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How Ottawa can solve the LMI problem 
 

The challenge: poor labour market information makes for poor policy 
 
Canada’s skills shortage and mismatches, youth unemployment and underemployment 
are serious impediments to economic prosperity. Addressing those challenges are 
hampered by the lack of accurate and timely labour market information (LMI). Without 
publicly available reliable LMI, policymakers, businesses and postsecondary institutions 
are unable to address these challenges facing people entering the workforce as well as 
the country’s overall economic future.   
 
Consider these troubling examples of current LMI failures: 
 
• We cannot answer basic questions such as “How many welders are going to be 

certified this year?” and “How many welders will employers need?” 
 

• While electrician is the highest ranked in-demand skilled trade, we do not know how 
many electrician apprentices are in the final stages of their training—or how many 
electricians will be certified in any given year. 

 
• No comparison is available between employer demand for specific occupations, 

available skill sets of temporary foreign workers and the number of students 
graduating from Canadian postsecondary or training institutions with the 
qualifications to fill that demand. 

 
• Employers citing skills shortages in high-demand specialized sectors such as IT or 

digital training do not know how many students are expected to graduate from 
university or college or polytechnic-related programs. 

 
• Many colleges and polytechnics have high-demand training programs but cannot find 

adequately trained instructors to teach those courses. 
 

• Today’s labour market data are not designed to capture or forecast the new 
occupations that will emerge in the future digital economy.  

 
Data analysis and public discussion of national skills supply and demand have not yet 
been attempted, but urgent action is needed. Without reliable long-term, cross-sectoral 
data, Canada cannot build the high-quality talent pool needed to supply the 21st century 
workplace, let alone propel future economic growth.   
 
Worse, there is a strong risk that policy decisions about the labour market are being 
made in a vacuum, leading to labour market distortions or exacerbating existing skills 
shortages. Furthermore, inaccurate information leads to sending the wrong signals to 
the country’s learning population about their various career options. 
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However, this is a time ripe for action as there exists a rare national consensus among 
employers and industry associations that reliable LMI will help them determine the 
labour market supply of the people they need for their unfilled jobs. Yet, certain 
stakeholders torque data for their own purposes, confusing the employees, employers, 
job seekers and learners facing important decision points.  
 
The plural of anecdote is not data.  Therefore, reliable, accurate and timely LMI is 
needed. 
 
The Government of Canada should demonstrate leadership by being the leading LMI 
data source for all Canadians – employers, workers and learners alike. Compared to our 
G7 and OECD peers, Canada is lagging behind when it comes to the free, public 
dissemination of LMI data. Australia, Germany and the UK have national agencies 
focused on current and emerging skills and workforce needs, allowing their 
governments and citizens access to up-to-date data. If these competitors can make 
these investments, why can't Canada? 
 
The 2012 House of Commons Human Resources Committee report “Labour and Skills 
Shortages in Canada: Addressing Current and Future Challenges” recommended better, 
more user-friendly LMI (Recommendation 2), echoing the analysis of the 2009 Advisory 
Panel on Labour Market Information (Drummond and Miner). The Commons Finance 
Committee also recommended action on national LMI in its June 2014 Youth 
Employment report. 
 
While recent discussions at the Forum of Labour Market Ministers with the federal 
government are encouraging, more can be done to: 
 
• forecast accurately employers’ demand for jobs; 

 
• disseminate existing provincial postsecondary data at a national level; 
 
• improve study and career choice by learners; 
 
• publicize accurate data about the earning power of recent postsecondary graduates 

and trades qualifiers; 
 
• increase the focus on skills needed for in-demand jobs, not just on occupations or 

qualifications; 
 
• highlight the variety of pathways and transitions being made by Canada's learning 

population; and 
 
• address the wait-lists for high-demand training programs, both in apprenticeships 

and in career-oriented professional and vocational training, which are matched by 
real demand from employers for graduates of these programs. 
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Quality labour market information is needed at a very detailed level of occupation and 
postsecondary program. Multiple indicators are required, because no single indicator 
provides a dynamic and accurate picture of Canada’s labour market.  
 
Additionally, consistent reporting across all jurisdictions is key. These indicators will 
send strong signals to students to help them make demand-driven education and 
training choices. At the same time, the indicators will provide employers with information 
about and insight into the talent-supply pipeline. 
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What data are needed for the 21st century workplace?  
 
Supply-side data: 
 
• A full, up-to-date description of the breadth and depth of programs offered at Canada’s 

postsecondary institutions, especially those that are publicly funded; 
• Evidence of postsecondary programs that are aligned with in-demand jobs or a list of 

related jobs for each postsecondary program; 
• A list of high-demand programs and information about wait lists for programs designed for 

those in-demand jobs; 
• The number and types of students participating in diverse types of education and training, 

in terms of enrolment by year of study and by credential; 
• The number of students projected to graduate per postsecondary program;  
• The number of apprentices per trade and per each level of training;  
• The diverse types of education and training pathways along with the employment rates 

among graduates associated with each; 
• Salary expectations for all postsecondary programs based on existing salaries of 

graduates of the same or similar programs; and 
• Qualitative analysis on students’ in-school experience and the usefulness of 

postsecondary programs for workplace preparation, such as the number of postsecondary 
programs with work-integrated learning opportunities. 

 
Demand-side data: 
 
• List of nationwide, in-demand occupations along with the educational background and skill 

sets required for these positions; 
• A new skills dictionary that improves on the National Occupational Code classification 

system by cataloguing the skills that employers are currently demanding; 
• Indicators of recruitment difficulties, such as vacancy fill rates and number of suitable 

applicants per vacancy, broken down by occupation;  
• Elements of forecast reports, such as projections of the number of vacancies for selected 

occupations, projected retirements per occupation or trade, occupational unemployment 
rates and employment growth;  

• Wage rates; 
• Turnover rates; 
• Rate of return on the costs of education investment, relative to the expected higher 

financial returns achievable as a result of that investment; and 
• Labour force participation rates. 
 
Note: Some of these datasets exist, yet we propose new measures as well. Not all are 
consistently tracked across every jurisdiction or industry sector.  
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What Canada needs now - Polytechnics Canada’s solution 
 
Polytechnics Canada recommends that the federal government create an independent 
national Labour Market Information Council (LMIC) charged with the collection, 
verification, consolidation, analysis and provision of reliable, accurate and timely LMI, 
building upon existing data from both industry/employers (demand-side) and education 
and training providers (supply-side), in order to provide a comprehensive national (and 
local) picture of the Canadian labour market. 
 
The best way to end the confusion over the skills shortage debate and to facilitate 
access to quality LMI is for Ottawa to take leadership and ownership of this policy 
challenge through the creation of such a LMIC.  
 
Australia, for one, provides a simple best-practice model for Canada to follow. Its federal 
government is responsible for both national and regional labour market information. 
Australians have access to current data such as which industries and occupations have 
the largest number of jobs, where the new jobs will be over the next five years, where 
the skill shortages are across regions, the changing occupations and details on the 
relationship between education and employment.1 
 
For example, the annual Australian Jobs report brings together up-to-date and forward-
looking data about the labour market and covers a wide range of topics including 
employment by industry and location, graduate outcomes and employers' skill needs. 
 
To date, neither Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC) nor Statistics 
Canada has been able to produce quality labour market information. A LMIC would 
enable Canada to measure up to our OECD and G7 partners. 
 
Weaknesses of current LMI 
 
One of the major barriers to compiling comparable data is a lack of national definitions 
for variables in the postsecondary education domain (full-time students, part-time 
students, post-graduate study, work-integrated-learning, employment outcomes, etc., all 
differ in definition from province to province). The federal government, possibly in 
collaboration with the OECD as well as the provinces, should develop standardized, 
national definitions for Canada’s diverse postsecondary variables.   
 
The multiplicity and incomparability of data sources are part of the confusion, which 
begs the need for investment in new and stable supply-side information. Aside from long 
delays in releasing education-related data such as the National Graduate Survey, the 
Youth in Transition Survey or National Apprenticeship Survey, Statistics Canada’s 
practice of charging for such data and holding proprietary rights against secondary 
distribution is counterproductive when it comes to an issue of such national importance 
like LMI.  
 

1 http://docs.employment.gov.au/node/32635 
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A brief examination of the current state of provincial LMI tools and portals shows that 
among those provinces that have LMI portals, British Columbia’s, Quebec’s and 
Alberta’s are very robust and user-friendly. Ontario, Manitoba, New Brunswick and 
Prince Edward Island would need to establish or upgrade online LMI portals to achieve 
the level of the other three provinces. 
 
For all provincial websites, where sources are given, it appears that the data rely on 
federal sources, but not the same sources in each case. Some use the Canadian 
Occupation Projection System (COPS), some the National Household Survey (NHS) 
and some the Labour Force Survey (LFS) that provides estimates of employment and 
unemployment. Each province uses data from different years. 
 
While these sources are all useful, they provide only a small part of what is required and 
they are used inconsistently by different jurisdictions. A reliable national data presence 
is critically important now. 
 
Demand-side data in the new LMIC 
 
In order to provide a stable, more robust and complete picture of Canada’s labour 
market, the new Labour Market Information Council would complement—not duplicate—
pre-existing demand-side data. It would build upon the recent federal $14 million 
investment in quarterly job vacancy surveys and the annual survey on wage rates, both 
of which would migrate to the LMIC. In order to fill the gaps in labour-market data 
tracking, the Council would design and implement new market-analysis mechanisms. It 
would also absorb existing Statistics Canada initiatives such as the LFS.  
 
The Sectoral Initiatives Program would also feed data into the Council, thus populating 
industry forecasts on occupations needed in the future. Additionally, Service Canada 
offices, handling almost one million transactions every day with their frontline 
connections to Job Bank, Employment Insurance, targeted programs for Aboriginals, 
Persons with Disabilities, Older Workers, Youth and Newcomers could contribute to the 
new Council’s data collection.  
 
Supply-side data in the new LMIC 
 
While some demand-side labour market data are available, (though of course they have 
yet to be aggregated and coherently presented at the national level), credible and 
objective supply-side data have been missing for a very long time. Existing supply-side 
datasets that attempt to capture the postsecondary education picture are years out-of-
date and are engineered unsatisfactorily by combining five different datasets with 
different methodologies, definitions, cohorts and reporting periods.2  
 
For example, the current supply-side data do not fully capture the three million 
Canadians studying in a university, community college, private career college or 

2 National Graduate Survey, Postsecondary Student Information System, National Apprenticeship Survey, 
Registered Apprentice Information System, and National Household Survey 
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apprenticeship program.  Indeed, the apprentice population is not even considered as 
part of Canada’s postsecondary student population and is tracked separately.  
 
The LMIC would work with, and provide resources to, higher-education institutions 
willing to provide their supply-side data (on students, graduates and training outcomes). 
The Council’s flagship initiative should be a pilot program providing 100 publicly funded 
postsecondary institutions with funding to support the position of a Labour Market 
Information Liaison at each institution. 
 
The Liaison’s role as a Council employee would be to work within the postsecondary 
institution and with the appropriate faculty and administrators to act as a single point of 
contact for the aggregation of supply-side labour market information. Using definitions 
applicable across Canada, the Liaison would be responsible for gathering, translating 
and reporting data on students, graduates and employment outcomes to the national 
LMIC.  
 
This model would be similar to the widespread practice of another arm’s length council, 
the National Research Council (NRC), embedding Industrial Technology Advisors in 
universities and colleges to facilitate engagement for R&D services through the NRC’s 
Industrial Research Assistance Program (IRAP). 
 
Even with only bi-annual data collection exercises, the Labour Market Information 
Liaison pilot would make exponentially quicker the analyzing, collecting and 
disseminating of reliable and timely data on the application, enrolment and graduation 
trends at universities, colleges and polytechnics than existing Statistics Canada 
initiatives.  
 
Open-data model 
 
The LMIC should be modelled along the lines of Ottawa’s Open Data initiative, which 
makes data freely available for re-use by governments, citizens, voluntary organizations, 
academia and the private sector in new and unanticipated ways. Indeed, the Open Data 
initiative, data.gc.ca, provides one-stop access to the Government of Canada’s 
searchable open datasets across a vast number of subject areas and government 
departments and agencies. But it does not contain any LMI data that is required by 
Canadian learners and employers to address skills mismatches and challenges. 
 
Rather than focus on the design of web portals, the federal government’s role should be 
making reliable LMI accessible through federal collection, aggregation and analysis and 
the reporting of quality data in an open-data format. Then, the private sector, those 
better equipped to package and market the data, can do so in innovative ways targeted 
to specific audiences, such as high school students. A similar approach was adopted in 
the U.K. following entrepreneur/educator Doug Richard’s review of that country’s 
apprenticeship system.3 
 

3 Doug Richard (November 2012), The Richard Review of Apprenticeships, Recommendation 9, p. 19 
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Key elements of the Labour Market Information Council  
 
Governance model: Modelled along the lines of the National Seniors Council, the LMIC 
would report to the Honourable Jason Kenney, Minister of Employment and Social 
Development, in light of his responsibilities for jobs and training.  
 
The Council would be supported by the Forum of Labour Market Ministers and the 
Council of Ministers of Education. It would be recognized by federal, provincial and 
territorial governments, as well as all Canadians, as the authoritative pan-Canadian 
body responsible for LMI.  
 
Survey design/setting definitions and standards: The LMIC would work with the 
provinces to assess best practices for reporting LMI; set national definitions and 
reporting standards and reporting deadlines for the provinces. 
  
Data collection and aggregation: The LMIC would work with the provinces to mobilize 
existing LMI sources and co-operate with the OECD to incorporate new definitions and 
survey tools to capture comparable, national trends in a timely manner. The Council 
would ensure that it is comparing like to like (supply and demand data) across the 
country within 18 months.  
 
Data analysis and interpretation: Council staff would conduct LMI-related data 
analysis and interpretation in order to make sure the information is relevant, well 
targeted to different types of users and easy to understand. The Council would issue 
reports relevant to policy discussions and debates. 
 
Reporting: The Council would be responsible for reporting trends and analysis for 
general consumption and meeting our OECD reporting obligations with relevant data. 
OECD reports that reference Canada should no longer contain “N/As” (“not available”).  
 
Flexibility: The Council would conduct core surveys and longitudinal studies, while 
remaining flexible enough to respond to emerging trends and undertake specific projects 
that capture issues of national importance as needed. 
 
Raising awareness of LMI: The provinces and Ottawa, along with the Council itself, 
would promote the Council as the one-stop shop for objective and timely federal LMI. 
 
Open data/dissemination: The Council would continually update a one-stop website 
that is open and freely accessible to all Canadians. Where Statistics Canada charges for 
custom data separation and analysis, the Council would simply provide clean data to be 
analyzed by whoever wishes to work with it. 
 
Funding: The Council would require stable, predictable, ongoing funding from the 
federal government to sustain its operations. 
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Staffing/Resources: The Council would be a much sought after employer for 
individuals currently engaged in the LMI process through ESDC, Service Canada, 
Statistics Canada and other government departments. 
 
Benefits 
 
An objective comparison of the different postsecondary pathways would break the 
current one-size fits all narrative that drives most students to pursue a university 
education. Learners would be able to make informed choices regarding the diverse 
options offered by postsecondary institutions. Through the creation of the LMIC, 
educational outcome measures, such as graduate employment rates, would be routinely 
collected and disseminated for the benefit of all. 
 
Vocational training would no longer be seen as an embarrassing sideshow to the 
traditional university stream, once accurate earning power information is available. 
Therefore, vocational training would be viewed by students, parents, teachers, career 
and guidance counsellors, and employers as having equal standing to theory-based 
university instruction. 
 
Currently, multinational enterprises are wary of moving operations to Canada because 
they cannot be sure of existing and future supply of the highly qualified people required 
for a branch factory or R&D facility. These firms do not have the same problem of 
obtaining supply-side labour forecasts from our G7 competitors.  Employers would 
benefit from access to granular local data and credible forecasts of the talent pool of 
highly qualified skilled people graduating from Canada’s postsecondary institutions. 
 
As LMI needs are constantly changing, there needs to be a capacity to conduct special 
surveys/studies on major emerging phenomena in the labour market. Establishing an 
LMIC would also help Canada fulfill its reporting commitment to the OECD. The current 
gaps in education data collection resulted in Canada being unable to report on nearly 
three-quarters (73 per cent) of the data points in the recently released OECD “Education 
at a Glance 2014” report. This result is starkly at odds with the aspirations of a 
knowledge-based economy and society.  
 
The LMIC would make federal and provincial policymakers better informed about both 
the supply and the demand side of the labour market, allowing improved targeting of 
policies and programs to any emerging skills gaps. All Canadian stakeholders would be 
able to think about supply and demand locally and nationally, enhancing domestic 
labour mobility. 
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Cost 
 
1. The new Labour Market Information Council: Based on the costing from the 2009 
LMI Advisory Panel report, we have selected key activities that the LMIC would be 
responsible for (Using the 2009 LMI Panel Report, we have adjusted for inflation and 
arrived at a total cost of $12.4 million for the creation of the Council). 
 
• Permanent secretariat: $1.6 million, to ensure continuity, federal-provincial-territorial 

co-ordination and follow through for LMI enhancements. 
 

• Strengthened Service Canada local labour market analysis: $5 million. Availability of 
local labour market data could also better inform localized program decisions and 
has, as a result, been a major concern of provincial and territorial governments as 
well as many stakeholders (industry associations, academics, employer groups, 
etc.). Local labour market analysis would be uploaded for Council aggregation and 
comparison.  

 
• Improve COPS and enhance its provincial projection capabilities: $350,000. Reliable 

labour market projections are required to: inform policies aimed at addressing future 
skills demand; ensure our education system is able to reflect changing educational 
requirements in a timely manner; and create a globally competitive workforce by 
providing students and career changers with the information necessary to make 
sensible decisions. The current COPS 10-year occupational forecast does not well 
serve today’s students or job seekers. The new LMIC version would forecast five 
years out. 

 
• Raising public awareness of LMI: $1.1 million. LMI can be useful only if it is known 

and used. The current system is poorly understood. The Council would create a 
more level playing field for small-to-medium-sized enterprises, which have 
historically been less active in using LMI than larger, better-funded organizations. 
The Council could also improve labour force productivity by ensuring more students, 
employers and jobseekers are aware of and know how to use available LMI. This 
would prevent missed opportunities arising from a lack of basic information on labour 
market prospects.  

 
• Establish a data repository: $1.1 million. With the purpose of effectively being a 

clearinghouse for open datasets, the Council would improve the accessibility of 
government and other publicly funded data. Establishment of this data warehouse 
would also enhance the compatibility, consistency and quality of LMI. The data 
generated by the LMIC could also be seamlessly integrated into existing federal 
portals such as Job Bank (Working in Canada) and Career Choice. 

 
• Making Statistics Canada website data free of charge: $3.2 million. While Statistics 

Canada is well positioned to collect certain datasets on both the supply and demand 
side, the current system has also resulted in uneven information availability across 
jurisdictions and groups of users depending on capacity to pay. Instead, the LMIC 
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would purchase the cleaned data from Statistics Canada (similar to the current cost-
recovery model) and make it freely available to the general public in a timely manner.  

 
2. The proposed Labour Market Information Liaison Pilot Program: $9 million. New 
funding for this pilot program would provide 100 postsecondary institutions with 
resources to staff and support the position of a Labour Market Information Liaison at 
each institution. These Liaison officers would report to the Labour Market Information 
Council. 
 
There is a further, compelling economic argument for creating a national LMIC. We 
calculate the potential return-on-investment multiplier as 725 times the initial investment. 
As well, Canadians last year earned more than $870 billion in wages. Stronger LMI will 
result in a better matching of individual competencies and experience with higher paying 
jobs in demand. In this way, LMI will reduce unemployment rates. Even if better LMI 
results in only a one-percent-increase in wages earned, that is an additional $8.7 billion 
in GDP. 
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