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ABSTRACT

The higher the level of education completed the higher the wage rates, the lower the rate
of unemployment, and the higher the employment rates. Unemployment rates were signifi-
cantly higher and participation and employment rates were significantly lower for
Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals in Canada in 2020. This may be attributed to the impact
of the Coronavirus pandemic. The rate of unemployment increased more for non-
Aboriginals than for Aboriginals in 2020. However, participation and employment rates
decreased more for Aboriginals than for non-Aboriginals. Employment, unemployment, and
participation rates are and historically have been more favourable for non-Aboriginals
than for Aboriginals. As educational levels increase, employment measures and wage rates
improve. Employment measures are examined by gender, age, province, and education,
and for Métis, Inuit, and First Nations.

INTRODUCTION

Employment data for Aboriginals 15 years and older living off Reserves and for non-
Aboriginals is presented for 2007 through 2020 to enable the reader to assess the changes
over time. The focus provided is on the changes between 2020 from 2019.

The term Aboriginal is used throughout this paper because it is consistent with the terms used in the databases
that form the foundation of this analysis.
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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 percentage of those seeking employment divided by those employed and those
seeking employment. The combination of those employed and those unemployed (that is,
those seeking employment) is considered the labour force. Therefore, another way of defin-
ing the unemployment rate is the percentage unemployed in the labour force. It may be help-
ful 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 2020 was 14.2 versus 10.2 in 2019, which
was an increase of 39.2%. The non-Aboriginal unemployment rate of 9.4 increased from 5.6,
which was an increase of 67.9% for the same time period. These were the highest rates of
unemployment since the reporting here of this data since 2007. The percentage increase in
the unemployment rate for non-Aboriginals was larger than for Aboriginals.

The participation rate declined for Aboriginals by 4.3% and by 2.3% for non-
Aboriginals in 2020. The Aboriginal employment rate in 2020 was 52.0, a decrease of 8.5%
from 56.8 in 2019, while for non-Aboriginals it decreased by 6.3% from 62 in 2019 to 58.1
in 2020.

In summary, participation and employment rates decreased (worsened) more for
Aboriginals while unemployment rates increased (worsened) more for non-Aboriginals in
2020. All three rates in 2020, for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals, were the worst they
have been since 2007, which is when the data was first reported. These three rates have also
been worse for Aboriginals than for non-Aboriginals in every year since at least 2007. See
Table 1.

COMPARING RATES FOR FIRST NATIONS, METIS,

AND INUIT

In 2020, the unemployment rate for First Nations was 15.1, and it was 11.9 in 2019. The 3.2
increase in the rate of unemployment was a 26.9% over the 2019 rate. The Métis unemploy-
ment rate was 13.3 in 2020, compared to 8.4 in 2019, which was an increase of 58.3% from
the 2019 rate. First Nations have consistently had higher unemployment rates than Métis.

Participation rates and employment rates decreased for First Nations, Métis, and Inuit
in 2020. The M¢étis employment and participation rates have consistently been higher than
for First Nations and for Inuit, except for 2007, 2013, and 2019, when these rates were
higher for Inuit.

In 2020, the participation rate was 62.6 for Métis and 58.9 for First Nations; for Inuit it
was 48.1. Thus, the participation rates were 5.9% lower for First Nations and 23.2% lower
for Inuit, then for Métis. The employment rate for Métis was 54.3, for First Nations it was
50.0, and for Inuit it was 40.3 in 2020. This is 7.9% lower for First Nations and 25.8%
lower for Inuit than for Métis.
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The employment and participation rates in 2020 for Métis and Inuit were the lowest
they have been since the data has been available from 2007, and the unemployment rate was
the highest in 2020 for the M¢étis for the same time period. For First Nations their unemploy-
ment rate, participation rate, and employment rate were the worst they have been since 2012,
2010, and 2011, respectively. Please see Table 2.

EMPLOYMENT RATES BY AGE AND GENDER

In 2020 employment rates declined for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal men and women in
each of the three age groups of 15-24, 24-54, and 55 and over, except for Aboriginal men
over 55. Their employment rate increased by 1.7% from a low level of 36.2 in 2019 to 36.8
in 2020. The largest percentage decreases for Aboriginals were for men 15-24 years and for
women 55 and over, which were declines of 15.0% and 18.3% respectively. The largest
decreases for non-Aboriginals were for men 15-24 years and women 15-24 years at 12.9%
and 16.3% respectively.

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 and women. The
employment rate for Aboriginal women 55 and over has been higher than for non-
Aboriginals since 2013, except in 2020. 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 increased significantly for men and women in all three age categories
for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals in 2020. The largest increase was the more than
doubling for Aboriginal women 55 years and older, increasing 110.3% to an unemployment
rate of 12.2. The highest unemployment rate was 24.3 for Aboriginal men 15-24, an
increase of 38.9% over 2019. In a similar manner non-Aboriginal men’s unemployment rate
was the highest for those 15-24 at 20.6, an increase of 71.7%. The unemployment rate more
than doubled for non-Aboriginal women 15-24, increasing by 106.4% to a rate of 19.4.

The unemployment rate for Aboriginals was 51.1% higher than for non-Aboriginals in
2020. For Aboriginal men the unemployment rate was 64.2% higher and for Aboriginal
women it was 35.1% higher than for non-Aboriginals in 2020. 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 decreased to 52.1 in 2020, from 56.2 in 2019,
and the lowest for Ontario since 2007 (except for 2010). The provinces with the highest
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Aboriginal employment rates were British Columbia, with a rate of 53.8, a decrease of
12.8%; and Manitoba, with a rate of 53.5, a decrease of 4.8%. Quebec was the province with
the lowest Aboriginal employment rate in 2020, at 46.7, a decline of 11.0 percent. Employ-
ment rates for Aboriginals in 2020 for the four western provinces were also the lowest since
reporting started in 2007. In Quebec their employment rates were lower in 2015, 2010 and
2007, while in the Atlantic region they were lower in five previous years.

The provinces with the highest employment rates for non-Aboriginals were Saskatche-
wan, with 61.9; Alberta, with a rate of 61.0; and Manitoba, with a rate of 60.7. The lowest
were the Atlantic Region at 53.1 and Ontario at 57.5. See Table 5.

EMPLOYMENT RATES BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL

Employment rates decreased for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals in 2020 regardless of edu-
cational level.

The employment rate is lower for Aboriginals; however, when examined by the level of
education the rates are somewhat similar. In fact, the rate has been higher for Aboriginal
high school graduates than for non-Aboriginal high school graduates every year since 2007,
with the one exception of 2010. In 2020 it was 2.3% higher than for non-Aboriginals. For
Aboriginals the employment rate ranged from 0.3% lower for those with less than high
school to 4.4% lower for those with some post-secondary education.

The similarity of employment rates for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals when exam-
ined by educational level is consistent for the fourteen years for which the data is available.
This is highly significant. It means that education is an important aspect in determining
employment rates 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 had been the
case for non-Aboriginals from 2007 through 2014, but not since 2015. See Table 6.

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL

The unemployment rates increased for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals in 2020 and did so
for every educational 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 22.0 in 2020, while for non-Aboriginals it was 16.0. The
lowest rates of unemployment in 2020 were for university graduates, with Aboriginals hav-
ing a rate of 8.4 and non-Aboriginals 6.7. In 2020 Aboriginals with some post-secondary
education had a lower rate of unemployment than non-Aboriginals with the same level of
education. This was the only educational level at which Aboriginals had a lower rate of
unemployment in 2020, and it was the only year from 2007 that the Aboriginal unemploy-
ment rate was lower for those with some post-secondary education. Aboriginals with less
than high school, those who graduated high school, and those with post-secondary certifi-
cates or diplomas consistently had higher unemployment rates than similarly educated non-
Aboriginals. Aboriginals with university degrees had lower unemployment rates in 2018,
2013, 2011, and 2009 than non-Aboriginals with university degrees. The equalizing effect of
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120 ROBERT J. OPPENHEIMER

education that applied for employment rates does not apply for unemployment rates. See
Table 7.

AVERAGE WEEKLY WAGES BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL

Average wages increased by 6.1% for Aboriginals and by 6.8% for non-Aboriginals in 2020.
This is an unusually high level for wages to increase. The average annual increase from
2008-2020 was 3.2% for Aboriginals and 2.9% for non-Aboriginals. A possible explanation
for these large increases is that if during the pandemic a greater number of lower wage earn-
ers were laid off, then the average wage rate of those still employed would be higher.

Wage rates on average have been consistently lower for Aboriginals than for non-
Aboriginals. Overall wages for Aboriginals were 8.3% lower than for non-Aboriginals in
2020, which is a greater difference than the 7.7% gap in 2019. When wage rates are exam-
ined by educational level, we obtain further information. As completed levels of education
increase, wages increase. This is the case for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals, with
one exception. That exception is Aboriginals without high school completion but with a
post-secondary certificate or diploma earning more than similarly educated Aboriginals who
graduated from high school, as shown in 2013, 2015, 2019 and 2020.

Aboriginals with less than high school graduation had an 8.0% higher wage rate than
non-Aboriginals, while wage rates for high school graduates were the same. Aboriginals
with a post-secondary certificate or diploma without completing high school had wage rates
11.0% higher, while wage rates were 0.6% higher for Aboriginals that had a post-secondary
certificate or diploma and had completed high school. With regard to wage rates in 2020 for
people with a Bachelor’s degree and with advanced degrees, non-Aboriginals were 1.4% and
7.1%, respectively, higher than for Aboriginals. See Table 8.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The employment, participation, and unemployment rates for Aboriginals and non-
Aboriginals all significantly worsened in 2020. The unemployment rate was the highest and
the participation and employment rates were the lowest since the reporting of these rates in
2007. All three rates have been consistently worse for Aboriginals.

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

In 2020 the unemployment rates increased for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal men and
women in all three age groups. The employment rate decreased for all of them as well,
except for Aboriginal men 55 years and over, which had a small increase.

The provinces with the highest Aboriginal employment rates were Saskatchewan,
Alberta, and Manitoba. The Atlantic Region had the lowest Aboriginal employment rate, fol-
lowed by Ontario.

Employment rates for Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals are similar when examined by
educational level. This is the case for the fourteen years for which the data is available. This
is highly significant. It means that education is an important aspect in determining employ-
ment rates for both Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals. Nonetheless, unemployment rates for
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Aboriginals are substantially higher than for non-Aboriginals, regardless of educational
level, with only a few exceptions since 2007.

Wage rates on average have been consistently lower for Aboriginals than for non-
Aboriginals. Aboriginals’ wages were 8.3% lower for non-Aboriginals in 2020, which com-
pares to a 7.7% difference in 2019. Examining wage rates by the educational level obtained
shows less of a difference in wages between Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals except for
those with a post-secondary certificate or diploma without high school completion. In that
case wage rates were 11.0% higher for Aboriginals. Overall, those with lower levels of edu-
cation have lower wage rates.

Education is critical — the higher the level of education completed, the higher the wage
rates, 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 higher wage rates.
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