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ABSTRACT 

For Aboriginals in Canada, their employment and participation rates decreased, and their 

unemployment rate remained the same in 2019. In contrast, non-Aboriginals’ unemploy­

ment, employment, and participation rates improved. These rates and wage rates are and 

have historically been more favourable for non-Aboriginals than for Aboriginals. These 

rates are examined by gender, age, and sector, as well as for Métis and First Nations. 

INTRODUCTION 
Employment data for Aboriginals 15 years and older living off reserves and for non-
Aboriginals is presented for 2007 through 2019 to enable the reader to assess the changes 
over time. The focus will be on the changes from 2018 to 2019. The next section presents an 
overview of employment measures. 

EMPLOYMENT, UNEMPLOYMENT, AND 
PARTICIPATION RATES DEFINED 
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 population. 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 seeking employment. The combination of 
those employed and those unemployed (i.e., those seeking employment) is considered the 
labour force. Therefore, another way of defining the unemployment rate is the percent of 
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those unemployed in the labour force. Similarly, another way of defining the participation 
rate is the percent of the labour force in the population. It may be helpful to note that the 
employment and unemployment rates are not directly related, as they are measured in 
different ways. 

EMPLOYMENT, UNEMPLOYMENT, AND 
PARTICIPATION RATES 
The unemployment rate has been at least 67.1% higher (worse) for Aboriginals than for non-
Aboriginals since 2007. It was 83.6% higher in 2019, which is the largest difference since 
2007. Aboriginals’ unemployment rate was unchanged in 2019 from 2018 at 10.1. The non-
Aboriginal unemployment rate of 5.5 in 2019 improved from 5.7 in 2018 (a decrease of 
3.5%). 

The participation rate has been consistently lower (worse) for Aboriginals than for non-
Aboriginals. For Aboriginals it was 64.1 in 2018 and 63.9 in 2019, a decline of 0.3%. In 
contrast, for non-Aboriginals it increased (improved) by 0.5%, going from 65.4 in 2018 to 
65.7 in 2019. 

The employment rate for Aboriginals in 2019 was 57.5, and in 2018 it was 57.6, a 
decrease of 0.2%. For non-Aboriginals it increased (improved) by 0.6%, from 61.7 in 2018 
to 62.1 in 2019. Similar to the participation rate, the employment rate has been consistently 
lower (worse) for Aboriginals than for non-Aboriginals. 

In summary, the participation, employment, and unemployment rates improved for non-
Aboriginals in 2019, while for Aboriginals their participation and employment rates wors­
ened, and their unemployment rate remained the same. See Table 1. 

COMPARING RATES FOR FIRST NATIONS AND MÉTIS 
In 2019 the unemployment, participation, and employment rates for First Nations worsened, 
while these rates improved for Métis. 

First Nations’ unemployment rate increased in 2019 to 11.7 from 11.2, a 4.5% change. 
Their participation rate decreased from 61.8 to 60.9, a decline of 1.5%, and their employ­
ment rate decreased from 54.9 to 53.8, a 2.0% decline from 2018. These rates moved in the 
opposite directions for Métis. Their unemployment rate decreased from 8.7 to 8.3, a decline 
of 4.6%, while their participation rate increased from 66.7 to 66.9, or 0.3%, and their 
employment rate improved from 60.9 to 61.3, a 0.7% increase in 2019 from 2018. 

The Métis’s unemployment, participation, and employment rates have, since 2007, been 
consistently better than for First Nations. In 2019 these rates were better for the Métis than 
for First Nations by 41%, 9%, and 12.2%, respectively. See Table 2. 

EMPLOYMENT RATES BY AGE AND GENDER 
In 2019 employment rates improved for everyone in the 25–54 age group. This includes 
both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal men and women. Employment rates also increased for 
non-Aboriginal men over 55, but declined for non-Aboriginal women 55 and over. They 
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also declined for Aboriginal men and women 55 years and over. The employment rates for 
Aboriginal men and women 25–54 have been consistently lower than for non-Aboriginals. 
They have been higher for Aboriginal women 55 and over, except for 2011 and 2012. In 
contrast, the employment rate has been lower for Aboriginal men 55 and over since 2013. 
See Table 3. 

UNEMPLOYMENT RATES BY AGE AND GENDER 
In 2019, for those in the 25–54 age group, unemployment rates declined for Aboriginal 
women by 5.6% but increased for Aboriginal men by 1.0%. Unemployment rates for 
Aboriginal women 55 and over declined by 13.6% and increased for Aboriginal men 55 and 
older by 27.6%. It decreased for non-Aboriginal men 55 and over by 3.6% and remained the 
same for non-Aboriginal men 25–54. For non-Aboriginal women 25–54 the unemployment 
rate decreased by 8.3%, and for non-Aboriginal men 55 and over it remained the same. 

The unemployment rate for Aboriginals is 83.6% higher than for non-Aboriginals in 
2019. For Aboriginal men the unemployment rate is 100% higher, that is, twice as high. For 
Aboriginal women it is 59.6% higher than for non-Aboriginals in 2019. These unemploy­
ment rates have been significantly higher for Aboriginal men and women in both of these 
age groups, and this has been the case every year since 2007. See Table 4. 

EMPLOYMENT BY INDUSTRIAL SECTOR 
Industrial sectors are divided between goods-producing and services-producing sectors. The 
percent of Aboriginals employed in the goods-producing sectors increased to 23.0% in 2019 
from 22.5% in 2018. It declined for non-Aboriginals to 20.7% in 2019 from 21.0% 2018. 
There were corresponding changes in the services-producing sector. 

The services-producing sector was where 77.0% of Aboriginals were employed in 
2019, versus 77.5% in 2018. In 2019, 79.3% of non-Aboriginals worked in the service-pro­
ducing sectors, which increased from 79% in 2018. 

A higher percentage of Aboriginals have worked in the goods-producing sector than 
non-Aboriginals in every year since 2007, except in 2009. The goods-producing sector 
includes agricultural, mining, oil and gas extraction, utilities, construction and manufactur­
ing. See Table 5. 

WAGES — AVERAGE WEEKLY EARNINGS 
The inflation rate in Canada in 2019 was 1.9%, and the average weekly earnings for 
Aboriginals increased by 4.2% from $907 in 2018 to $945 in 2019. This compares to the 
2018 average weekly earnings of $986 for non-Aboriginals and $1,018 in 2019, an increase 
of 3.2%. Non-Aboriginals have consistently earned more than Aboriginals. The difference in 
average weekly wages ranged from 6.9% in 2015 to 11.7% in 2007. In 2019 the gap 
between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal earnings is the second smallest that it has been since 
2007 at 7.2%. See Table 6. 
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EDUCATION LEVEL ATTAINED 
One explanatory factor as to why the employment rate is and has been lower for Aboriginals 
may be found in the education levels attained. Aboriginals have achieved lower levels of 
education than non-Aboriginals, based upon data from 2016. Employment rates as well as 
other rates are directly related to the education level attained. Aboriginals have a higher 
percent of their population with lower levels of educational attainment than non-Aboriginals. 
This appears to partially explain why Aboriginals have a lower employment rate. 
Aboriginals with less than high school completion were 16.6% of their population, in 
comparison to 8.5% for non-Aboriginals. The percent of Aboriginals that completed post­
secondary education was 51.7%, versus 65.8% for non-Aboriginals. When the employment 
rates are examined by the level of education attained, a different picture emerges. 

Aboriginals who are high school graduates, have a post-secondary certificate or 
diploma and those with a university degree had higher rates of employment than non-
Aboriginals with similar educational levels. (Oppenheimer, 2019) 

Thus, if we compare the employment rates for those with similar levels of education, 
Aboriginal employment rates are higher for those with higher levels of education than for 
non-Aboriginals. However, the unemployment rates are still higher for Aboriginals, even 
when they have similar levels of education as non-Aboriginals (Oppenheimer, 2019). See 
Table 7. 

TABLE 7
 
Highest Level of Education Attained — 2016
 

Percent Aboriginals Living Off of the Reserves and Non-Aboriginals
 

Aboriginals Non-Aboriginals 

Less than High School 16.6 8.5 

Completed High School 23.5 19.0 

Some Post-Secondary Education 8.1 6.7 

Completed Post-Secondary Education 51.7 65.8 

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, cuatom tabulation 4ctl_abo_wage_AN.ivt. 

SUMMARY 
The employment data for Aboriginals in Canada in 2019 provides a mixed, but not a very 
positive, picture. Employment and participation rates decreased, which was negative, while 
their unemployment rate remained the same, which at best could be considered neutral, 
given the positive economy in 2019. On the positive side, wages increased more than twice 
the inflation rate and by a larger percent than for non-Aboriginals. In contrast, all four rates 
improved for non-Aboriginals, which are the unemployment, employment, participation, and 
wage rates. 

Métis unemployment rates have been consistently lower, and their employment and 
participation rates have been consistently higher than, for First Nations. 
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Employment rates for both Aboriginal men and women decreased, while these rates 
increased for non-Aboriginal men and women in 2019. Unemployment rates for Aboriginal 
men increased, while they decreased for Aboriginal women. In contrast, the unemployment 
rate decreased for non-Aboriginal men and increased for non-Aboriginal women in 2019. 

The services-producing sector employs more than three times as many people as the 
goods-producing section. Percentage-wise, 23% of Aboriginals were employed in the goods-
producing sector, compared with 20.7% for non-Aboriginals in 2019. 

Aboriginals’ wages were 7.2% lower than for non-Aboriginals in 2019, which is an 
improvement over the 8.0% difference in 2018 and the 11.7% gap that existed in 2007. His­
torically, Aboriginals’ wages have been lower than for non-Aboriginals. 

Employment rates are higher for Aboriginals who attained higher levels of education 
than for non-Aboriginals who achieved the same levels of education. This is not the case for 
unemployment rates. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The employment data for Aboriginals are, and have historically been, more negative than for 
non-Aboriginals. This has been the case since 2007 when these data were first available, and 
it applies to all four of the rates examined, which are unemployment, employment, participa­
tion and wages. The Métis rates of unemployment, employment, and participation are more 
favourable than for First Nations. This also has been the case since 2007. 

The answer to the question of how to close the gaps in the rates between Aboriginals 
and non-Aboriginals is complex and multifaceted. However, one part is to develop and 
implement strategies that encourage and enable our youth to pursue and attain the highest 
level of education that is appropriate for each individual. 

Education is critical. The higher the level of education completed the higher are 
wages, the lower the rate of unemployment and the higher 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. (Oppenheimer, 2019) 
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