
and ensure economic opportunity moving forward,
we will need to look to stronger economic growth
and new drivers of private sector employment.
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Employment
Public sector jobs are important—especially with respect to the health and education of Albertans—but
growth of the public sector comes with an additional burden to the taxpayer, in a province with an already
strained fiscal state. Conversely, growth in employment in the private sector—including both for and nonprofit organizations—wholly represents an increase in prosperity and opportunity for Albertans.
Private sector growth in Alberta will ultimately come from meeting the world’s needs for which the
province is well suited: using our knowledge of energy to produce energy and technologies with lower
emissions; building on our expertise in AI and unmanned machines; expanding our agri-food industry to
value-added processing and branding; leveraging our expansive health data to improve medical care and
options; and creating the right conditions for entrepreneurial success across any industry—some of which
may not even exist today.
Attracting the investment and entrepreneurs that will drive this employment growth requires Canada to
be a competitive and attractive place to do business. Currently, Canada’s competitive performance is
poor and has been declining rapidly for years due to slow timelines for approvals, excessive regulation,
and poor development of nimble and adaptive education and training systems. This will need to change in
order for Alberta, or any province, to be able to compete on the world stage.
As such, one part of driving private sector employment growth will be ensuring Alberta has a competitive
business and regulatory environment, a supportive ecosystem for entrepreneurs and start-ups, a positive
brand to attract new workers and entrepreneurs, a dynamic and diverse economic base, and a skilled
workforce to enable growth. Beyond this, Alberta may need to consider a more targeted approach to
business attraction, retention, and scaling to kick-start those industries and types of business with
existing assets in Alberta.
Employment (000)
From January 2000 to January 2020

Source: Statistics Canada, Table: 14-10-0355-01
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Education
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Opportunities for someone without
post-secondary education will likely not
be what they once were, while there will
likely be increasing opportunity for
individuals in certain jobs and with
certain skills including critical thinking
and other “soft” skills.
Human capital—the knowledge, skills, and abilities
of the workforce—plays an increasingly important
role in driving a nation’s prosperity. It accounts for
fully two-thirds of the world’s wealth, dwarfing the
value of physical capital and natural resources
such as fossil fuels, land, and machines.
This means that our people are, and increasingly
will be, the cornerstone of a prosperous future for
Alberta. Yet, our previous research shows that we
are not realizing the full potential of our human
resources. Compared to the US, for example,
Canada is home to proportionately fewer of the
world’s top universities and a smaller share of our
population holds a post-secondary degree or
doctorate. Moreover, many Canadians who do
develop specific, highly productive skillsets—
particularly in STEM fields—end up moving south
of the border upon graduation.

Alberta will need to place a
stronger emphasis on retraining,
education, and the development
of relevant skills.

Alberta is no different. In fact, the percentage of
Albertans with some form of post-secondary is
64%, slightly lower than the Canadian average of
65%.
Education and training are not just critical to
building a more prosperous future, they will also
be a requirement for accessing opportunities
within it. Over the next decade, Alberta will need
to consider how to develop and upgrade the skills
of its people—be they children, new Albertans,
Indigenous individuals, or displaced or disengaged
workers—in order to ensure we have a capable
and resilient workforce, ready to adapt to a
changing world. Only through this kind of big
picture workforce development strategy can
Alberta harness the full potential of its workforce.
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Education
Declining opportunities for those without post-secondary education
The last several decades have been marked by a notable decline in job opportunities for people without
post-secondary education. This trend was most apparent through the 1980s and 1990s as many parts of
Canada (and the US) lost good manufacturing jobs to automation and globalization.
Alberta was able to forestall this trend for years, thanks in large part to the oil and gas sector. As
manufacturing jobs slowly disappeared, the oil and gas sector stood out as one of the few remaining
industries which could offer high-paying jobs for people without much formal schooling.
Rig workers, for instance, were known to earn over $100,000 in the early 2000s, more than the average of
degree holders in neighboring provinces. A common Alberta story at the time was about the young high
school graduate (or dropout) who never pursued advanced education because he (almost always “he”) was
lured to the oil fields by a six-figure salary.
This is changing. As mentioned earlier, economic downturns, automation, and other cost-cutting measures
in the energy sector mean that many of these jobs have already been lost and more are likely to follow.
Labour force numbers show both the magnitude of the change, as well as how effective the oil and gas
sector had been in preserving job opportunities for Albertans without advanced education. From 2000 to
2015, labour force participation for Canadians with only a high school diploma fell steadily, while in Alberta
that cohort remained highly engaged in the labour market.
In the last five years, however, the participation rate in this province has plummeted: from 72% to 66%.
Though still above the Canadian average, the pace of the decline is concerning.
Labour force participation of individuals with only a high school degree
LFP as of January for every five years, aged 25+

Source: Statistics Canada, Table: 14-10-0019-01
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Education
Long-term implications
Looking to the future, this trend is likely to
continue—and to extend beyond traditional
manufacturing and resource-extraction industries.
According to the OECD’s Employment Outlook,
“people should brace for change”: 14% of existing
jobs could become irrelevant due to automation
over the next 15-20 years. For instance, certain
jobs in construction, food service, retail, and
manufacturing are likely to be replaced by
automated checkouts, robots, and online systems
for customers. Meanwhile, another 32% are likely
to radically transform in their requirements and
responsibilities.
Overall, this transformation will increasingly
benefit workers with higher skills—those who are
able to effectively analyze data, use AI, manage
people, and think creatively, for example. To adapt
and excel, individuals will need to continuously
update and increase their skills.
This could prove especially challenging for some
workers, in particular, those who do not have
access to retraining and upskilling opportunities.
Making matters worse, the OECD found that
individuals who need training the most, are also
the least likely to have access to it.
Meanwhile, the fact that Alberta presently
struggles with long-term unemployment in the
midst of labour shortages suggests a persistent,
and costly, mismatch between the skills held by
thousands of Albertans who are out of work and
those needed by Alberta businesses. While some
struggle to find work, positions related to tech,
clean energy, and the trades go unfilled.

This trend is especially problematic given that the
types of activities most likely to drive Alberta’s
prosperity in the future are also more likely to
require higher levels of education and training. In
other words, it is unlikely that the next rising tide
will naturally lift all boats in the same way it did in
Alberta previously.
Over the next decade, it is this less educated cohort
that is most at risk of being left behind. For this
reason, Alberta will need to place greater emphasis
in the future on education and training for all
residents, and especially those without postsecondary degrees or certificates.
It is worth noting that this does not mean all
individuals should be pushed into a university
degree program or coding. For instance, many jobs
in the skilled trades are in high demand at a time
when a large segment of the workforce is set to
retire.
Instead, the province will need to consider how to
give Albertans the resources and flexibility they
need to prepare for job opportunities that fit with
their individual preferences, aptitudes, and
lifestyles. Creating multiple pathways for career
development and progression, along with a robust
workforce development strategy that
encompasses things like work-integrated learning
and micro credentialing will be vital to ensuring all
Albertans have an opportunity to find meaningful
work. As well, it should consider how economic
growth can be planned for in a way that limits
unintended consequences on these same groups.
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Education
Enabling the full potential of the
workforce
Ultimately, Alberta must strive to do more and
better when it comes to education and training.
The growing importance of human capital has
significant implications for how we need to
approach primary and secondary, post-secondary,
and life-long education in Alberta.

Primary through post-secondary education
In a world with information at our fingertips, rote
memory is redundant (Google can likely retrieve it
faster than your brain) but other skills like
adaptation and the ability to think critically are
invaluable.
The current most in-demand skills transcend a
broad range of industries and occupations. They
include analytical reasoning, creativity,
persuasion, and the ability to work well with tools,
machines, and other people.
These are all competencies that primary,
secondary, and traditional post-secondary
institutions are equipped to build. As such, to
what extent their efforts can be further
supported is an important consideration: quality
and relevance of education will be as important as
the number of years of schooling.
One silver lining of COVID is that it has forced us
to consider new ways of learning and doing. While
not all have worked out, some have provided rich
information and insight—such as the power of
relationships, opportunities for more personalized
learning and tutoring, and wrap-around services
for students—to help to build a system that best
supports human capital development for children,
teens, and young adults in Alberta.

Life-long education
Beyond this, skill development will be important for
those who are mid-career, too, due to the
increasing adoption of digital technologies by
business (e.g., Companies selling more online
means a greater need for individuals who can build
and manage websites and fewer sales associates
in-person).
Before COVID, similar to the trend seen globally, it
had been estimated that the jobs of 1 in 5
Canadians were at risk of automation. More recent
data suggest that the pace has only accelerated.
A compounding force in Alberta is the disruption of
the traditional energy industry; in that context, the
pace of job transformation is likely to be even
faster. Meanwhile, a survival mindset within some
companies impacted by this disruption could have
consequences on human capital development—
training may be more limited, R&D budgets cut, and
employee retention less a priority.
Further, life-long education should be supported
with a rural lens. Many in rural communities are at
greater risk of change due to market forces related
to both climate change and automation. Just one
large employer closing shop or one industry
becoming obsolete in a town of 5,000 has a
significant effect on job opportunities. As well,
according to data from the Prentice Institute, far
fewer rural residents (12.7%) have certificate,
diploma, or degree qualifications than urban
residents (20.8%). Also problematic, a lack of
broadband infrastructure in rural areas risks
shutting individuals out of new opportunities.
Closing this divide is but one key measure to
ensure those who live beyond Alberta’s two big
cities are also set to thrive.
Together, these forces mean an increasing role for
government and business in building and
supporting the development of our most valuable
resource: our people.
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Climate Challenges
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Climate change and climate action are
driving public policy changes and
market responses with swift and
sometimes unpredictable outcomes.

Alberta’s high emissions
industries face increased costs,
challenges, and the imperative to
adapt.

Addressing climate change, while ensuring energy
affordability, security, and quality of life is one of
the greatest global challenges of our time. A
scientific consensus has emerged that aiming to
reduce emissions in order to limit global warming
to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels is paramount
for the long-term health of the environment and
for sustainable economic growth.
In light of this growing global consensus, public
policy and global market forces are shaping and
responding to climate change-related risks and
opportunities. This is a trend that will most likely
only accelerate over the next decade.
In Canada, policy measures are being implemented
by provincial and federal governments to help
reduce Canada’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.
Specifically, as a part of the Paris Agreement, the
federal government has set a target of a 40-45%
reduction below 2005 levels by 2030; and of net
zero emissions by 2050.
Meanwhile, financial markets are adopting
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG)
investing strategies. Though meant to capture a
range of criteria that encourage companies to take
a longer-term and broader view of company
performance, in the face of climate change, a
company’s performance on the “E” holds an
increasingly heavy weight—to the benefit of some
markets and companies, and to the detriment of
others.

As a result of government policy and changing
preferences among investors as well as consumers,
markets are transforming, bringing a profound
rethink of production processes and products.
Product offerings are already shifting. For instance,
major car manufacturers are increasingly investing
in electric vehicles, with some automakers planning
for electric vehicles (EVs) to account for 40-50% of
their sales as of 2030, and other EV newcomers like
Rivian and Canoo entering the market with massive
valuations. Meanwhile, Hyundai is working to
develop a hydrogen fuel cell version of all of its
commercial vehicles by 2023. Governments are
seeking to accelerate this shift: the Canadian
government has announced it will ban the sale of
new fuel-burning cars and light-duty trucks by
2035 while other governments announce similar
bans (e.g., the UK government has announced a
similar ban as of 2030).
As well, the private sector is setting its own targets
for emissions. A recent survey by the University of
Oxford found that about $14 trillion—or 33% of
total sales across the top 2,000 public companies—
are tied to a company with net zero commitments.
The list includes household names from Shell to
Amazon to Microsoft.
Together, the two forces of climate policy and
market trends are likely to shape the parameters of
future investment decisions; shift the cost
assumptions of doing business; change existing
business practices; and transform the market for
existing and emerging products.
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Climate Challenges
These forces create tremendous opportunities in
existing and emerging industries as well as hurdles
for those that cannot adapt.
The potential upside, and downside, is especially
apparent in Alberta. First, let’s start with the
hurdles that will need to be overcome.
The province’s outsized concentration of Canada’s
non-renewable natural resources lends itself to
producing an outsized proportion of Canada’s
overall emissions. Though the primary difference
is the province’s large oil and gas sector, other
sectors such as heavy industry, electricity, and
agriculture also play a role in generating these
emissions. This concentration of sectors that are
hard to “decarbonize” (i.e., operate without
emitting carbon into the atmosphere) presents a
significant challenge ahead as both policy and
market forces pursue emissions reductions.
Because of the immense complexity and
uncertainty of climate change policy and of the
speed and scale of the transition necessary or
expected, this challenge is likely to get even
messier—with many unintended consequences
and hang-ups along the way.
For example, investors have helped develop a
multitude of climate-related corporate disclosure
frameworks, non-financial data aggregation
services, and ESG rating calculators—each with
their own preferred set of data measurement
requirements. This makes for a complex, unclear,
and undefined web of corporate reporting
practices. As regulators address challenges with
climate finance and corporate reporting
uncertainty, there is a risk that new requirements
may add to the burden of corporate requirements
yet fail to meet the needs or preferences of
investors. Requirements from central banks and
governments on climate considerations for
financial institutions will further add pressure to
the capital markets landscape for companies.

Furthermore, the real-life imperfections of an
energy transition can at times clash with global
climate investment trends and policy agendas. This
can lead to serious consequences. In the European
Union and the United Kingdom, for example,
electricity and natural gas prices spiked to record
levels in the fall of 2021 as these countries
struggled with the reliability and cost associated
with an overly aggressive drive to renewable power
compared to more stable baseloads like natural gas
and nuclear, an issue made worse by reliance on
Russia for the natural gas supply that would ease
price spikes.
Canada is not immune to this challenge. Public
policy that is not reflective of the regional
capabilities for baseload power or the state of
renewable and battery technologies and
prematurely diminishes the role of conventional
fossil fuel production can have the unintended
consequence of putting too much faith in
technologies that are not yet reasonable
alternatives to the consumer in terms of cost,
availability, or performance. If the transition to a
low-carbon future does not heed these lessons,
resulting in energy insecurity and price increases,
not only would this come at great harm to
consumers but also to public support for
addressing climate change.
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Climate Challenges
Certain people and regions are predisposed to feel
the pinch more than others, from climate change
action and policies. For instance, Alberta’s rural
regions are likely to face significant challenges
because they are home to a greater share of the
jobs in traditional sectors most likely to be
disrupted. Many small towns are dependent on oil
and gas with limited opportunity to diversify. As
well, Albertans who live in rural areas tend to have
lower average incomes, alongside less access to
alternative fuels, public transit, or the
infrastructure needed to support other options like
electric vehicles. Ensuring adequate investment in
rural communities when it comes to climate
change policy and action will be critical to the
province’s success.
Finally, there are noted risks to Alberta in not
taking climate action. Alberta could fall out of line
with key trading partners, miss investment
opportunities, and lose access to key export
markets.
Furthermore, insufficient action on a global scale
could lead to serious implications: physical damage
to infrastructure from weather pattern changes;
the degradation of agricultural viability, in Alberta,
and globally; and economic instability due to
climate-driven human mass migration, just to
name a few.
Many of Alberta’s industries and companies are
already taking strong action to address their
emissions impacts in everything from energy to
agriculture to transport to manufacturing. The key
is the right policy environment, the availability of
capital, and the creation and attraction of a skilled
workforce.
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Climate Opportunities
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

ESG and climate-conscious investors
are looking to allocate their capital with
businesses that adapt to new risks,
creating new opportunities for longstanding and new industries.

Alberta’s workforce expertise and
economic base position the
province to become a living lab for
low-carbon solutions.

At the same time, these forces are likely to offer
equally great opportunity—especially for Alberta.
In the same way policies and market forces are
adding costs to certain industries and businesses,
there is expected to be increasing opportunities
for businesses that help to reduce or displace
emissions, decarbonize heavy emitting activities,
develop clean technologies and energies, and
build more sustainable agriculture practices.
Furthermore, Alberta represents Canada’s largest
natural opportunity: not only does Canada’s
pathway to net zero emissions run through
Alberta, but also the province’s resources and
expertise lend itself to outsized emissions
reductions and break-through innovation that can
be exported and adopted globally.
Alberta’s existing workforce expertise and
economic base position the province to become a
living laboratory for the research, development,
and deployment of global decarbonization
technologies and low-carbon energy solutions.
Some of the technologies and solutions that
Alberta is either already charging ahead in, or that
show large potential, include
large-scale carbon capture, utilization and
storage (CCUS) projects;
low-carbon hydrogen production:
methane reduction and capture technologies;
renewable power generation:
advanced biofuel development;
small modular nuclear reactor development;
critical mineral extraction;

low-carbon production of globally demanded
oil and gas; and
emissions-displacing liquefied natural gas
exports, to name a few.
And what’s more, Alberta has already demonstrated
its ability to bring together the brightest minds to
help solve global decarbonization challenges.
Collaborations such as Avatar Innovations, the Clean
Resource Innovation Network, and the Oilsands
Pathways to Net Zero Alliance demonstrate the
province’s potential to become Canada’s centre for
clean energy, GHG reductions, and low emissions
resource sector research and implementation. And,
as the imperative to reduce emissions ratchets up,
so too will Alberta’s opportunity to become a global
clean tech and energy hub.
It is worth noting that though Alberta’s oil and gas
industry is naturally put in the spotlight, every major
industry in the province has the potential to play an
important role in helping Alberta to be a leader in
decarbonization. In many cases, these industries are
already making headway. Just to name a few:
Agriculture—using zero-tillage practices,
developing the biofuels industry, leading
practices in fertilizer use and application,
innovating to reduce methane from cattle, and
growing the voluntary carbon offset programs
Construction—increasing efficiencies and
lowering emissions of commercial buildings,
home, and other infrastructure
Finance and FinTech—enabling and financing the
evolution of energy, which will require major
capital investments and the growth of new
industries
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Climate Opportunities
The province’s capacity to fully take advantage will
ultimately depend on getting the policy framework
right. An all-of-government approach must enable
industry to meet the challenges ahead, leveraging
Alberta’s built-in advantages for the benefit of
Canadian prosperity and global GHG reductions.
With the right policies in place, creating the
conditions for capital and talent attraction, these
industries can be enabled to innovate and develop
the kinds of new clean technologies and energies
for GHG reductions here and in industrial
processes around the globe.
Seizing these and similar opportunities will set
Alberta up as an obvious choice for climateconscious capital investment in emissions
reduction and the resource sector. As mentioned,
businesses that demonstrate their capability to
thrive within a lower-emissions world will
ultimately increase their capital investment and
lending opportunities, whereas businesses that are
perceived as not aligning with a lower-emissions
future are likely to see their access to capital
reduced and risk having their assets stranded.
Alberta’s ability to demonstrate climate leadership
across sectors is an opportunity to attract
investment and a recipe for creating a sustainable
environment and sustainable economic growth
and opportunity.
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Fiscal Sustainability
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Though federal finances seem likely
to be sustainable with economic
growth, provincial finances look
increasingly strained in their ability to
meet healthcare needs of an older
population.

Alberta’s long-term fiscal situation
remains unstable, with an
opportunity to benefit from a
reimagined fiscal model.

The collapse of government revenues due to the
pandemic combined with never-before-seen
amounts of governmental income support has
made for eye-popping levels of government debt.
The good news is that federal governments seem
to be able to handle more debt than previously
thought—as long as interest rates remain at
historic lows. To be sure, there are still limits to
borrowing, but the federal government’s current
debt is likely manageable at low interest rates (an
important caveat). The bad news is that there are
more serious concerns at the provincial level, predating, but made worse by, COVID.
A central problem is that provincial, not federal,
budgets will be impacted most by two key trends:
the longer-term trajectory of resource royalties
and an ageing population.

Resource royalties
The province’s mid-year fiscal update showed the
deficit for Fiscal Year 2021-22 to be considerably
better than previously thought, due to WTI prices
much higher than the US$45/barrel projected.
This will help the province’s bottom line and put a
major dent in the province’s deficit for the year.
Also encouraging, high oil prices seem likely to last
through this year and into the next, which means
an improved outlook for the coming fiscal years. In
fact, after several years of deficits, the province
could see a balanced budget.

However, short-term fluctuations should not be
confused with longer-term trends. While high oil
prices are a welcome reprieve after years of
economic struggle, in the context of everfluctuating energy prices, the province should not
bet on resource royalties for long-term fiscal
sustainability.
Royalties from resources, which are notoriously
volatile, have generally been trending downward
over the past several years. For decades, royalties
supported a low-tax, high-spend fiscal model in
Alberta. Over the last five years, however,
resource royalties brought in much less, and the
gap was instead filled with government debt. In
the face of a global energy transition, these issues
of unpredictability and waning revenues are likely
to persist longer term.
It would be unwise, therefore, to plan on the
current high prices maintaining and balancing the
budget indefinitely. Though Alberta is not the only
province that is affected by this shift in the
importance of resource royalties, it (along with
Saskatchewan) is one of the worst.
Alberta’s fiscal situation for far too long has relied
on unpredictable resource royalties, creating a
roller-coaster of budgets and fiscal outcomes that
are simply not sustainable. If unaddressed, this
roller-coaster is likely to get even less stable and
more perilous. The key for Alberta’s future fiscal
picture is to move beyond the uncertainty of
resource royalty fluctuations into a model of more
certainty and predictability.
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Fiscal Sustainability
An ageing population

A new model

Meanwhile, an ageing population will compound
the province’s resource revenue challenge. This is
because an ageing population places higher
demand on provincial, not federal, services, via
greater strain on the health care system. Older
individuals require more doctor’s visits, surgeries,
procedures, and hospital stays than younger
adults.

Alberta will need to rethink its fiscal model to
ensure a predictable, stable, and equitable flow of
revenues so that the province can consistently,
sustainably, and cost-effectively provide the
services that current and future Albertans value.

As well, an ageing population comes without an
equivalent increase in funding for provincial
governments from the federal government which
provides health funding transfers to the provinces.
In fact, over time as the baby boom generation
ages, Alberta’s ratio of taxpayer to tax dependent
will become increasingly precarious. Fewer
workers will be contributing to tax revenue to pay
for an increasing amount of health care needs
required by a larger senior population.
Though this trend is not unique to Alberta, it is
especially problematic in Alberta’s case. In the
absence of a consumption tax or another large,
non-income source of revenue that is relatively
stable, more of Alberta’s revenue is generated via
the personal income tax, the aggregate value of
which is declining, and will continue to decline,
over time. The issue here is that older individuals
tend to pay less in income taxes after retirement,
meaning a primary revenue source will actually
shrink as demand for public services grows.

This is not just about the size of the government
per se: a combination of reasonable taxation and
high-quality public services will be essential in
attracting businesses and investors to the
province and the employment and opportunity
they bring.
Furthermore, it will also be essential in attracting
prospective Albertans. One more recently
observed trend, accelerated by COVID, is that
individuals and families move to a location not just
for a job but for a place to live, a place with an
interconnected fabric of values, support, and
community that will help them and their family to
flourish. Alberta requires a fiscal model to support
this vibrancy.
The good news for Alberta is there are a number
of opportunities to create a better fiscal model to
increase Alberta’s attractiveness as a place to live,
its competitiveness as a place to start or grow a
business, in addition to fiscal sustainability, with
many lessons to be learned from other
jurisdictions.

Alberta will need to rethink its fiscal
model to ensure a predictable, stable,
and equitable flow of revenues so
that the province can consistently,
sustainably, and cost-effectively
provide the services that current and
future Albertans value.
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Labour Force
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Shrinking labour force participation for
the first time in decades means a high
dependency ratio (the number of
individuals working vs those not).

Attracting, retaining, and enabling
people will be a key component of a
business attraction strategy.

The world’s population is ageing. Over the next 40 years, the share of the population over 65 in rich
countries will rise by half, placing greater importance on the capabilities of working-age adults.
Canada’s population is following suit: already, the median age in Canada has increased from 37 in 2000 to
41 as of 2020. Meanwhile, as global birth rates fall, most of Canada’s population growth will come from
immigration. This also means new immigrants will account for a growing share of the workforce.
Historically, Alberta’s stronger-than-average population growth—due to a strong pull from other
countries and provinces—helped it to maintain a relatively youthful population: two years younger than
the national median age. However, this net migration advantage has faded considerably in recent years.
At its height in 2015, Alberta attracted 17% of all new immigrants coming to Canada, despite accounting
for just 12% of the population. Now, it attracts just 13%.
Likewise, Alberta has been losing in the competition for attracting young adults and families from across
Canada. Previously, Alberta could count on attracting around 100,000 individuals in their 20s and 30s
moving to the province every year. Now, this number is around 70,000. Most recent data could indicate
the start of a turnaround, but it is too early to tell.
As a result, no longer is Alberta the young whippersnapper it once was, with a median age of just 34. The
ageing of the current population, coupled with fewer young people coming in, means Alberta’s median
age is expected to increase from 38 currently to 41.5 by 2046, similar to the median in BC today.
Alberta net migration to/from other provinces by age, 2001 to 2020

Source: Statistics Canada, Table: 17-10-0015-01
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This trend means several important things for Alberta’s future.

A more diverse workforce
As the current population ages and fewer
individuals move from other provinces to
Alberta, Alberta’s Population Projections show
new immigrants will account for a growing
share of the workforce, highlighting the role of
settlement programs and supports for new
immigrants. This number is already sizable: as
of 2020, immigrants accounted for almost a
quarter of Alberta’s labour force. In a global
economy that values seamless adoption of the
best technologies and processes from around
the globe, an increasingly diverse workforce
presents an opportunity for Alberta to seize.

Immigrants as a share of the labour force

A decline in rural areas
Secondly, because most population growth
will come from international immigration and
most international immigrants tend to make
Source: Statistics Canada, 2020, Table: 14-10-0083-01
their homes in Alberta’s urban centres, rural
areas in Alberta may see a population decline.
This trend will be amplified by the fact that Albertans in rural parts already tend to skew slightly older than
those in more urban parts of the province, with a median age of 41.8 years compared with 36.7 among
their urban counterparts.

An opportunity to support healthy ageing
Though we tend to think of an ageing population as a headwind, an ageing population also comes with
some new opportunities. An older population, with better physical and mental health than previous
generations, provides opportunities to harness the lessons of experience (e.g., mentorship programs); the
benefits of creating a society that enables ageing in place; non-work contributions to communities; and
incentives for innovation in health and long-term care.

Business location decisions based on labour availability and skills
Finally, because this trend is global, there will be increased competition for workers. As such, the size and
capabilities of the working-age population in a given jurisdiction are set to increasingly play into business
location decisions.
Businesses select a location based on the availability and cost of inputs, such as raw materials, proximity
to markets, and the cost of transportation and trade. Historically, this was a huge advantage for Alberta,
as businesses were drawn to, or born out of, the proximity to the world’s third-largest proven crude oil
reserves. This asset was magnified by other favourable attributes such as low taxes (often referred to as
the “Alberta Advantage”) and a conducive regulatory environment.
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While still true—Alberta’s resource reserves will
continue to be a valuable asset for businesses to
use and operate close to—the relative balance of
business location decisions will shift away from
raw materials and transportation and towards
labour and human capital as most essential for
building and growing a successful business.

Importance of attracting people to
Alberta
Moreover, this underscores the importance of
continuously attracting young adults and young
families to the province—to study or work, and
create roots. This may be from within Canada or
from international locations. What will be
important is that Alberta is able to attract people
here—talented people who want to contribute,
work hard, and lead a good life. Jurisdictions that
make it easy to relocate, offering quality of life
and opportunity, will prosper.
Because of the importance of attracting people,
factors that affect quality of life—the quality of
public services like education and health care;
the vibrancy and diversity of cultural and
recreational activities; the affordability and cost
of living; and the viability of raising a family—will
be key. The recognition of foreign credentials will
also be essential in being an attractive
destination, as well as programs that expedite
and ease the relocation process, such as
nominee programs currently in use.

The role of remote work
There is one potential complication to this: the
prominence of remote work as the result of
COVID. To what extent will there be a decoupling
of where individuals live from where they work?
Programs like Zoom and Teams have allowed
this to work through the pandemic. Recently,
Facebook revealed a virtual reality version of
meeting rooms, utilizing hand tracking and spatial
audio, which makes it possible to “meet” in the
boardroom while working from home.
While some have been quick to suggest remote
work is here to stay and predict an increase in
people working in a location separate from their
employer, employees are not so sure.
A recent survey of post-COVID preferences
shows over 90% of employees across most
countries prefer to meet and work in-person at
least some of the week. This suggests that, for
the most part, employers and employees are still
likely to live close to each other.
Further, it may be in society’s best interest to
keep employment locations and employees more
geographically connected. COVID has revealed a
number of unintended consequences of a workfrom-home economy including social isolation,
missed opportunities for organic collaboration or
daily banter with colleagues, and, somewhat
counterintuitively, more responsibility at home
and less professional opportunity for women.
All this to say that Alberta cannot take population
growth for granted: where the people are,
businesses will follow.

COVID has revealed a number of unintended consequences of a workfrom-home economy including social isolation, missed opportunities
for organic collaboration or daily banter with colleagues, and,
somewhat counterintuitively, more responsibility at home and less
professional opportunity for women.
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Cities, Towns, and Rural Realities
Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Cities face conflicting challenges of
supporting growing populations, amid
new questions about the future of the
office and commercial property tax
revenues, while rural areas deal with
decline.

Alberta’s big cities may face a
rethink of budgets and urban
planning in response to changing
residence while rural areas will
need to manage the loss of people
and services.

As of 2007, for the first time, more people lived in
urban areas than rural parts of the globe. By 2050,
it is expected that more than two-thirds of the
world’s population will be living in urban areas.

Expanding cities
However, our experience with the COVID
pandemic has potentially cast this trend—
previously thought to be inexorable—in some
doubt. For instance, the adoption and use of
remote work and the “death of the office” could
arrest, or even reverse, the urbanization trend. If
employers are more open to remote workers and
individuals are interested in pursuing or continuing
working from home, this could make for more
individuals living farther away from city centres. It
could likewise mean fewer employers keep
permanent, downtown offices.
Some evidence from the US suggests that people
are simply moving farther outside of city centres,
but not to rural middle-of-nowhere towns. As The
Economist states, “Like an egg broken onto a pan,
economic activity is gradually seeping outward
from the centre.” Meanwhile, though predictions
of the death of the office seem premature, office
spaces and locations may also move beyond the
city core.
This makes for two important trends for Alberta.
The first “egg yolk” trend—urbanization combined
with greater flexibility of work location—could
benefit Alberta’s suburbs.

Families who may have previously located close to
the city may instead prefer the affordability,
space, and community of a suburb beyond the
traffic and noise. If true, this could be an
opportunity for suburbs and towns farther outside
of Edmonton and Calgary. It is more reasonable,
for instance, to commute from Leduc to
Edmonton if you only go into the office once or
twice a week.
This second trend in which businesses follow
individuals to surrounding suburbs could
exacerbate a pre-existing issue in Alberta.
Alberta’s two key downtown cores—Edmonton
and Calgary—both wrestle with office vacancies
well above the national average: Edmonton’s is
around 20% and Calgary’s recently reached a
record-high of 33%, compared with a national
average of 16%. Though we may be seeing the
start of a turnaround, higher vacancies in
downtowns have brought about increased safety
concerns in both major centres.
The emptiness is especially notable in Calgary. To
be fair, Calgary still has the fourth-highest number
of head offices per capita of any other city in
Canada (down from second as of just a couple of
years ago). But to those who have lived here for
decades, the loss is keenly visible in the hollowing
out of a once-bustling city centre which, at its
peak, had an office vacancy rate of just 6%.
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From 2014 to 2019, Calgary lost nine head offices
along with 3,600 head office jobs. The city is now
faced with what to do to “save downtown” in a city
core with buildings without businesses. The City of
Calgary and the Province of Alberta are actively
exploring options in an increasingly empty core.
Meanwhile, as mentioned, the populations in and
surrounding Calgary and Edmonton is expected to
grow. This urban and suburban economic region is
expected to be home to about 80% of Alberta’s
population by 2046, compared with 76% as of
2016. Though suburban parts are likely to see a
part of this growth, as noted, international
immigrants are expected to continue to settle in
the cities.
As the revenue model for cities is currently
designed, cities are dependent upon revenue from
property taxes (especially, valuable “prime real
estate” locations like The Bow in Calgary and
Stantec Tower in Edmonton) to fund city
amenities, infrastructure, and programs. This could
be a problem. Additionally, the egg yolk effect of
individuals locating beyond the city core could be
an issue, too: it is more costly to provide services
farther away and suburban properties tend to
generate lower tax revenues.
The combination of declining downtown
occupancy and rising population (with people
spread farther from the downtown core), brings
with it a major dilemma for city finances: a growing
demand for resources and a shrinking supply of
funds.

The alternative—cutting public spending—could
come with negative repercussions if, in so doing,
Alberta's big cities attract fewer businesses and
individuals, creating a downward spiral of less
funding leading to less growth.
Urban planning may also look a little different.
Office vacancies should be filled by considering
our needs for the future and multiple uses: the
value of new businesses which will drive
employment and economic growth; the
importance of walkability and nature; interest in
working at locations other than the office; and a
need for more affordable housing within cities
(Calgary has the lowest percentage of affordable
housing of any major city in Canada).
With growing populations—layered against
shifting work and residence choices postpandemic—urban planning, quality of life, amenity,
accessibility, and availability of arts, recreation and
leisure will be increasingly important as people
choose where to live before where to work.
This process of filling or repurposing office space
will take time. That said, cities have proven able to
continuously evolve and reinvent themselves and
Albertans are not short on big ideas for the future.
The University of Calgary’s School of Public Policy
already published a report with a number of
recommendations for “adaptive reuse” which
includes repurposing buildings and spaces
downtown to support a new kind of vibrance,
including larger housing units for families. It is time
to put all these ideas on the table.

As a result, municipal revenues are already taking
a hit—a trend very likely to continue into the future
under the current approach. If Calgary and
Edmonton are unable to fill in the downtown cores
with businesses, new models of municipal finance
will need to be considered.
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Shrinking towns and rural areas
At the same time, rural communities in Alberta
are struggling with the opposite problem:
shrinking populations as the current residents
age, and young people move away for more
opportunities elsewhere. As this happens, home
values decline, the tax base shrinks, and it
becomes more and more difficult to support the
public services—schools, hospitals, roads—
needed for a community to flourish. With
declining populations, retail and stores find it
harder to maintain operations, and ultimately
close. The biggest concern is this process can
create a downward spiral, where more businesses
and individuals leave in response to the decline,
only exacerbating the problem.
Slowing down this decline and ensuring that
Albertans in smaller towns and rural regions have
access to services, quality of life, and amenities,
will be an important policy consideration for the
province. A shift that is too abrupt will mean
serious consequences on those who live in rural
Alberta. Plus, rural communities—if they have the
public services and resources to succeed—offer a
number of opportunities and advantages,
especially those within a reasonable drive of a
larger city. If enabled with strong 5G connectivity,
for instance, individuals who might not have
otherwise considered life in a small town, could
choose to work remotely.
Expanding cities and shrinking towns both have
implications on public finances and services, and
the safety and well-being of Albertans. Planning
for these shifting preferences now—to ensure
Albertans of every corner of the province can
thrive—will be an important part of the work of
the next decade.
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Major Force

Global Trend

Impact for Alberta

Research and advocacy—and most
recently, COVID—have exposed
inequities across different groups of
people and highlighted the social cost
of not addressing barriers to capitalize
on our full human potential.

Inequities have long been a part of our systems.
The historic and legislated exclusion of Indigenous
participation in the economy; discrimination on the
basis of race or sex; and language and credential
barriers to new immigrants are just a few
examples of issues about which public awareness
has increased in recent years.
The emergence of social inequity as a dominant
issue was in part driven by an observed increase in
income inequality within many wealthy countries
over the last few decades. The gap between the
rich and the poor was found to be linked with
inequality of opportunity, meaning not everyone
has a fair shot at success. This, in turn, leads to a
number of issues that sabotage economic
progress: prosperity starts to seem unattainable;
the system is viewed as only working for some;
and disenfranchisement grows. In other words,
high levels of inequality are not only a moral
concern but also damaging to a society's potential.
Furthermore, income inequality has clear roots in
historical inequities. Because of long-standing
disparities, individuals who are Indigenous, Black,
or recent immigrants, for instance, are much more
likely to have lower economic outcomes. For
example, in Canada, Indigenous individuals face
unemployment at nearly double the rate of nonIndigenous individuals; racialized persons earn
over 20% less, on average, than their nonracialized counterparts, while women earn over
30% less than men; and having a non-Englishsounding name decreases the callback rate of
resumes by 28%.

Enabling all Albertans is crucial to
unlock our full potential and build
a strong sense of community.

Supporting these groups, and more equitable
opportunity, has become a primary focus of
economic development strategies and income
inequality, an indicator to watch. However,
Canada’s experience since COVID has magnified
some of these inequities.
For instance, many higher-income individuals (who
are more likely to be non-racialized) could change
into more casual clothes to work from home while
many lower-income individuals (who are more
likely to be racialized) continued to work in
crowded places, or lost work entirely. The same
divergence has been seen with respect to health:
poorer neighborhoods and workplaces more likely
to employ low-income individuals have been
ravaged by the virus with a virulence not seen
among the work-from-home crowd.
Women, too, have been hit especially hard during
COVID. Across nations, many moms faced (and
continue to face) a decision they thought had been
left with their own mother’s generation: to work or
care for children. Meanwhile, some tried to do
both, at once managing bosses, employees, and
toddlers. At the same time, younger women have
seen common work opportunities, such as at a
restaurant or bar, dissolve.
These experiences cannot be dismissed as shortterm inconveniences. At this point, it has made for
two years of missed income and professional
development for many of the most vulnerable, on
top of physical concerns and financial and
emotional strain.
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COVID also threatens future potential: the gap in
educational achievement is expected to widen,
diminishing the power of primary school to be the
“great equalizer.” School closures have been
especially detrimental to children who were
already behind. Many lower-income children
struggled because of poorer internet connectivity,
fewer resources or devices in the household, and
less support from parents (one of the reasons
being, parents of poorer children tend to have less
education themselves).
Canada has been no exception to these inequities.
Women, Indigenous communities, racialized
Canadians, individuals in the LGBTQ2S+
community, and newcomers to Canada all bore a
greater burden of the health and/or economic
consequences from the pandemic. Though
income supports helped to pad the blow to
personal finances, it seems increasingly likely,
because of the length and severity of the
pandemic, that there will be longer-term
consequences to the health, wellbeing, and
prosperity of these groups.
As a result, the virus brings a renewed urgency to
issues that have long been bubbling beneath the
surface. By not addressing barriers and enabling
all people, Canada’s potential is being squandered.
The Government of Canada is working to use this
as an opportunity to build a more equitable
economy, but it is too early to say whether its
current and planned approach will be effective or
sufficient.
This issue is especially true of Alberta, a province
whose wealth was built by industries that were
male-dominated and with little diversity in the
early years of its existence.

According to research by focus groups across
Alberta, the image of who is an Albertan remains
intrinsically linked to a figurative “Joe” (in his 30s,
white, and male), despite the fact that Alberta is
amazingly diverse, and Joe is but one part of “who”
Alberta is.
On the positive side, businesses are increasingly
recognizing the value of diversity, building
company cultures that help create opportunities
for individuals from different races, genders, and
perspectives. And not just within junior positions
or within certain functions, but broadly, up to the
highest levels of decision-making, where
representation is currently the most severely
lacking. Further, businesses increasingly
understand that it is not enough for company
cultures to support diversity without likewise
supporting inclusion—ensuring all individuals are
supported and a valued part of the team.
This interest is buoyed by a growing body of
research showing that diverse and inclusive teams
make better decisions; outperform competitors in
terms of revenues; and develop better products
and services for customers. Beyond this,
businesses recognize these efforts are necessary
to attract the next generation: 83% of Generation
Z say that a business's commitment to these
efforts is an important consideration when they
choose an employer.
One part of building a more inclusive province is
collecting, and using, more and better data. COVID
brought attention to the surprising dearth of data
for specific demographics. Without this data,
some important differences (e.g., racial
differences in COVID outcomes) would have
remained unknown.
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Further, where data do exist, it should be used as an integral perspective, rather than ad hoc. We are
already beginning to see this shift at the national level: the US Federal Reserve now tracks the
unemployment rate of Black individuals as an essential indicator and, likewise, Statistics Canada began
tracking unemployment rates of racialized and Indigenous individuals. This is important to track and
understand because, as Alberta grows more diverse, the progress and prosperity of different groups will
be ever more important to economic success.
Further, well before the pandemic, Canadians’ standard of living had stagnated. Now, as the population
ages, the labour force is set to shrink. A strategy of “growth” cannot focus on investment and innovation
while ignoring people and barriers to economic participation. Gender, racial, and ethnic equality, and
Indigenous reconciliation will thus be important pillars of prosperity.
Enabling all Albertans is, and will be, crucial to unlocking our full potential. This means being a place that
welcomes and embraces difference;
co-creates prosperity through Indigenous reconciliation;
supports gender equity in education and work; and
values a diversity of voices and representation on boards and in positions of leadership.
All who call Alberta home should believe the sky is the limit—and Alberta is a place where you can do big
things. This is what will build not just economic prosperity, but community, one built on trust, respect, and
a shared identity of being Albertan.
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Define the Decade is a vision for the future of Alberta and a pathway to
achieve that vision. To learn more about this project and read the other
Chapters in this story, please visit DefinetheDecade.com

