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CANADA’S YOUTH POPULATION:

15 TO 19 YEARS

2,013,800

20 TO 24 YEARS

2,393,400

25 TO 29 YEARS

2,418,600

6,825,800
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Our generation is more diverse, adaptable, and pluralist than any generation 
before us. We are a generation defined by the Internet, by social media, and 
by ever-changing modes of communication and the ever-constant flow of 
information.

But that is not all that we are.

We are a generation that is witnessing huge changes to the world of work, 
the escalating effects of climate change, an unprecedented growth of income 
inequality, and a massive consolidation of corporate power. We are witnessing 
the middle-class dream falling further out of reach each year.

DIVERSE, ADAPTABLE & UNDEREMPLOYED:  
WHO ARE YOUNG WORKERS TODAY?

diverse, adaptable, 
& Underemployed
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Young workers in the 1950s and 1960s surfed a tide of rapid economic 
growth, while enjoying relatively high and stable unionization, low 
unemployment and an expanding public sector at a time when the 
prevailing winds gusted with the social and political will to address 
inequality and raising working-class prospects.

Today, there are an estimated 6.8 million young people in Canada aged 
15 to 29, who have grown up in a climate very different from that of our 
parents and grandparents. Young workers today have borne the brunt of 
the corporate drive for a more ‘flexible’ workforce and the “uber-ization” of 
the workplace. We have been disproportionately impacted by anti-union 
attacks and the downward pressure on wages and working conditions. Our 
generation has been very vulnerable to these pressures as we struggle to 
get an education, find good jobs, and establish our families.

Young workers are increasingly being asked to dive into the workforce 
without a parachute.

Today’s world of work for young Canadians is one where we are being 
denied the opportunities, job stability, and social protections that previous 
generations have enjoyed. Income inequality in Canada has worsened 
over the past two decades and is recognised by many as one of the most 
critical challenges of our time. This surge in inequality extends beyond the 
Millennial generation – it impacts the sustainability of our society as a 
whole. 

The lack of opportunities to get ahead is threatening to cement a growing 
population of the “working poor” into lifelong social and economic 
inequality, with young Canadians being especially impacted. We are far 
more likely to live in poverty than older Canadians and are carrying record 
levels of debt, which has surged drastically in the past decade. Today, the 
amount of debt carried by young Canadians is about double what it was 15 
years earlier. 
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Our concerns about Canada’s future have often been dismissed in the 
mainstream media as the grumbling of an ‘entitled’ generation that is ‘too 
apathetic’ to vote and ‘too lazy’ to leave our parents’ basements.

Our experiences tell a different story about who we are. 

Young workers today are inspired to create the change we want to see in the 
world. Young workers are optimistic about working together to create an 
economy that works for all.

The diversity, adaptability and vision of young people show that there is 
capacity to work collectively and create a better future. Although it can be 
hard to see past the only system in which we have ever lived, many young 
people recognize that the status quo cannot stand, and that we can build a 
better Canada when we work together. 

Deep structural change is needed to truly address climate change, 
inequality, precarious work, and the future that we ultimately want to 
achieve. However, we also recognize that there are many practical steps 
that can be taken along the way, and we are dedicated to leading the 
conversation on how we create a sustainable future, not only for ourselves, 
but for the generations that come after us.

As young Canadians, we believe in a future of work that is 
progressive, sustainable and equitable for all.

The diversity, adaptability and vision of young 
people show that there is capacity to work 
collectively and create a better future.
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WHAT IS PRECARIOUS WORK?

Precarious jobs can come in many different forms 
but are usually characterized by: undefined working 
hours (casual, call-in, or part-time), low wages (or 
no wages such as unpaid internships), contract or 
temp work (short-term or temporary jobs), or having 
multiple employers or an ambiguous employee-
employer relationship. 

Precarious work also usually means a lack of access 
to social protections and benefits, and high barriers 
to joining a union.
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Young workers are having a tough time in the world of work. One of the 
biggest shifts in our economy over the past few decades has been the 
unprecedented expansion of precarious work. Settling into one job that 
becomes a lifelong career is no longer the reality for young Canadians, who 
will likely switch between jobs and contracts multiple times over the course of 
their working lives.

A “good job” used to mean working a 40-hour week for a decent salary, 
benefits for our families, and a pension for retirement. Unions fought hard 
to make these gains for workers, but with the decline of manufacturing and 
the rise of the retail and service-based economy, we must ask whether this 
definition is still relevant.

Despite being the most educated generation in history, young people are 
not finding good jobs that make use of our skills. Our unemployment rate is 
consistently double that of core-age workers and although young workers 
make up only 15% of Canada’s workforce, we represent over a quarter of 
Canada’s unemployed. When we do find work there’s a good chance it’s a 
precarious job for which we are overqualified. We are forced to settle for 
temporary jobs with unpredictable schedules and no access to benefits. Today, 
almost a third of young workers are in temporary jobs.

WORKING HARD FOR OUR MONEY:  
WHERE ARE THE GOOD JOBS FOR YOUNG PEOPLE?

working hard 
for our money
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Young workers are four times more likely to work part-time than older 
workers. Some do so by choice, but over 230,000 young workers would 
rather work full time hours but business conditions don’t allow for it or they 
simply couldn’t find full-time work.

Alongside the increase in temporary and part-time work is the rise in 
young workers who hold multiple jobs and have unpredictable schedules, 
presenting challenges both financially and personally. Young women are 
especially impacted, being twice as likely to hold multiple jobs as their male 
counterparts.

Workplaces are changing in ways that benefit employers, and not young 
working people. Most of us recognize the impact of technology on the 
workplace, but other major factors are also at play. Full-time work and 
‘career jobs’ have been replaced by temp workers, part-time positions, 
unpaid internships, independent contractors, and involuntary self-
employment.

This has been especially exasperated by the rise of non-standard forms of 
work and the “gig” or “sharing” economy. 

One of the defining features of these new business models is the tendency 
for employers to classify workers who in many cases should be employees 
as self-employed, shifting the costs and risks onto workers by avoiding basic 
employment standards and workers’ rights. 

Although young workers make up only 
15%of Canada’s workforce, we represent 
over a quarter of Canada’s unemployed.
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These trends have resulted in only a small minority of young workers having 
access to workplace pensions or other benefits like life insurance, disability 
support, and medical or dental plans.

The growing service sector means that low-wage, entry-level jobs are now 
the only work that most young people can find. More than half of young 
people now work in the service sector, making it more important than ever 
for service sector jobs to provide the means to sustain young families.

Unemployment rate  
for workers aged 15 to 24: 13.2%

48% of young workers work part time,  
of them, 20% INVOLUNTARILY work  
part time.

Almost ONE THIRD of young workers  
are in temporary jobs.

Ontario alone has an estimated  

300,000 UNPAID INTERNS.
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So what about unions? 

For young workers, the benefits of unionization are clear – alongside 
increased equity and fairness in the workplace, young workers who belong 
to a union make higher wages and are more likely to have access to benefits. 
However, the rate of union coverage for young workers is less than half that 
of core age workers. This divide is largely being driven by the right-wing 
attack on union rights, and does not mean that the desire to join a union 
isn’t there. 

Globalization and reduction of trade barriers means that work that used 
to be done in a static location can now be outsourced to the cheapest 
workforces in the world, where standards are abysmal. The digital labour 
market is expanding at record speed with about 48 million workers 
registered on online work platforms globally and projections estimate 
that this number will only continue to grow. This shift means profound 
challenges ahead that have gross implications for minimum wages, hours of 
work, health and safety and anti-discrimination frameworks. 

All of these changes have undermined labour laws, employment standards 
and other safeguards that are in place to protect workers and our 
communities, leaving young people without union representation and 
vulnerable to exploitation.

about 48 million workers registered 
on online work platforms globally and 
projections estimate that this number 
will only continue to grow
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While the unionization rate for core-age 
workers has decreased over the past two 
decades, the unionization rate for young 
workers has actually risen.

Young people are acutely aware of issues in their workplaces, and are 
interested in joining unions. In fact, while the unionization rate for core-age 
workers has decreased over the past two decades, the unionization rate for 
young workers has actually risen slightly.

Although union-busting employers and politicians have eroded the historic 
strength of unions and created some negative misperceptions of the labour 
movement, unions’ core principles of empowering workers, social justice, 
fairness and collaboration resonate heartily with young Canadians. 

This presents a massive opportunity for both unions and young 
workers to work together to strengthen the labour movement to 
address the realities of our world of work.
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Average debt owed  
at time of graduation
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In 2000, graduates with a Bachelor or Master’s degree 
owed, on average, just over $20,000. By 2010 this amount 
increased to just over $26,000. For graduates with a 
Doctorate, the average debt owed at the time of graduation 
increased from just under $24,000 to just over $41,000.
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Canadians are some of the most highly educated people in the world, ranking 
first among OECD countries for the portion of adults with a post-secondary 
education. We recognize that high-quality education is essential to building a 
strong workforce and a sustainable economy.

Education has always been a pathway to opportunity, however this path has 
recently shifted to require more education than ever before. Over 70% of new 
jobs require post-secondary education (PSE), meaning that young people are 
now required to get more education than previous generations just to enter 
the workforce.

This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. A strong knowledge-based economy requires 
an educated and adaptable workforce.

Yet, the rising costs of higher education means that far too many young people 
are leaving school with massive debts that will impact them for the rest of 
their lives. 

WORKING TO LEARN:  
A STUDENT BALANCING ACT

working to learn

Average debt owed  
at time of graduation



- 14 -

Over 70% of new jobs require 
post-secondary education

Over the past 15 years, tuition fees have, on average, increased over five 
times the rate of inflation and an unprecedented number of students are 
now balancing both school and work to try to make ends meet. Yet student 
debt continues to soar. This presents serious barriers to young workers’ 
abilities to reach economic independence, stopping us from moving out of 
our parent’s houses, buying a car, or participating in the economy in other 
ways.

The debts incurred in school are compounded by the precarious jobs that 
many young workers are forced to take upon graduation. Coming out of 
school, we are faced with bleak prospects for decent jobs and a bright 
future.

On the flip side, apprenticeship programs are an often-lauded route to 
prosperity, providing workers with the training and skills needed for the 
jobs available. Although enrollment is on the rise, the number of Canadians 
in registered apprenticeships still only represents a fraction of the labour 
force and completion rates remain extremely low at only 56 percent. 

Employers just aren’t doing their part, with only one in five employers who 
employ skilled trades actually hiring and training apprentices. This means 
that apprentices can’t get the hours needed to complete training and in turn 
aren’t benefiting from the wage premium that comes alongside completion 
and certification.  
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The job market is failing us and our debt only continues to grow. Our efforts 
to expand and diversify our skills force us to bounce back and forth between 
work and education, which means it takes longer to reach economic 
independence. In the meantime, we are stuck living in our parents’ 
basements and putting off homeownership, marriage and starting a family. 

Many student, labour, and community groups are doing inspiring 
work to advocate for a fair, accessible, public post-secondary 
education system. The link between school and work is a key 
opportunity for young activists to develop innovative strategies to 
address changing workplaces and build our power to create better 
jobs where we are.

An unprecedented number of 
students are now balancing 
both school and work to try 
to make ends meet.
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48+14+5+19+10+4 Canada’s Youth Population

LANDED IMMIGRANT 13.9%

Looking at the population of Canadian youth, about one 
in ten are newcomers, one in twenty are aboriginal, one in 
five are a visible minority*, one in ten are LGBTQ, and one in 
twenty have a disability.

ABORIGINAL 4.5%

VISIBLE MINORITY 19.1%

LGBTQ 10%

WITH DISABILITY 4.4%
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Canadian youth are the most diverse generation that Canada has ever seen. 
Our population is made up of a growing number of newcomers, racialized, and 
Aboriginal youth, and we are keenly aware of the presence and needs of youth 
with queer identities and youth with disabilities and mental health concerns. 
Looking at the population of Canadian youth, about one in 10 are newcomers, 
one in 20 are Aboriginal, one in five are a visible minority, one in 10 are LGBTQ, 
and one in twenty have a disability

GETTING TO EQUAL:  
THE DIVERSE FACES OF THE YOUNG WORKFORCE

getting to equal 
Canada’s Youth Population
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Young people of colour and young newcomers have higher average 
university graduation rates, yet continue to face lower employment rates 
that is driven by racism, Islamophobia and xenophobia in hiring practices 
and within many workplaces. 

Aboriginal youth have lower educational completion rates, face higher rates 
of unemployment and are more likely to live with food insecurity and in 
poverty. 

Despite our diversity and strong values of inclusivity and equity, 
marginalized groups continue to face overt and systemic discrimination. 
All generations recognize the harm that is caused by sexism, racism, 
Islamophobia, homophobia, transphobia, ableism and xenophobia, 
however we continue to face its effects.

Even though it’s 2016, gender still impacts our experiences in the workplace. 
Young women are underrepresented in the sciences, engineering, and 
manufacturing fields, and only represent four percent of apprenticeships in 
the construction and industrial trades. Young women still make less than 
young men, on average earning only 71 percent of a young man’s weekly 
income. Young women are also more likely to work multiple jobs and 
unpredictable schedules. Women still bear the majority of the responsibility 
of child-rearing, affecting their career advancement and job stability.

Young women still make less than young men, 
on average earning only 71 percent of a young 
man’s weekly income.
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As a society, we increasingly recognize the inter-sectional identities of 
young people, and the layers of oppression that many face. Queer youth 
continue to face homophobia and transphobia, and too often workplaces 
are not safe for LGBTQ workers. Young workers with disabilities face many 
barriers to getting a job, and earn lower incomes later into life.

The diverse faces of young workers are increasingly the members 
and leadership of unions. Celebrating diversity is a strength of the 
Canadian labour movement, and it is important that we move 
forward with a strong equity lens in our work.
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Public services and social programs have long been the cornerstone of 
Canadian identity. Programs like Medicare, Employment Insurance, and 
the Canada Pension Plan have strengthened and supported individuals and 
generations before us through tough times.

But young Canadians have seen the degradation of many of these programs, 
and the staunch resistance to new ones, such as free post-secondary education 
and universal child care, that have the potential to reverse the trend towards 
greater inequality.

OUR COLLECTIVE NET:   
SOCIAL PROTECTIONS FOR YOUNG WORKERS

our collective net
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We see our parents struggling to retire after many lost their savings in the 
2008 recession. We see our grandparents struggling to make their savings 
last as long as possible as life expectancies increase. To us, the idea of a 
secure retirement seems like an unachievable dream as the percentage of 
young workers with a workplace pension plan dwindles, and our ability to 
effectively save independently continues to decrease. 

Since the mid-1970s the portion of workers with a workplace pension has 
steadily decreased and the percentage of workers covered by a defined 
benefit plan has fallen even more drastically. By 2013, only one in 10 
young workers aged 20 to 24, and only one in five 25 to 29 year olds had a 
workplace pension. RRSPs do not address the realities of our debt-ridden 
generation, and mostly benefit older, wealthier Canadians. Only 12 percent 
of RRSP contributions are made by Canadians under the age of 35.

Programs like Medicare, Employment Insurance, 
and the Canada Pension Plan, have strengthened 
and supported individuals and generations 
before us through tough times.
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We need to expand and strengthen our umbrella of social 
protections so that young workers are supported through 
our transitioning economy. This is important not only for this 
generation – future generations should be able to enjoy the best 
that Canada has to offer, as have past generations.
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Repeated attempts to brand Millennials as “apathetic” 
demonstrate the abject failure of pundits and politicians to 
understand our generation, let alone adapt to it.

 On the contrary, Millennials come from one of the most 
civic-minded and activist generations in history. 
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NO APATHY HERE:
NO APATHY HERE:  
YOUNG WORKERS ORGANIZE, ENGAGE & GET ACTIVE

Young Canadians engage every day in a wide variety of political and civic 
activities and at levels that far exceed the rest of the population. We are far 
more likely to attend a political meeting, volunteer for a campaign, sign a 
petition, organize a public event or attend a protest or demonstration.

Much ado is often made about low youth voter turnout, but it belies the 
failure of Canada’s electoral system to prove its relevance to youth, not the 
other way around. 

Yes, young people are less likely to vote, but this is often driven by 
a growing cynicism about politicians, the lack of action on issues of 
importance to youth, and a first-past-the-post voting system that skews 
electoral results in favour of the powerful.
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In their unions, young workers are increasingly active and taking lead roles 
in campaigns, especially those that target some of the most precarious 
workplaces. But labour laws, organizing tactics, and union structures have 
not always kept up with rapidly changing workplaces, and non-standard 
work, technological change, and globalization have placed limits on 
traditional organizing tactics.

This is an area where the voice of young workers is crucial to defining how 
the labour movement will react to the great challenges of our time. 

Although we have been called ‘apathetic’ 
countless times – this assumption couldn’t be 
farther from the truth.
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A study conducted by Samara Canada shows that when looking at rates of 
participation in political and civic life beyond voting, young Canadians rate 
11 percent higher, on average, than older Canadians across 18 different 
forms of political participation. 

For example, compared to Canadians aged 30 years or older, young people 
are more likely to:

• Attend a political meeting or speech;
• Volunteer for a candidate or campaign;
• Give a political speech in public;
• Organize a public event about politics;
• Sign a petition;
• Boycott or buy products for ethical, environmental or political reasons;
• Protest or demonstrate;
• Volunteer for a charitable cause;
• Be active in a group or organization;
• Work with others to solve a community problem;
• Discuss politics and political issues face-to-face or over the phone;
• Discuss via email or text message;
• Circulate, report or comment; or
• Follow a politician or political group on social media.

This study shows that, despite some suggestions that lower voter turnout 
translates into being politically apathetic, that the reality is far from that. 
Youth are very engaged, and much more so than the overall population.

Young workers want an inclusive labour movement that is strong 
and accessible to all workers, no matter their sector, employment, 
or union membership status. Finding new ways of organizing and 
empowering workers to challenge corporate power and unfair 
workplaces is our next frontier.
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The increasingly precarious nature of work, combined with strong support for 
unions, creates an opportunity for the labour movement to organize and build 
a network of young leaders to take on the challenges ahead. For example, 
while over half of young workers work in sales and service, only 3.5% of young 
workers in the accommodation and food services sector are covered by a 
union. 

Especially important will be ensuring that policies and programs address 
changing workplaces, including temporary and gig-based workplaces. Issues 
of diversity and equity are equally as important, as the changing nature of 
union membership requires these issues to be prioritized in order to grow.

A FORWARD VISION:  
THE FUTURE OF WORK AND UNIONS FOR YOUNG WORKERS

So what should young workers do? What should governments do? And how 
should unions grow and respond?

Only 3.5% of young workers in the 
accommodation and food services sector 
are covered by a union

A FORWARD VISION 
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Young workers – both union and non-union - need to work collaboratively 
to strengthen, modernize, and expand our movement. This includes growing 
relationships with social and political partners where young workers are 
already active.

The existing network of young workers committees, alongside allies 
and popular social movements, serves as a vehicle for youth to develop 
leadership skills and advocate for real policy and civic solutions to the 
problems our generation faces in our workplaces. 

Young workers can build their power to create effective dialogue with 
governments. Governments will not listen to youth perspectives unless we 
assert that we are a force to be reckoned with.

Governments need to take a forward-looking vision when it comes to the 
future of work, planning the future workforce, and dealing fairly with young 
workers.

Provincial and federal governments must update labour relations laws 
and employment standards acts to protect young workers and reflect the 
changing nature of work, the growing service and knowledge sectors, and 
technological change. Fair hours of work, increasing the minimum wage, 
sick leave, vacation, and card-check union certification must all be on the 
table.

A progressive, youth-led approach to education and apprenticeship, climate 
change and sustainable development, social protections, public services, 
and diversity must be the cornerstone of government priorities to build a 
new social contract that respects the participation of young people.

Growing the labour movement means building 
young worker’s power to create change and 
organize new workplaces in new ways.
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And finally, the labour movement needs to work to strengthen inter-
generational dialogue and solidarity. Unions must ensure that structures 
make room for young workers, and that collective agreements are fair and 
equitable to young and new workers. Resisting employers who impose two-
tier conditions must be a rallying cry for the working community.

Growing the labour movement means building young worker’s 
power to create change and organize new workplaces in new 
ways. This challenge is not only for young union members, but for 
Canadian society as a whole to empower working people to create 
the workplaces that we want for ourselves and future generations.



This report has been written by  
and for young workers.

Drawing on the CLC’s larger research project Diverse, Engaged, and Precariously 
Employed: An in-depth look at young workers in Canada, this piece pulls out 
the key social and economic issues that we face and points to the policies and 
actions that are desperately needed to create a future of work that is progressive, 
equitable and sustainable for all workers, their families and their communities.

Find the CLC Young Workers Department at:

@CLCyoungworkers | facebook.com/clcyoungworkers | youngworkers@clc-ctc.ca
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