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Youth

Background

One-fifth of Canada’s population (or 7.1 mil-

lion people) are between the ages of 15 and 

29.1 In contrast, nearly one-third (over 10 

million people) are 55 or older. The popu-

lation is ageing, with the median age ris-

ing markedly from 27.1 years in 1974 to 40.2 

years in 2013.2 For the first time since the 

country began collecting national statistics, 

there are more Canadians of “retirement 

age” (55–64) than there are Canadians en-

tering the labour force (15-24-year olds).3 It 

is thus no surprise that social and economic 

policy often fails to address the needs, de-

sires, and challenges of young people. But 

in light of the coming shift in demograph-

ics, especially the ongoing retirement of the 

baby boom cohort, now is the time to focus 

on young people’s’ employment and, most 

importantly, income security.

The economy young Canadians encoun-

ter when they begin looking for work is one 

that demands “flexibility” on the part of 

workers and — because it relies increasing-

ly on part-time, short-term, and even un-

paid labour — offers workers little security 

in return.4 This shifting political economy of 

work in Canada has affected young people’s 

ability to make a living, as well as their abil-

ity to engage fully in civic life. Labour mar-

ket regulation and policy have not been up-

dated to reflect the rise of precarious work 

and unpaid internships and the erosion of 

employment security. Nor have social poli-

cies, including family and child care policy, 

responded to the changing lives and liveli-

hoods of young Canadians and their fam-

ilies, which are increasingly characterized 

by “delayed transitions” and two earners, 

many of whom hold multiple jobs and are 

paying down student debts while also pay-

ing for child care and housing.5

Young adults are cramped by dramatic 

increases in home prices, with the average 

house costing $405,233 in Canada in 2014.6 

They earn lower wages than their parents 

did at the same age, despite having higher 

debts and more education. Yet government 

spending on supports for young families is 

a fraction of spending on supports for older 

Canadians.7 Most young Canadians are un-

able to set aside an adequate portion of to-

day’s earnings for retirement, periods of 

unemployment, and other future costs, but 

the policy that shapes pensions and social 

assistance fails to reflect these difficulties.8

Further complicating the issue is the di-

versity of young people’s pathways, needs 

and challenges. In our current economic 

structure, young people from rural areas 

and low-income families, those who leave 

school early, Aboriginal youth, recent im-

migrants, young people with physical and 

cognitive disabilities, young parents, LG-

BTQ youth, racialized, homeless, and un-

employed young people, each face different 

barriers to secure, stable lives. Dispropor-
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tionately marginalized, these populations 

often lack the social, financial, and cultural 

capital to overcome barriers to employment, 

civic participation, family and personal sta-

bility, as well as post-secondary education. 

This diversity demands either a litany of tar-

geted programs, or one overarching and very 

inclusive policy approach. The AFB recom-

mendations lean toward the latter.

Current Issues

The AFB takes the position that the most 

pressing policy issue for young Canadians 

in 2015 is the erosion of income and em-

ployment security. This is a broad issue 

that encompasses the many more concrete 

challenges that dominate policy discus-

sions — primarily debt, unemployment, and 

underemployment. Single young adults, 

couples and young families alike are deal-

ing with an untenable mix of rising costs of 

living and decreasing and/or volatile long-

term earnings. This combination impedes 

their ability to save money, to participate 

fully in civic life, to find work in rewarding 

vocations, and to care for others. Precar-

ious work has been convincingly linked to 

anger, anxiety, alienation, and openness to 

antisocial currents.9 Thus, precariousness in 

the labour market is more than an issue of 

young people’s ability to make ends meet; 

it is a strain on the social fabric. The policy 

alternatives recommended here are intend-

ed to increase income and employment se-

curity by fighting the incidence and impacts 

of precarious and unpaid work by address-

ing the mismatch between the current Em-

ployment Insurance (EI) program structure 

and the lives of young workers.

Precarious Work and Unemployment

Worldwide youth unemployment has reached 

crisis proportions, with 73.4 million young 

people unemployed globally.10 The situation 

in Canada is not as dire, where 13.4% of work-

ers ages 15 to 24 years are unemployed, but 

young Canadians continue to drop out of the 

labour market and are over represented in 

precarious jobs that lack permanence, bene-

fits, and stability.11 Moreover, recent declines 

in the youth unemployment rate have been 

traced to young people dropping out of the 

labour market rather than finding employ-

ment.12 This is especially problematic given 

the fact that many critical and expensive 

moments in the life course, such as family 

formation, post-secondary education, and 

home-buying, occur in young adulthood.

In the long run, as the world approaches 

the ecological limits of economic growth, it 

will be necessary to explore radically different 

structures of employment and income.13 But 

the current situation demands an immediate 

strategy that seeks not only to improve em-

ployment opportunities — so that there are 

more full-time, permanent jobs with bene-

fits available to young people — but also to 

improve income security so that the grow-

ing legions of young Canadians who lack 

job permanence are able to access income 

supports when they need them.

In the 1980s, during another high-point in 

youth unemployment (when it passed 20%), 

the federal government introduced several 

measures under the umbrella of a “youth 
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employment initiative,” which included 

wage subsidies for employment disadvan-

taged young people, funding for community 

projects with a youth focus, and youth units 

at Canada Employment Centres.14 While a 

Youth Employment Strategy with a similar 

basic structure has survived, no significant 

adjustments have been made to respond to 

the current rate of youth unemployment, 

the rise of precarious work, and the effects 

of these shifts on young people’s security 

and well-being.

Unpaid Internships

One more specific threat to young people’s 

security is the substantial rise and spread 

of unpaid internships, with an estimated 

100,000 to 300,000 young people working for 

no pay across the country.15 Once the domain 

of specific industries — journalism, teaching 

and social work, for example — and usual-

ly leading to full-time paid employment, 

unpaid internships have been appearing 

in federally-regulated employers, such as 

media and telecommunications firms (the 

most prominent being Bell Mobility), and 

are often not connected to any future paid 

work with the same employer.16

Unpaid internships that are not associ-

ated with degree completion are illegal in 

many parts of Canada, as these jobs violate 

minimum wage rates and rules against con-

tracting out of minimum employment stan-

dards. In some provinces there are strict 

limitations on the responsibilities an un-

paid intern can have, but legislation varies 

widely and is often too vague to enforce; it 

is also generally complaint-driven, so it is 

under-enforced.17

The legality of unpaid internships not-

withstanding, the morality of expanding op-

portunities for unpaid work while paid op-

portunities dwindle is questionable. Unpaid 

interns are not explicitly covered under the 

Canada Labour Code, which covers federal-

ly-regulated employers, and often they do 

not receive the same benefits and security 

afforded to paid employees. Interns are at 

increased risk of being subject to exploita-

tive and dangerous working conditions with-

out penalty to the employer.18 Due to mis-

classification, interns are typically unable to 

make and claim EI and CPP contributions.

There are already structures in place 

that could deal with the problems around 

unpaid internships. The Canada Revenue 

Agency and the Labour Program have the 

records and authority to identify employ-

ees who are “misclassified” as interns or 

independent contractors; both of these de-

partments could work with provincial labour 

regulators to address misclassification of in-

terns.19 Vague and varying legislation across 

Canadian provinces, coupled with a com-

plaints-based employment standards en-

forcement model, means that stamping out 

unpaid internships currently depends on in-

dividual complaints, which makes systemic 

change impossible. Moreover, unpaid intern-

ships are not tracked by official statistics, 

so there is no way of knowing exactly how 

many unpaid internships exist.20
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Employment Insurance

Most young workers are simply unable to 

access Employment Insurance (EI) given 

the prevalence of precarious employment, 

contract work, and unpaid internships. This 

constitutes a serious problem with a key fea-

ture of Canada’s social safety net.21 Under 

current EI rules, it is very difficult for new 

labour market entrants, especially those 

moving from one part-time, temporary or on-

call position to another, to meet the eligibil-

ity requirements (minimum hours worked, 

for example). Thus, in 2013, only a small 

percentage of unemployed young workers 

were able to collect EI: 18% for young men 

and 8% for young women.22 This widespread 

inability to collect EI is troubling enough, 

but because many active labour market pro-

grams are designed specifically for EI recipi-

ents, it also means that young people are cut 

off from critical retraining opportunities.23

All of this, combined with punishingly 

low social assistance rates, creates a situ-

ation where young people can be forced to 

take any job simply to survive, which leads 

to underemployment, skills atrophy, and 

wasted potential. EI simply is not currently 

designed for the realities that young, precar-

iously employed workers face in Canada’s 

post-financial crisis economy. With an aging 

workforce and labour shortages on the hori-

zon, having EI based on the labour market 

of the 1960s is extremely poor public policy. 

Fundamental reforms are necessary to bring 

EI in line with the realities of the Canada’s 

labour market in the 21st century. (See the 

Employment Insurance chapter.)

AFB Actions

The AFB will introduce a Young Workers In-

itiative. Youth will be defined as people aged 

15 to 29 years, to acknowledge the protraction 

of the so-called “transition” to adulthood. 

The Young Workers Initiative will include:

• Youth Labour Market (YLM) Planning 

Board: Working with the relevant sec-

toral development councils (see the Sec-

toral Development chapter), the Youth 

Labour Market Planning Board will en-

sure that jobs have people and people 

have jobs, and that employers take on 

more of the responsibility for training 

employees. It will coordinate via Statis-

tics Canada and/or directly gather quan-

titative data on job openings, labour 

market characteristics, unpaid intern-

ships, and placement rates of universi-

ties and qualitative data on the labour 

market experiences of young people. A 

key component of this activity will be 

providing additional federal funding 

to Statistics Canada so that it can mon-

itor unpaid internships on a month-

ly basis via additional questions in the 

Labour Force Survey. The objective will 

be to identify the causes and develop re-

sponses to wage-suppression and pre-

cariousness in the Canadian labour mar-

ket. [Cost: $30 million]

• A Training Tax on Firms with payrolls of 

>$250,000: Guided by the assumption 

that businesses that invest in training 

their employees will be more likely to 

retain those employees full time and on 

a permanent basis, the federal govern-
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ment will pass a law requiring all busi-

nesses with a payroll of greater than 

$250,000 to invest the equivalent of 1% 

of their payroll in training for young em-

ployees.24 Those who fail to meet that 

amount will be required to pay the dif-

ference into the national fund for the 

Young Workers Initiative.

• Workforce Renewal Fund: The YLM Plan-

ning Board will promote and oversee 

the disbursal of a workforce renewal 

fund. The fund will offer modest finan-

cial assistance to firms that implement 

job-sharing between retirement-age 

workers and new hires, wherein older 

workers voluntarily go down to half-

time and half-pay to serve as mentors 

for new hires for three years preceding 

retirement. Funds will be used to cover 

the human resources costs for the new 

hire and to top up the new hire salar-

ies in the event that half of a senior em-

ployee’s salary is not adequate for a new 

hire. [Cost: $100 million]

• Public Works projects for young workers: 

All federally-funded infrastructure pro-

jects will reserve, at minimum, one-fifth 

of the jobs they create for young workers.

• Renewal of federal-funded internships: 

The federal government will provide 

funding to not-for-profit organizations 

for 20,000 six-month paid internships 

on an annual basis. [Cost: $300 million]

The AFB will implement reforms to the 

Canada Labour Code to protect young work-

ers in precarious employment, including:

• Amend Part II of the Canada Labour 

Code to specifically cover interns, train-

ees, and students under all provisions 

granting protections related to occupa-

tional health and safety;

• Amend Part III of the Canada Labour 

Code to specifically i) prohibit unpaid 

internships and unpaid trainees under 

Part III of the Canada Labour Code; and 

ii) cover interns, trainees, and students 

under all provisions granting protections 

related to labour standards under Part 

III of the Canada Labour Code;

• Amend section 239.1 of the Canada Labour 

Code so that federally-regulated employ-

ers must provide students, interns, train-

ees, or learners who are absent from 

work due to work-related illness or in-

jury with wage replacement, payable 

at an equivalent rate to that provided 

for under the applicable worker’s com-

pensation legislation in the province of 

permanent residence for the person. The 

equivalent rate would be no less than the 

hourly average industrial wage.

• Proactive Enforcement: The federal gov-

ernment, in partnership with provincial 

counterparts, will develop proactive en-

forcement plans to identify employers 

that use unpaid interns and penalize 

any practices that are illegal under an 

amended Canada Labour Code.

The AFB will undertake a review of the 

EI system with the following objectives:

• Determine what changes to eligibility 

requirements are necessary and feas-
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ible to recognize that prolonged periods 

of precarious work are now a feature of 

the school-to-labour market transition.

• Design active labour market programs 

linked to the receipt of EI that direct un-

employed young workers into training 

programs linked to actual, available jobs.
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