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Open for business: A million workers wanted, wages perking up
The latest Job Vacancy and Wage Survey showed more than one million positions in Canada left wanting in
September marking a record high as businesses clambered for warm bodies to support their business operations
during the ongoing recovery phase and giving employees the clear upper hand in bargaining and job search.
Of the more than one million openings, nearly 200,000 were in the hospitality sector, 131,000 in health care and
social assistance, and 121,700 in retail trade. More than one third of the openings were in Ontario, with Quebec at
279,200 and B.C. at 173,000.

Canadian job vacancies surge above 1 million,
highest on record
Canada Quarterly Job Vacancies, Positions (000s)
1,200
Sept, 2021 1.01m

1,000
800
600
400
200
0
2015 - Q1

2017 - Q1

2019 - Q1

2021 - Q1

Job Vacancies - Canada
Source: Statistics Canada

Labour market tightens up
Canada Quarterly Job Vacancy Rate, %
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Broadly, Canada’s job vacancy rate (vacant-to-total positions)
rose to 6.1 per cent in September and lifted the estimated
average Q3 reading to 5.3 per cent, up from 4.6 per cent in
Q2 and 3.3 per cent in same- quarter 2019. Levels are the
highest observed since record began in 2015. B.C. (7.4 per
cent) and Quebec (7.3 per cent) were the tightest markets
and consistent with relatively stronger economic growth
performances in both provinces. Ontario came in slightly
below the national print at 5.6 per cent while Newfoundland
and Labrador lagged at four per cent.
Among sectors, labour shortages are most acute in hospitality
with a job vacancy rate of 14.4 per cent. This is particularly
surprising given related payroll employment sits 15 per cent
below pre-pandemic levels. Recovery and re-opening has
fueled a surge in demand for workers, but it is likely many
left the sector during pandemic challenges, while fewer new
immigrants and temporary workers to fill the void.
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That said, labour shortages are widespread with elevated
job vacancy rates in construction at a rate of 7.1 per cent,
transportation/warehousing at 6.1 per cent, and professional/
scientific/technical services at 5.7 per cent.
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Highest job vacancy rates in Quebec and B.C.
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Employees look to be firmly in the driver’s seat at this stage, but
perhaps surprisingly, this has yet to translate into significant
wage gains. Average hourly earnings based on payroll data
came in at 1.9 per cent year-over-year. The two-year change
came in at an annualized 3.7 per cent, but layoﬀs of lower
paid staﬀ in hospitality sectors early in the pandemic meant
a higher average wage rate due to a larger share of higher
paid workers. The fixed-weight hourly earnings index, which
adjusts for some compositional change gained some traction
to 3.1 per cent year-over-year, with a 3.3 annualized 2- year
change. This is strengthening but still relatively modest.

Latest: Sep/21

1

Acute labour shortages in hospitality sector
September Job Vacancy Rate, %
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CFIB wage expectations surge, wage growth yet
to show momentum
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5% wage expectations for next by nearly 30 per
cent of firms surveyed
CFIB Survey: In the next year, how much do you expect average wages to change?
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Wage reduction

In comparison, U.S. average hourly earnings were
up 4.9 per cent from a year ago. The U.S. is amidst
a severe labour crunch, reflecting in large part a large
component of the labour force that did not return to
the workforce as the economy recovered. The U.S.
labour force participation rate sits nearly two per cent
below pre-pandemic levels, while Canada has seen its
participation rebound to within 0.2 per cent of February
2020 levels as more workers have remained engaged
with their employers. This may reflect diﬀerences in
pandemic support policies between the countries of
pandemic bucks down south, versus wage subsidy
programs in Canada, and modified EI programs.
That said, there are signs that rising wages could be
waiting in the wings in Canada as tighter labour market
conditions push employers to compete harder to retain
and attract employees, while higher headline inflation
trigger increased wage demands. The latest Canadian
Federation of Independent Business (CFIB) monthly
survey showed the highest average wage expectations
on record for small business. On average businesses
expected wage growth of 3.1 per cent over the next
year. Nearly a third expected growth of five per cent or
more, although this is likely sector and skills dependent.
Nevertheless, labour income looks set for stronger gains
ahead although pandemic-era uncertainty makes it
diﬃcult to gauge magnitude as the economy normalizes.
Nevertheless, the current labour crunch marks a risk for
the economy. Growth may be constrained by insuﬃcient
employees to meet demand, although immigration
should boost labour supply over the coming years as
an oﬀset. Higher wages will likely pass through to final
consumers, contributing to upward inflation pressure.
At the same time, higher wages could also boost
productive capacity as firms look to invest in laboursaving technology.
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