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Not in the Labour Force Report

Executive Summary: Not In Labour Force Report
As Statistics Canada (2015) defines, individuals self-identifying as ‘not in the labour force’ (NILF) are unwilling or 
unable to provide labour services during the reference week. Therefore, they are not counted as unemployed 
or employed. In the last 16 years, Durham Region has seen a significant increase in the number of residents who 
are not in the labour force (Statistics Canada, 2017c). According to Census data, residents who are not in the 
labour force have increased by 58.3 percent from 2001 to 2016, whereas the population of Durham Region 
has only increased by 27.41 percent within the same time frame (Statistics Canada, 2017c).

Since the percentage increase of those not in the labour force is rising more rapidly than overall population 
change, the Durham Workforce Authority has undertaken this report to better understand the context for non-
participation in the local labour market. This report utilises various sources for presenting a more thorough 
understanding of labour force participation and related patterns within the Durham Region including Canadian 
academic literature from major economic and research organizations. Analysis of data is conducted from 
Statistics Canada surveys, including the Labour Force Survey, Censuses from 2001, 2006 and 2016, and the 
National Household Survey from 2011. Specifically, analysis was conducted on population and labour force 
characteristics data, by age group and sex, examining changes over time and differences between groups.

A literature review of research from governments, 
banks, thinktanks and universities attribute three main 
reasons for non-participation in the workforce- aging, 
youth in education or training and stagnated female 
participation in the labour force due to childcare. 
Firstly, retirement is inevitable for this aging population, 
because the Canadian labour participation rate is the 
lowest for the older adult (55+) demographic and 
population aging will eventually lead to a significant 
amount of people exiting from the labour force 
(Kustec, 2012). There are further declines in labour 
force participation as individuals become older, 
as employment rates were 70.9 percent for adults 
aged 55 to 59, declining to seven percent for adults 
aged 70 and older (Bourbeau & Fields, 2017). These 
patterns at the national level are consistently reflected 
in Ontario data on age and labour force participation 
(Institute of Prosperity and Competitiveness, 2017). 

This demographic shift will lead to shortages in labour 
market supply for numerous occupations, particularly 
in the skilled trades (BuildForce Canada, 2017). 
Additionally, disability or health-related problems may 
impact older adults’ participation in the labour force. 
National data from the Labour Force Survey between 
1998 to 2009 found that over half the retirees over the 
age of 50 exit the workforce because of health reasons 
(Carriere & Galarneau, 2012).

Secondly, Canadian labour market trends for youth 
(15-24) tend to be more unstable than for prime-
aged (25-44) individuals (Bartlett, 2014; Bernard, 
2014). This instability can be attributed to the lesser 
skills and experience that youth possess, meaning 
that they are less likely to be considered for certain 
employment opportunities, and are more likely to 
lose their employment in times of economic difficulty 
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(Bernard, 2013; The Canadian Chamber of Commerce, 
2012). Cheung, Granovsky & Velasco (2015) examined 
Canadian labour market trends for youth (15-24) 
between 2007 to 2014, and found that school was 
a key factor for 90 percent of youth who ‘did not want 
work’ and were not in the labour force. Their findings 
also suggested that the nine percent reduction in 
youth participation during the seven-year period could 
be attributed purely to increased rates of schooling 
(Cheung, Granovsky & Velasco, 2015), indicating that 
enrolment in schooling has the potential to strongly 
impact decisions to not be in the labour force. Bernard 
(2015) also found that 57 percent of the participation 
rate decline for 20 to 24-year-olds between 2008 to 
2014 could be explained by increased enrolment in 
schooling.

According to the 2016 Canadian Census, the 
participation rate for males was 65.2 percent, compared 
to 61.0 percent for females, representing a substantial 
4 percent difference between sexes (Statistics Canada, 
2017a). Within the Durham Region, the difference in 
labour force participation is just as stark at 7.8 percent, 
with male participation at 71.4 percent, and female 
participation at 63.6 percent (Statistics Canada, 2017c). 
This difference in labour force participation between 
sexes is apparent and persistent, which researchers and 
policy analysts attribute largely to child care and other 
forms of caregiving that women provide, leading to 
lower participation in the labour force. Lilly, Laporte & 
Coyte (2010) found that primary caregivers in Canada 
are significantly less likely to participate in the labour 
force. More specifically, the lack of affordable childcare 
is a likely and major contributor to this concerning 
trend, as women are opting to be stay-at-home parents, 
rather than seek employment (Macdonald & Friendly, 
2014). Boosting female labour participation would 
be beneficial to the Canadian economy, because 
economists indicate that eliminating the gender gap 
in labour force participation could mean a higher real 
GDP of nearly four percent (Petersson, Mariscal & Ishi, 
2017).

Labour Force Survey (2017) data between 2001 to 2017 
from the Oshawa Census Metropolitan Area (CMA) 
consisting of Whitby, Clarington and Oshawa was used 
for analysis. This time frame covers four Census periods, 
and analyses showed that labour force participation 
has declined significantly overall. Since 2001, the 
overall population of those eligible to work (15 years 
and older) has increased by 40.1 percent (+95,300), 
whereas the not in the labour force population has 
increased by 48.7 percent (+36,000) , which is much 

higher than the rate of population change.  For youth 
between the ages of 15 and 24, the total population has 
increased by 25.4 percent (+10,000), but the not in the 
labour force for this demographic has nearly doubled, 
at 47.97 percent (+5,900). The not in the labour force 
changes are smallest for prime-aged individuals (aged 
25 to 54), as the population total has increased by 18.9 
percent (+26,300), for not in the labour force at 12.9 
percent (+2,300). However, Oshawa CMA residents 
over the age of 55 show the largest increases for not in 
the labour force, at 65.41 percent. It is also important to 
note that the population of those over the age of 55 has 
increased by over 100 percent since 2001. Therefore, 
these increases are likely due to the natural aging of 
the population from prime-age into older adulthood. 
In total, adults over the age of 55 (+20,800) contribute 
to 86.7 percent of the total increase in labour force 
participation decline, a significant portion of the trend. 
Adults between the ages of 55 to 64 (+7,400) make up 
20.55 percent of the total increase in those exiting the 
labour force. Adults over the age of 65 also make up a 
large portion of the NILF (not in labour force) increase, 
at 62.5 percent (+15,000). Although adults 65 years and 
over who are not in the labour force have increased 
by 42.0 percent (+20,400), this age group has nearly 
doubled, at 91.2 percent (+28,900).

Canadian National Census and National Household 
Survey data was also used for analysis at time points 
2001, 2006, 2011 and 2016. This data better reflects 
the whole of Durham Region, since the Labour Force 
Survey only collects data from key main municipalities. 
Findings from analyses of Census data were similar to 
those of the Labour Force Survey, showing significant 
increases to residents not in the labour force. Since 
2001, the total population increased by 35.3 percent 
(+138,345), but the not in the labour force population 
has increased by a lot more, at 58.4 percent (+62,925). 
Between 2001 to 2016, the population for youth (15 
to 24 years) in Durham Region has increased by 29.89 
percent (+19,835), but youth not in the labour force is 
nearly double the rate of population growth, at 58.11 
percent (+11,880). Since there are more students 
living in the Durham Region for school and there is 
a trend towards non-participation in the labour force 
as a full-time student, it is likely that the increase of 
youth in the Durham Region who are full-time post-
secondary students are a significant factor in the 
rising NILF population. For individuals aged 25 to 44 
years, the population has barely increased at 0.95 
percent (+1,520), while those not in the labour force 
has increased by 14.77 percent (+2,640). For middle-
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aged individuals (45 to 54 years), the population has 
increased significantly at 39.18 percent (+28,705), 
with not in the labour force numbers increasing at 
a similar number of 39.52 percent (+3,760). Once 
again, this change is similar to what economists have 
stated, regarding expected and natural demographic 
changes because of aging (Bohnert, Chagnon & Dion, 
2016). Again, the largest changes are for the oldest 
age groups. The number of residents aged 55 to 64 
has increased by 111.2 percent (+45,550) since 2001, 
with not in labour force numbers increasing by less, at 
67.4 percent (+11,705). For Durham residents over the 
age of 65, there has been a population increase of 87.6 
percent (+43,130), with a lesser increase in not in the 
labour force at 77.3 percent (+32,925). These changes 
align with demographic predictions by statisticians 
and economists, who strongly associate declining 
labour force participation with aging, and inevitably, 
retirements.  In fact, the number of residents 65 years 
and over who have left the labour force between 2001 
and 2016 makes up 52.3 percent of the total increase 
in not in the labour force (+32,925). The number of 
residents aged 55 to 64 (+11,705) who have left the 
labour force in the same time, makes up for another 
18.6 percent of the total increase in not in the labour 
force. In total, the number of Durham Region residents 
over the age of 55 who have left the labour force, 
make up 70.93 percent of the increase in not in the 
labour force. 

Durham Region Census data from 2016 provides 
a more recent understanding of the educational 
attainment of residents who are not in the labour force. 
Residents with lower educational attainment are most 
likely to not be in the labour force, and residents with 
highest educational attainment are least likely to not 
be in the labour force. Residents with no certificate, 
diploma or degree comprise 31 percent of the NILF 
population, and those with only a high school diploma 
or equivalent account for an additional 32 percent. 
Residents over the age of 65 comprise the largest 
portion of non-participants, regardless of highest 
certificate, diploma or degree attained. Residents 
with apprenticeship certificates are least likely to not 
be in the labour force, likely due to skilled shortages in 

the trades (Buildforce, 2016). By field of study, residents 
not in the labour force are quite evenly distributed, but 
they are least likely to have studied agriculture, natural 
resources and conservation, and most likely to have 
studied in either architecture, engineering and related 
technologies or business, management and public 
administration. By previous occupation, residents not 
in the labour force are most likely to be youth (15 to 24 
years) in sales and service occupations, and least likely 
to have last worked in natural and applied sciences and 
related occupations. 

Although Labour Force Survey and Census data 
has allowed for a greater understanding of labour 
force participation and related trends in the Durham 
Region, additional targeted research is required to 
qualitatively identify and confirm the reasons for non-
participation. Key informant interviews, focus groups or 
another qualitative research method should be used to 
communicate with identified demographic groups who 
are more likely to not be in the labour force, including 
youth, older adults and prime-aged women. Reasons 
documented in existing literature such as childcare 
costs, declining opportunities for work, involuntary 
retirement and reasons for retirement are unable to 
be identified with existing data but could emerge 
through further qualitative and targeted research. 

In addition, identifying these demographic changes 
presents an opportunity to communicate with 
community partners, local governments and other 
relevant stakeholders on how these demographic trends 
will impact the Durham Region community. Partnered 
with qualitative investigation, it can be determined 
whether issues such as involuntary retirement, labour 
shortages in the skilled trades, childcare and labour 
market trends for youth are important social issues that 
require additional attention, support or policy change. 
As a result, a collaborative strategy can be implemented, 
to address relevant and timely labour market issues, that 
have the potential to negatively impact the community 
and its residents. 


