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ABSTRACT

Employment, unemployment and wage rates improved for Aboriginals in Canada in 2018,
while their participation rate decreased. For non-Aboriginals unemployment and wage
rates also improved; however, their employment rate was unchanged, and their participa-
tion rate decreased. All four of these employment measures, which are employment, unem-
ployment, participation, and wages, rates are and historically have been more favourable
for non-Aboriginals than for Aboriginals. The differences in employment and wage rates
are partially explained by the education level completed. The measures of employment
are examined by gender, age, province, economic sector, education, and for Métis, First
Nations, and Inuit.
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INTRODUCTION

Employment data for Aboriginals 15 years and older living off Reserves and for non-
Aboriginals is presented for 2007 through 2018 to enable the reader to assess the changes
over time. The focus will be on the changes between 2017 and 2018. The next section pres-
ents an overview of employment measures.

EMPLOYMENT, UNEMPLOYMENT, AND
PARTICIPATION RATES

The employment rate is the percent of those working in the total population who are over
the age of 15. The participation rate is the percent of those employed and those seeking to
be employed over the same total population of those over 15 years old. The higher these
rates, in general, the better the economy is thought to be doing. In contrast, the lower the
unemployment rate, the better the economy is considered to be doing. The unemployment
rate is the percent of those seeking employment divided by those employed and those seek-
ing employment. The combination of those employed and those unemployed (that is, those
seeking employment) is considered the labour force. Therefore, another way of defining the
unemployment rate is the percent of those unemployed in the labour force. Similarly,
another way of defining the participation rate is the percent of the labour force in the popu-
lation over 15 years old. It may be helpful to note that the employment and unemployment
rates are not directly related as they are measured in different ways.

The unemployment rate for Aboriginals in 2018 was 10.1 versus 11.3 in 2017, which
was an improvement (decrease) of 8.9%. The non-Aboriginal unemployment rate of 5.7
improved from 6.2, which was a decrease of 8.1% for the same time period.

The participation rate for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals declined by close to the
same amounts of 0.5% and 0.6%, respectively, in 2018 from 2017.

The employment rate of 57.6 for Aboriginals increased by 0.9% in 2018, while for non-
Aboriginals it remained the same at 61.7.

In summary, the employment and unemployment rates improved more for Aboriginals
than non-Aboriginals in 2018, and the participation rates decreased for both by about the
same percentage. Please see Table 1.

COMPARING RATES FOR FIRST NATIONS, METIS,

AND INUIT

In 2018 the unemployment rate for First Nations was 11.2, which is 28.7% higher than the
8.7 rate for Métis. First Nations have consistently had higher unemployment rates than
Métis. The First Nations unemployment rate decreased 17% in 2018 from 2017, which com-
pares to the 4.4% decrease for Métis.

Participation rates decreased for First Nations and Métis, while it increased for Inuit in
2018. Employment rates increased for First Nations and Inuit, but marginally declined for
Métis in 2018. The Métis employment and participation rates have consistently been higher
than for First Nations and in most years were higher than for Inuit. The participation rate was
66.7 for Métis and 61.8 for First Nations, and for Inuit it was 61.1 in 2018. Thus the partici-
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pation rates were 7.3% lower for First Nations and 8.4% lower for Inuit than for Métis. The
employment rate for Métis was 60.9, for First Nations it was 54.9, and for Inuit it was 52.6 in
2018. This is 9.9% lower for First Nations, and 13.6% lower for Inuit than for Métis. The
fourth category on Table 2, “Other”, includes Inuit and multiple identities. Please see Table 2.

EMPLOYMENT RATES BY AGE AND GENDER

In 2018 employment rates improved for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal men and women
25-54 years and older and for Aboriginal men over 55. It declined for Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal men and women for those 15-24 and for non-Aboriginal men 55 years and over.
The largest percentage increase in the employment rate in 2018 was 10.2, which was for
Aboriginal men 55 and over. The highest employment rates are for those in the 25-54 year
range. This is the case for both men and women, as well as for Aboriginals and non-
Aboriginals.

For Aboriginal men and women in the 15-24 and the 25-54 age categories, their
employment rates have been consistently lower than non-Aboriginal men. The largest differ-
ence in employment rates for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals is in the 25-54 age range.
For non-Aboriginal men it is 86.7, and for Aboriginal men 74.4, while for women it is 79.5
for non-Aboriginals and 68.5 for Aboriginals. Some may argue that this is the most critical
age group, because of the large number of people in this category. The employment rate for
Aboriginal women 55 and over has been higher than for non-Aboriginals since 2013. For
Aboriginal men 55 and over it has been the opposite. Their employment rate has been lower
than for non-Aboriginal men since 2013. Please see Table 3.

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES BY AGE AND GENDER

Unemployment rates declined for men and women in all three age categories for both
Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals in 2018, except for Aboriginal women 15-24, which
increased by 2.1%. Otherwise, unemployment rates for Aboriginals decreased from 1.5% for
women 55 years and over to as much as 36.5% for men 55 years and over. For non-
Aboriginals, unemployment rates decreased by as little as 3.1% for women 15-24 years and
as much as 12.7% for men 25-54 years old.

The unemployment rate for Aboriginals is 77.2% higher than for non-Aboriginals. For
Aboriginal men the unemployment rate is 91.7% higher and for Aboriginal women it is
59.3% higher than for non-Aboriginals in 2018. Significantly higher rates of unemployment
for Aboriginal men and women in each of the three age groups have persisted since 2007,
which is the time period for which the data is available. Please see Table 4.

EMPLOYMENT RATES AND POPULATION BY
PROVINCE OR REGION

The province with the highest Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal populations is Ontario. In
Ontario the employment rate for Aboriginals increased to 56.5 in 2018 from 54.9 in 2017.
The provinces with the highest Aboriginal employment rates were Alberta, with 59.7, and
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TABLE 4
Unemployment Rates by Age and Gender, Canada
Aboriginals Living Off of the Reserves and Non-Aboriginals
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96 ROBERT J. OPPENHEIMER

British Columbia, with a rate of 59.0 in 2018. These are decreases of 1.3% and 6.6%,
respectively. Saskatchewan was the province with the lowest Aboriginal employment rate
in 2018, at 54.3, which experienced a decline of 0.5 percent. The decrease in the employ-
ment rates in Saskatchewan and Alberta also occurred in 2017. Quebec’s Aboriginals had
the greatest percentage increase in its employment rate in both 2018 and 2017. In 2018 it
increased by 12.4%, and by 4.5% in 2017. The Atlantic region had the next largest increase
of 7.0% in 2018.

Manitoba had the largest percentage decline in employment rates for non-Aboriginals,
with a decrease of 0.93%. The Atlantic region had the lowest employment rate for non-
Aboriginals, but had the second largest percentage increase of 0.36%. British Columbia and
Quebec employment rates for non-Aboriginals remained unchanged. The provinces with the
highest employment rates for non-Aboriginals were Alberta, with a rate of 67.4, Saskatche-
wan, with 65.7, and Manitoba, with 63.8. Please see Table 5.

EMPLOYMENT BY INDUSTRIAL SECTOR

Industrial sectors are divided between goods-producing and services-producing sectors. The
percentage of Aboriginals employed in the goods-producing sectors decreased to 22.5% in
2018 from 22.9% in 2017. It remained unchanged for non-Aboriginals, at 21% in 2018 and
2017. Within each sector there are multiple categories and sub-categories. Examining these
may provide insights into what areas offer greater employment opportunities. In the goods-
producing sector in 2018, construction was where the greatest number of Aboriginals were
employed, 58,200, or 10.3%, followed by manufacturing with 37,400 or 6.6%. Construction
and manufacturing have consistently been the two largest areas of employment in the goods-
producing sector.

The services-producing sector was where 77.5% of Aboriginals were employed in
2018, versus 77.1% in 2017. The three largest areas were health care and social assistance,
with 84,200 employed, or 15%, followed by retail trade, 64,300 or 11.4% employed (which
was a decrease from 67,700 in 2017), with accommodation and food services next, with
46,700 or 8.3% (which was a decrease from 48,500 in 2017.)

The two largest areas of employment for non-Aboriginals in the goods-producing sec-
tors are manufacturing (9.3%) and construction (7.6%). In the service-producing sectors they
are health care and social assistance (12.8%) and retail trade (11.5%). Please see Table 6.

EMPLOYMENT RATES BY EDUCATION LEVEL

When education levels are examined the differences between Aboriginals and non-
Aboriginals employment rates become clearer.

Aboriginals who are high school graduates, who have a post-secondary certificate
or diploma, and who have a university degree all had higher rates of employment than non-
Aboriginals with similar education levels. These were 4.4%, 0.1%, and 8.1% higher, respec-
tively. For those who did not graduate high school and those who had some post-secondary
education, the employment rates for Aboriginals were lower than for non-Aboriginals by
1.2% and 6.6%, respectively.
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UNEMPLOYMENT, EMPLOYMENT, AND WAGE RATES CONTINUED TO IMPROVE FOR ABORIGINALS 101

The similarity of employment rates for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals when exam-
ined by education level is consistent for the twelve years for which the data is available.
This is highly significant. It means that education is an important aspect of determining
employment for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals. Further, the higher the level of
“completed” education, the higher the employment rate. The reason “completed” is in quotes
is that Aboriginals who attended some post-secondary, but didn’t complete it, have had
lower employment rates than those who graduated from high school since 2007. This was
the case for non-Aboriginals from 2007 through 2014, but has not been since 2015.

Aboriginals with a post-secondary certificate or diploma and those with a university
degree had increases in their rates of employment in 2018. Those who graduated high school
and those with some post-secondary education experienced decreases in their employment
rates. They remained unchanged for those who didn’t complete high school. Employment
rates increased for non-Aboriginals in each of the education categories except for those with
some post-secondary education, which decreased in 2018. Please see Table 7.

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BY EDUCATION LEVEL

The unemployment rates decreased for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals in 2018 and did so
for every education level examined. The highest rates of unemployment are for those with
less than a high school graduation. For Aboriginals with less than a high school graduation,
their unemployment rate was 18.9 in 2018, while for non-Aboriginals it was 11.3. The low-
est rates of unemployment were for university graduates. Aboriginals had a rate of 3.5, and
non-Aboriginals 4.3. This is the only education level for which Aboriginals had a lower
unemployment rate than non-Aboriginals. In all other cases the unemployment levels are
substantially higher for Aboriginals.

The other differences in unemployment rates ranged from 60.4% for those with a post-
secondary education to 70.1% for those with some post-secondary education. The equalizing
effect of education that applied for employment rates does not apply for unemployment
rates. Please see Table 8.

AVERAGE WEEKLY WAGES BY EDUCATION LEVEL

As education increases, wages increase for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals. Wages
increased by 3% for Aboriginals and by 2.9% for non-Aboriginals in 2018, while the infla-
tion rate, as measured by the consumer price index, increased 2%.

Overall wages were 8.0% lower for Aboriginals than for non-Aboriginals in 2018,
which is an improvement from the 8.3% gap in 2017 and the 11.7% difference that existed
in 2007. When wage rates are examined by education level we obtain further information.
Aboriginals with less than high school graduation had a 14.7% higher wage rate than non-
Aboriginals. Wage rates for Aboriginals with a Bachelor’s degree were 0.8% higher than for
non-Aboriginals.

The average wage rates for Aboriginal high school graduates was 3.2% lower than for
non-Aboriginals. For Aboriginals with a post-secondary certificate or diploma without high
school completion it was 5.7% lower. For Aboriginals with a post-secondary certificate or
diploma with high school completion it was similar, being only 0.5% lower. Aboriginal
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104 ROBERT J. OPPENHEIMER

wage rates were 6.1% lower for those with above a bachelor’s degree. Examining wages by
education level helps to explain the wage gap between Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals.
Please see Table 9.

AVERAGE WEEKLY WAGES BY EDUCATION LEVEL
AND POPULATION

One reason the overall wages were 8% lower for Aboriginals than non-Aboriginals in 2018
is that a larger percentage of Aboriginals have lower levels of education than non-
Aboriginals. Forty-nine percent (49.0%) of Aboriginal employees had a post-secondary cer-
tificate or diploma or higher. This is in comparison to 64.9% for non-Aboriginals. The per-
centage of Aboriginal employees who did not complete high school was 13.9, versus 8.0 for
non-Aboriginals.

As completed education levels increase, wage rates increase. Thus, one strategy to close
the wage gap between Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals would be to increase the overall
education levels of Aboriginals. Please see Table 10.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The employment and unemployment rates improved for Aboriginals in 2018, while the par-
ticipation rates remained the same. However, all three rates have been consistently worse for
Aboriginals.

Meétis unemployment rates have been consistently lower and their employment and par-
ticipation rates have been consistently higher than for First Nations. In most years Métis’
participation rates were higher than for Inuit.

In 2018 the unemployment rates decreased (improved) for Aboriginal men in all three
age groups and for women 25-54 years and for those 55 and over, while it increased (wors-
ened) for women 15-24 years old. For non-Aboriginals the unemployment rates improved
for both men and women in all three age groups. The employment rates for Aboriginals and
non-Aboriginals increased for men and for women 25-54 and 55 and over, but declined for
both men and women 15-24 years old.

The province with the highest Aboriginal employment rates was Alberta, followed by
British Columbia. Saskatchewan was the province with the lowest Aboriginal employment
rate, followed by Ontario.

The services-producing sector was where 77.5% of Aboriginals were employed in
2018. The three largest in 2018 were health care and social assistance, followed by retail
trade, with accommodation and food services next, employing 15%, 11.4%, and 8.3%,
respectively. In the goods-producing sector, construction was where the greatest percentage,
10.3%, of Aboriginals were employed, followed by manufacturing, employing 6.6%.

Aboriginals’ wages were 8.0% lower for non-Aboriginals in 2018, which is an
improvement from the 8.3% difference in 2017 and the 11.7% gap that existed in 2007. One
reason for this is that a larger percentage of Aboriginals have lower levels of education than
non-Aboriginals. Employees with lower levels of education on average have lower wage
rates.
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UNEMPLOYMENT, EMPLOYMENT, AND WAGE RATES CONTINUED TO IMPROVE FOR ABORIGINALS 107

Employment rates for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals are similar when examined by
education level. This is the case for the twelve years for which the data is available. This is
highly significant. It means that education is an important aspect of determining employment
rates for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals. Nonetheless, unemployment rates for
Aboriginals are substantially higher than for non-Aboriginals, regardless of education level,
except for those with university degrees.

Education is critical. The higher the level of education completed, the higher are wages,
the lower is the rate of unemployment, and the higher are the employment rates. This is the
case for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals. Education appears to be a key determinant
of employment and wage rates.
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