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Skillshed and Labourshed Defined 
The concept of a skillshed analysis was created by 
the Institute for Decision Making at the University 
of Iowa in 1998.  Their primary goal in developing 
this model was to respond to the needs of economic 
development groups, who were trying to form a 
nuanced understanding of the labour force in their 
area.  In the state of Iowa, such studies continued to 
be conducted by the Institute for Decision Making until 
2001, after which point Iowa Workforce Development 
assumed responsibility for completing labourshed 
assessments. 

A skillshed is defined as “the geographic area from 
which a region pulls its workforce and the skills, 
education, and experience that the workforce 
possesses.” (Iowa Workforce Development, 2010).  
Closely related to the concept of a skillshed is a 
labourshed, which is the “area or region from which 
an employment center draws its commuting workers.” 
(Colorado State University Extension & Colorado 
Department of Local Affairs, 2008). Thus, whereas 
a labourshed refers to the geographic area from 
which a region recruits its workers, a skillshed refers 
specifically to the skills, education, and experiences 
of the workers who comprise this geographic 
area.  Studying a workforce at the labourshed level 
is different than other assessments that focus on 
a specific region or community, as it involves the 
examination of a distribution of workers as they 
relate to a node community, regardless of any 

natural (i.e., rivers, mountains) or political (i.e., state 
borders, county lines) boundaries (Iowa Workforce 
Development, n.d.).  

The general goal of a skillshed analysis is to 
compare the experiences and skills of an area’s 
labour force with the reported needs of area 
employers (The Pathfinders, 2012). In other words, 
a skillshed analysis identifies and evaluates the 
supply and demand for labour with respect to the 
skills that are required to work within an occupation 
(Mid Iowa Growth Partnership, 2011; Northeast Iowa 
Business Network, 2012).  The main interest of these 
studies focuses on commuting patterns, current 
or desired wages, and skills.  The focus on skills 
was linked to essential skills for comparison across 
multiple locations using devices such as surveys 
and information collected on and around these 
issues. In addition to showing the strengths of a 
region, this information can be examined to identify 
“which occupations or industries [a] region could 
grow into by understanding the difference between 
the current skill set and that skill set required by 
emerging markets.” Although such analyses have 
been called various different names (for example, 
skillshed, labourshed, labour availability, labour 
force, and labour market analyses), they are all 
similar in that they attempt to assess the skills and 
experiences of a workforce at the labourshed level.  

Workforce Survey Defined 
The Workforce Survey is used to measure the supply 
of available workers within a labourshed tapping 
into the skillsets, work activities, and tasks of workers. 
Workforce surveys generally collect the following 
information on individuals including, but not limited 
to age, gender, educational attainment, commuting 
times, labour force status, and occupational and 
industry data and information pertaining to wages. 
The Durham Workforce Authority’s Workforce Survey 
contains all of these elements and additionally 
includes a self-assessment on employability and 
essential skills, the availability and quality of services 
within Durham Region, and information pertaining 
to housing and retention residents.

The Workforce Survey represents the first step in the 
completion of a Durham Region Skillshed that will 
allow for analysis and discussion of the supply and 
demand side of the local labour market. An Employer 
Survey will be created and deployed in the 2018 – 
2019 fiscal year and a final report will include the 
results of the full skillshed.
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Methodology 
The survey instrument was developed in collaboration 
with the Ontario Tech University Social Research 
Centre, the Literacy Network of Durham Region, 
and the Durham Workforce Authority. The parties 
involved in the survey development worked to ensure 
that questions were in plain language and easy 
to comprehend for all skill levels. Input for survey 
questions was gathered from municipal government, 
local economic development departments and 
committees, chambers of commerce and boards 
of trade, educational institutions, employers, and 
Employment Ontario Service Providers using a 
community approach as these perspectives are 
important when surveying large, diverse groups 
of individuals.

Templates for the Workforce Survey have been 
prepared based on best practices and the studies 
reviewed. In a skillshed setting, the workforce survey is 
used to measure the supply of available workers within 
a labourshed tapping into the skillsets, work activities, 
and tasks of workers. Workforce surveys generally 

collect the following information on individuals, 
including but not limited to age, gender, educational 
attainment, commuting times, employment status, 
and occupational and industry data. 

The method of study compromises of an anonymous 
survey with both qualitative and quantitative aspects 
to gain a thorough and complete depiction of 
the labour market supply. The survey instrument is 
anonymous, and all questions are voluntary. Answers 
from the survey do not contain any identifiable 
markers. There is no risk or harm associated with 
participating in the survey. The survey instrument 
has been designed to be applicable to all residents in 
Durham Region regardless of socio-economic status, 
gender, sexual orientation and religious, cultural or 
ethnic backgrounds. The survey instrument and all 
recruitment materials were approved by Ontario 
Tech University’s Research Ethics Board. The survey 
instrument can be found in Appendix I.
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Participants were primarily recruited utilizing two 
methodologies. First, individuals were recruited 
through posters and advertising material which 
contained the link for the online survey. Marketing 
materials can be found in Appendix II. For in person 
recruitment, participants were invited to participate 
in the study through lunch events at workplaces 
and employment workshops offered by the Durham 
Workforce Authority, Employment Ontario Service 
Providers and community organizations. In the case 
of in person recruitment, advertisement material 
was made available to potential participants at 
Employment Ontario Service Provider locations, 
Ontario Works offices and other community 
organizations located throughout the Region. 
Additionally, to boost response rates, snowball 
sampling was used, wherein participants were 
offered an option to provide e-mail addresses to 
send the survey link to other potential participants. 
This participant base was e-mailed with a survey link 
to access the survey. The email sent to participants 
can be found in Appendix III. The individuals who 
forwarded to new potential participants were entered 
into a secondary prize draw for this participation. 
All participants were invited to provide their name 
and contact information upon completion of the 
survey to be entered into a prize draw for participation. 
Participants were able to withdraw from the study at 
any time by closing the browser window or skipping 
the remaining questions. Any data collected to that 
point was kept for analysis. This was outlined to 
participants in the informed consent form. There 
were no consequences for a participant who chose 
to withdraw. If a participant opted to quit the survey 
completely, they were not eligible for compensation, 
as the information for compensation was not collected 
until the final question. If a participant finished the 
survey without completing all questions (i.e. skipping 
questions), they were still eligible for compensation.

It should be noted that one of the major focuses 
of the Durham Workforce Authority was to increase 
the number of unemployed respondents. The 2017 
– 2018 iteration of the Workforce Survey saw an 
incredibly low response rate from the unemployed 
demographic. As such, there was an increased 
emphasis on obtaining responses from unemployed 
populations in the 2019 – 2020 iteration of the Survey. 
To this end, Durham Workforce Authority staff 
conducted extensive outreach with community 
organizations, Ontario Works and Employment 
Ontario Service Providers to increase the number 
of respondents fitting this profile. Outreach was 
conducted utilizing food banks, life skills workshops, 
employment workshops, drop in centres and libraries 
amongst other settings for community gatherings. 
During these sessions, Durham Workforce Authority 
staff engaged with participants, providing them 
with detailed information regarding the survey and 
supplying tablets to complete the survey with utilizing 
the Qualtrics Offline Survey tool. 

Electronic data was housed on the Qualtrics servers, 
which are located in Canada. Aggregate data which 
was downloaded to the computers doing the analysis 
was housed on password protected computers that 
were kept in locked offices when not in use. The data 
collected was anonymized. Anonymized data means 
that information is irrevocably stripped of direct 
identifiers, a code allowing for future re-linkage is 
not kept, and risk of re-identification of individuals 
from remaining indirect identifiers is low or very low.

Upon completion of recruitment, the Durham 
Workforce Authority in consultation with Ontario 
Tech University’s Social Research Centre conducted 
significant data analysis to examine correlation 
between variables, gather demographic information, 
examine labour force trends, and produce 
recommendations for Durham Region. The Durham 
Workforce Authority utilized secondary data sources 
such as Statistics Canada to supplement data analysis 
and create baselines.



Durham Region Workforce Summary 2020

Workforce Survey Selected Results
According to the 2016 census, there are 645,862 individuals living in Durham Region, and of that 523,485 
are individuals 15 and over and of working age. There are 352,750 individuals living in Durham Region that 
are in the labour force. The target for the 2019 – 2020 Durham Workforce Survey was 760 respondents; however, 
between October 1st, 2019 and March 13th, 2020, 766 individuals completed the survey. This is up from the 616 
respondents who completed the Survey in 2017 – 2018. Please note, not all tables will result in the exact survey 
respondent total as the survey instrument allowed for questions to be skipped by respondents.

Respondent Demographics 

Figure 1 displays the age breakdown of survey respondents from the Workforce Survey. It should be noted that 
while the labour force includes all individuals over the age of 15, the Workforce Survey focused on individuals 
18 and over. The Durham Workforce Authority completes a Durham Under 30 Survey and Report on a bi-annual 
basis. Detailed information about the Durham Under 30 population residing in Durham Region can be found in 
that report located on the Durham Workforce Authority’s website. 

Almost 38 per cent of respondents to the Workforce Survey were between the ages of 40 and 59, while 
approximately 53 per cent of respondents were between the ages of 18 and 39. Figure 1 provides the 
complete breakdown of respondents by age category.

Figure 1 - Age of Respondents
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Figure 2 - Municipality of Residence

The sex of the respondents was predominantly 
female (approximately 60%) with 39 per cent 
identifying as male. Approximately one per cent 
were transgender, other (there is not a category 
here that applies to me) or preferred not to answer. 
These results are not particularly unusual given much 
survey literature indicates a prevalence of women 
respondents to surveys of all natures. 

While the Workforce Survey generated responses 
from residents in all eight municipalities, the greatest 
proportion of respondents lived in Oshawa, Whitby 
and Clarington. Figure 2 provides the breakdown 
of the municipality of residence for all respondents.

Educational Attainment 

Educational attainment figures in Durham Region 
differ slightly from those of Ontario as a whole. 
Approximately 28 per cent of the adult population 
in Durham does not have post-secondary credentials, 
with approximately 16 per cent of that group 
possessing no high school diploma or equivalent. 
For the population of Ontario as a whole, 24 per cent 
of the population has not completed post-secondary 
education, and 10 per cent have no high school 
diploma or equivalent. The rate of post-secondary 
completion in Durham is below that of the province 
as a whole, with 42 per cent of the adult population in 
Durham with post-secondary completion compared 
to 55 per cent in Ontario. With respect to the types 
of post-secondary education pursued among adults 
in Durham, a higher proportion of post-secondary 
graduates pursued college or university degrees/
diplomas than apprenticeship or trade certificates.

Educational attainment has increasingly been brought 
to the forefront of conversations related to labour 
force attachment, particularly as the credentialization 
phenomenon continues. Approximately 60 per cent 
of respondents have some form of post-secondary 
education. It should be noted that just under 6 
per cent of respondents to the Workforce Survey 
have an apprenticeship or trades certificate or 
diploma. According to Statistics Canada, individuals 
with credentials with an apprenticeship or trades 
certificate or diploma has been decreasing since 2001. 
With a projected looming shortage of workers in the 
skilled trades, and an increasing amount of industrial, 
commercial, institutional and residential work, this 
will continue to be an area of discussion and focus 
moving forward.
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Labour Force Status 

Prior to the shutdown of GM and the IPS 
manufacturing facilities, Durham Region had been 
experiencing near historic lows of unemployment 
rates. While the results found in the Workforce Survey 
are not indictive of the population as a whole, and do 
not represent a clear depiction of the unemployment 
rate of the population – as of February 2020 the 
unemployment rate in Oshawa CMA was 6.6% - 
the result found in the 2019 – 2020 iteration of the 
Workforce Survey are more representative of the 

population and allow for more detailed analysis 
of the unemployed and employed populations in 
Durham Region. Approximately 50 per cent of survey 
respondents indicated they were employed in some 
capacity, while 50 per cent indicated they were either 
unemployed or not in the labour force (i.e., student, 
homemaker, parental leave, retired etc.) Table 1 
provides the labour force status for respondents 
as both the actual number of respondents as well 
as the percentage of respondents. 

Table 1

Labour Force Status Actual Number 
of Respondents

Percentage of 
Respondents 

Employed full time (30 or more hours/week) 281 38.02%

Employed part time (less than 30 hours/week) 82 11.10%

Employed seasonal 14 1.89%

Unemployed 146 19.76%

Student full time 46 6.22%

Student part time 10 1.35%

Self-employed 52 7.04%

Parental leave 2 0.27%

Homemaker 27 3.65%

Retired 33 4.47%

Other, please specify 46 6.22%
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Employed Population 

Approximately 73 per cent of employed respondents indicated they have one job, 16 per cent indicated they 
had two or three jobs and less than one percent indicated they had more than three jobs. While this is an important 
data set to consider due to conversations and research on precarious work and part time employment, it should be 
noted that only 11 per cent of respondents indicated they were employed on a part time basis.  Approximately 56 
per cent of respondents indicated they worked 31 – 40 hours per week, while 22 per cent indicated they worked 
21 – 31 hours per week and approximately 23 per cent indicated they worked between 0 – 20 hours per week.

Unemployed Respondents

Qualitative and quantitative data on unemployed 
populations is a significant gap in labour market 
information. While Statistics Canada data sources 
such as the Census and Labour Force Survey provide 
details on the number of individuals in an area who 
are unemployed, as well as – through the Census – 
their highest level of educational attainment, there 
is very little data available to researchers, employers, 
government and others. The Workforce Survey seeks 
to begin to fill some of those gaps to better allow 
for education, policy, economic development and 
community planning decisions to be made. 

Of the unemployed respondents who completed 
the survey, just less than 87 per cent of respondents 
had previously been employed. The length of time 
out of employment varied. Just over 35 percent had 
been unemployed for less than six months, while 
just over 33 per cent had been unemployed for 
more than three years. The supports needed to assist 
people getting back to work vary significantly based 
on the length of time out of work, as many essential 
and employability skills can need upgrading due to 
lack of use over time.  

A critical research question regarding unemployed 
populations related to reasons for unemployment. 
The reason for unemployment begins to provide 
insight around individuals’ ability to reattach to the 
labour market, additionally, it provides educators 
and employment specialists with critical information 
that can be used to make programming and service 
decisions to best meet the needs of unemployed 
populations. The list of reasons for unemployment 
is derived from the reasons listed on an individual’s 
record of employment, as well as through qualitative 
research conducted during the writing of the Survey. 
Illness or injury, lack of person-job fit and other 
were the most common reasons cited. The most 
common reason cited other was business closure, 
with nearly 45 per cent of unemployed respondents 
who selected other listing that as the primary reason 
for unemployment. 

Just over 60 per cent of unemployed respondents 
felt they had sufficient experience, education 
and/or training to enter/re-enter the workforce. 
Of the approximately 40 per cent of unemployed 
respondents who did not feel they had sufficient 
experience, education and/or training to enter/
re-enter the workforce, a need for more education 
was the more prevalent reason (43%). The need for 
more work experience (22%) and more hands-on 
experience/training (20%) were the other reasons 
commonly cited. 

All survey respondents, regardless of labour 
force status, were asked to rank the importance 
of various factors relating to employment including 
commute time, advancement opportunities, 
professional development opportunities, work/life 
balance, benefits, and competitive pay. As Figure 3 
demonstrates, work/life balance and benefits were 
the most common to be ranked extremely important. 
Respondents were given the opportunity to provide 
qualitative data on other factors that were important 
to them, the most prevalent responses being work 
culture and job satisfaction.
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Figure 3 - Factors Important to Employment, Importance Ranking 
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Retention of Residents

Almost 91 per cent of respondents indicated they were planning 
on staying in Durham Region for the next five years.

Of those respondents indicating they were not 
planning on staying in Durham Region for the next 
five years, the most common reason cited was work 
(30%) with school (22%) and housing (16%) as the 
second and third most common reasons cited. 

Survey respondents were given the opportunity to 
provide feedback on any improvements, changes or 
developments they wished to see in their community. 
The responses were analyzed and placed into four 
broad categories: 

• Economic growth

• Transportation

• Housing

• Community Services

Recommendations 

1. Continue to collaborate with community organizations, 
employers, chambers of commerce and boards of trade, 
local and regional government, economic development 
departments, education of all levels, Ontario Works and 
Employment Ontario Service Providers to ensure the 
Workforce Survey meets the needs of the community 
and fills gaps in local labour market information and data. 

2. Collaborate with marketing professionals and students to 
discuss additional survey recruitment strategies to increase 
response rates. 

3. Utilizing the 2018 – 2019 Employer Survey create a 
comprehensive Durham Region Skillshed to fully discuss 
the supply and demand of labour within the Region. 

4. Continue to enhance partnerships with community 
organizations – including traditional and non-traditional 
partners and government agencies/services to further 
promote the Workforce Survey to the unemployed population. 
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