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ABSTRACT 
 
 

Although women have entered the paid labour force in increasing numbers over the last two 
decades, more and more of those in paid employment are working in non-standard jobs, 
which include contract work, self-employment without employees, temporary work and 
part-year work, or multiple jobs with a series of employers. This type of work now accounts 
for about 41 percent of all women’s paid jobs. It is often poorly paid and offers little or no 
job security. Non-standard work presents particular challenges for public programs, such as 
Employment Insurance, public pensions, child-care arrangements, and so on, which were 
generally designed for workers in “standard” jobs with long-term continuous service. While 
there are still many unanswered questions about recent increases in non-standard work 
arrangements — a situation that makes it difficult to develop appropriate policy responses 
— it must be emphasized that both the short- and long-term economic security of women in 
this type of work may be compromised unless policies can be developed to ensure they are 
accommodated in public programs that protect their current and future economic autonomy 
and promote their equality. Such policies can be implemented now, while policy makers also 
make a concerted effort to understand the issue in more depth. 
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PREFACE 
 
 
Good public policy depends on good policy research. In recognition of this, Status of 
Women Canada instituted the Policy Research Fund in 1996. It supports independent policy 
research on issues linked to the public policy agenda and in need of gender-based analysis. 
Our objective is to enhance public debate on gender equality issues to enable individuals, 
organizations, policy makers and policy analysts to participate more effectively in the 
development of policy.  
 
The focus of the research may be on long-term, emerging policy issues or short-term, urgent 
issues that require an analysis of their gender implications. Funding is awarded through an 
open, competitive call for proposals. A non-governmental, external committee plays a key role 
in identifying policy research priorities, selecting research proposals for funding and evaluating 
the final reports. 
 
This policy research paper was proposed and developed under a call for proposals in 
September 2000, entitled Women’s Access to Sustained Employment with Adequate Benefits:  
Public Policy Solutions. Research projects funded by Status of Women Canada on this 
theme examine issues such as policy options for women in non-standard employment, 
improving working conditions among home day care providers, supports for single mothers 
and women with disabilities, and occupational health. 
 
A complete list of the research projects funded under this call for proposals is included at the 
end of this report.  
  
We thank all the researchers for their contribution to the public policy debate. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
 
Although women have entered the paid labour force in increasing numbers over the last two 
decades, more and more of those in paid employment are working in non-standard jobs, which 
include contract work, self-employment, temporary work and part-year work, or multiple jobs 
with a series of employers. This type of work is often poorly paid and offers little or no job 
security. Workers may be expected to work at home or be on call when an employer needs 
them. They may work through temporary help agencies that meet the needs of employers for 
workers as and when required. For all these reasons, this type of employment is also referred  
to as “contingent work.” 
 
Women are much more likely than men to be employed in non-standard jobs, and the 
percentage of women in these jobs has been increasing. In 1989, 35 percent of employed 
women aged 15 to 64 were in non-standard work arrangements. By 1999, 41 percent of 
women’s jobs compared with 29 percent of men’s jobs fell into the category of non-standard 
employment.  
 
The expansion of contingent work is a phenomenon experienced not only in Canada, but  
in many other industrialized countries. Many analysts see it as a response to globalization. 
Volatile international markets, free trade, new technologies and changing consumer demand 
have all put pressure on firms to be “flexible” to survive in this new competitive environment. 
Many employers are no longer looking for long-term permanent employees. Instead, they 
prefer to have workers on call — perhaps by hiring them on contract, giving them only part-
time work, or hiring them through employment agencies that supply temporary workers as 
and when needed.  
 
Cutbacks and downsizing in both the public and private sectors have meant many workers 
laid off from permanent full-time jobs may now find employment through some form of  
non-standard work arrangement, including working for themselves as self-employed workers. 
Sometimes, they are doing the same work for the same employer as they did when they were 
employees.  
 
In some cases, employers have been able to cut costs by hiring contingent workers who are not 
covered by employment standards legislation, who may be paid less and who are not eligible 
for benefit packages or public income support programs, such as unemployment insurance or 
public pensions to which employers would normally have to contribute on behalf of their 
employees.  
 
Non-standard work presents particular challenges for public programs, such as Employment 
Insurance, public pensions, child care arrangements and so on, which were generally designed 
for workers in “standard” jobs with long-term continuous service. For example, workers in 
non-standard jobs may not be able to accumulate the requisite number of hours of work to 
qualify for EI benefits if they lose their jobs. Self-employed workers may not qualify for some 
programs. Temporary workers may have earnings that are too low to allow for coverage of the 
Canada Pension Plan.  
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While there are clear indications of the increasing prevalence of non-standard work, there  
is still little information about how much time women spend in this kind of work over a 
lifetime of paid employment. For example, many people may work part time while they are 
young, perhaps because they are combining paid employment with further education. But 
they may eventually find full-time or more permanent jobs once their higher education is 
completed.  
 
Many women may work part time or accept temporary jobs while their children are young, 
in the expectation that they will be able to make a commitment to full-time paid employment 
when the children are in school, or when the lack of affordable, quality child care is no 
longer an issue. Older women may turn to self-employment, as a way of easing into 
retirement, after working in a full-time paid job as an employee. 
 
There are still many unanswered questions about recent increases in non-standard work 
arrangements, a situation that makes it difficult to develop appropriate policy responses.  
Until more comprehensive information is available about the extent and the likely direction of 
contingent work, policies developed to address the issue risk being characterized as “tinkering 
at the margin” as some observers have suggested. However, it must be emphasized that both 
the short- and long-term financial security of women in non-standard work arrangements may 
be compromised unless policies can be developed to ensure they are accommodated in public 
programs that protect their current and future economic autonomy and promote their equality. 
 
Initiatives to gather more information about the recent expansion of non-standard work 
arrangements might include commissioning special surveys from Statistics Canada and 
developing an inventory of existing and ongoing research on the phenomenon. 
 
In the interim, policies could be implemented to address issues that are key to protecting the 
economic security of women in non-standard work arrangements. Measures could be taken  
to improve minimum wages and develop special tax credits to assist low-income earners. 
Changes should be made to the Employment Insurance program to accommodate contingent 
workers by reducing the number of hours needed to qualify for benefits and bringing self-
employed workers into the program. Efforts should be made to encourage the establishment 
of workplace pensions and non-wage benefits programs to cover contingent workers. Changes 
could also be made to the Canada Pension Plan to provide assistance to low-income workers 
by easing the burden of contributions, addressing exclusions from the contributory period and 
improving the level of benefits. 
 
Consideration should be given to the appointment of a task force to examine the issue of 
contingent work in more depth. Such an inquiry should consider evidence of the trend to the 
increasing use of non-standard work arrangements, the implications for women’s economic 
security and possible policy responses that ensure women are accommodated in public 
programs that protect their current and future economic autonomy and promote their equality. 
 

 



 

1. WOMEN AND NON-STANDARD WORK 
 
 
Although women have entered the paid labour force in increasing numbers over the last  
two decades, more and more of those in paid employment are working in non-standard jobs. 
While standard jobs are generally defined as full-time, full-year employment with a single 
employer on a permanent, long-term basis, “non-standard” jobs include contract work, self-
employment, temporary work and part-year work, or multiple jobs with a series of employers. 
This type of work is often poorly paid and offers little or no job security. Workers may be 
expected to work at home or be on call when an employer needs them. They may work 
through temporary help agencies that meet the needs of employers for workers as and when 
required. For all these reasons, this type of employment is also referred to as “contingent 
work.” 
 
There is clear evidence that the contingent work force has been expanding over the last 
decade or so. In 2000, about 34 percent of all jobs in Canada were considered non-standard, 
(Statistics Canada 2001f) compared with perhaps one quarter 10 years ago. Self-employment, 
in particular, has expanded significantly and has been responsible for much of the job creation 
experienced by the Canadian economy in recent years. For example, in the period between 
1989 and 1996, self-employed workers accounted for over three quarters of total job growth 
in the Canadian economy (Statistics Canada 1997b: 3).  
 
Close to one million women were self-employed in 2000, representing 12 percent of all 
those with jobs. In 1976, about nine percent of women with paid employment were self-
employed. In fact, self-employment has grown faster among women than it has among men 
in the last 25 years, although women are still less likely than men to be self-employed: 12 
percent compared with 19 percent in 2000 (Statistics Canada 2001b: 7).  
 
Overall, women are much more likely than men to be employed in non-standard jobs, and 
the percentage of women in these jobs has been increasing. In 1999, 41 percent of women’s 
jobs compared with 29 percent of men’s jobs fell into the category of non-standard 
employment. Ten years earlier in 1989, 35 percent of employed women aged 15 to 64, 
compared with 22 percent of employed men in the same age group had a non-standard 
employment arrangement (Statistics Canada 2000: 103). 
 
Of course, some people may hold a combination of non-standard jobs. A self-employed 
person may work part time, for example, or be employed full time on a temporary basis. A 
part-time worker may work a full year for the same employer on a long-term basis. A person 
with multiple jobs may have some part-time, some full-time and some temporary work. The 
data cited above eliminate double counting of non-standard workers as far as possible.  
 
There has also been some suggestion that immigrant and visible minority women are more 
likely than other women to be employed as contingent workers, although existing data do 
not allow for a comprehensive analysis of this. 
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The complexity of the relationship between different types of standard and non-standard 
work has prompted some researchers to argue that a deeper understanding of the 
phenomenon is needed. In a recent study for the Canadian Policy Research Networks, 
Graham Lowe and Grant Schellenberg (2001:11) suggested that a simple distinction 
between standard and non-standard work does not adequately capture the growing diversity 
of non-standard employment relationships that has emerged over the last two decades.  
 
For example, according to these authors, it is often difficult to make a clear distinction between 
permanent and temporary employment given the wide array of contract, casual, seasonal and 
temporary help agency employment now available. In particular, more precise definitions and 
measures of temporary work are needed, especially in relation to temporary help agencies. 
Without this information, “it will be difficult to formulate clear policy directions to address  
the needs of temporary workers and to respond effectively to the labour market implications  
of the growing temporary help industry” (Lowe and Schellenberg 2001: 11).  
 
Likewise, Lowe and Schellenberg believe the spread of self-employment, coupled with 
changing relationships between self-employed workers and their clients blurs the line 
between paid employment and self-employment. Research findings raise the possibility  
that some self-employed people, especially those who have no employees of their own, may, 
in fact be “disguised employees.” They may have been let go from their regular employment 
as a result of downsizing or restructuring, setting up shop as self-employed free-lancers, 
consultants and independent contractors, only to end up performing many of the same tasks 
they did as employees.  
 
Non-standard work presents particular challenges for public programs, such as Employment 
Insurance (EI), public pensions, child-care arrangements, and so on, which were generally 
designed for workers in standard jobs with long-term continuous service. For example, 
workers in non-standard jobs may not be able to accumulate the requisite number of hours  
of work to qualify for EI benefits if they lose their jobs. Self-employed workers may not 
qualify for some programs. Temporary workers may have earnings that are too low to allow 
for coverage of the Canada Pension Plan (CPP). Workers employed in several low-wage 
part-time jobs may find none of their various employers contributes to the CPP for them 
because their earnings at any one job are too low.  
 
Sustainable Employment 
 
There is some evidence that a shift to various forms of non-standard employment is now a 
permanent feature of the Canadian labour market. This development has been attributed to 
trade liberalization, globalization, technological change and a general restructuring of the 
labour market and the economy. Manufacturers who have shifted to a just-in-time delivery 
are looking for a just-in-time work force that is flexible and adaptable to rapidly changing 
needs (Gunderson and Riddell 2000: 11).  
 
But some researchers have also suggested that increases in self-employment and some other 
forms of non-standard work may be a response to declines in regular employment that have 
long been a feature of the business cycle. If that is so, non-standard jobs should decline as a 
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percentage of total employment when the economy is expanding and increase during times 
of economic slowdown. So far, there appears to be no conclusive evidence on this one way 
or another. The percentage of both women and men who were employed part time peaked in 
the mid-1990s and has been declining since then. The percentage of both women and men 
who were self-employed has also declined somewhat over the last three years. But over the 
long term, it would appear that both part-time work and self-employment are increasing as a 
percentage of total employment.  
 
Providing women with access to sustained employment may be difficult, if not impossible,  
if non-standard jobs continue to grow as a permanent feature of employment in Canada. 
Ensuring that women in these types of jobs have access to adequate benefits that will allow 
them to escape poverty may be possible, but it will require a more thorough understanding  
of non-standard work as well as more information about the importance of this kind of paid 
work over the course of a woman’s lifetime.  
 
How Long Do Women Spend in Non-Standard Jobs? 
 
Trends in non-standard employment have been documented by Statistics Canada, most 
recently in its publication, Women in Canada 2000, which incorporated over two decades of 
data, up to and including 1999. A more recent publication updates the data in the paid and 
unpaid work chapter to include the year 2000 (Statistics Canada 2001b: 103).  
 
While there are clear indications of the increasing prevalence of non-standard work, there is 
still little information about how much time women spend in this kind of work over a lifetime 
of paid employment. For example, many people may work part time while they are young, 
perhaps because they are combining paid employment with further education. But they may 
eventually find full-time or more permanent jobs once their higher education is completed.  
 
Many women may work part time or accept temporary jobs while their children are young,  
in the expectation that they will be able to make a commitment to full-time paid employment 
when the children are in school, or when the lack of affordable, quality child care is no longer 
an issue. Older women may turn to self-employment, as a way of easing into retirement after 
working in a full-time paid job as an employee. 
 
Longitudinal data, which would provide a picture of how the pattern of a woman’s paid 
employment changes over time, are limited. The absence of such information may also 
constrain the development of effective policies to provide adequate benefits and supports  
for women employed in non-standard arrangements. For example, the Canada Pension Plan  
provides a retirement pension equivalent to 25 percent of the worker’s average earnings  
over a lifetime, defined as the years from age 18 to 65, which is known as the contributory 
period. Pensionable earnings (the earnings on which the retirement pension will be based) 
are adjusted to account for inflation and to convert them to today’s dollars.  
 
To accommodate periods when a worker may have been engaged in further education or 
training, as well as periods of unemployment or illness when the individual was unable to 
contribute, all CPP contributors may exclude up to 15 percent of the contributory period — 
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roughly seven years — from the calculation of average earnings on which the pension will be 
based, if it is to the worker’s advantage to do so. (This provision is often referred to as the 
“general drop-out” indicating that those years may be “dropped out” of the calculation.) 
 
In addition to the general drop-out, there is also a child-rearing drop-out which allows 
parents to exclude years when they had a child under the age of seven from the average 
earnings calculation. In other words, a woman who had two children two years apart might 
exclude nine years of little or no earnings from the average earnings calculation, in addition 
to seven years under the general drop-out provision. If this person had spent, say four years 
at university and 12 years in non-standard employment, before finding a full-time paid job, 
she might still be entitled to a full retirement pension from the CPP based on her average 
earnings after excluding the 16-year drop-out periods. In other words, under the CPP rules, 
she would not be penalized for the time she spent in non-standard employment, or in raising 
her children.  
 
From a policy point of view, then, it is important to know not only what percentage of 
workers are employed in non-standard jobs at any particular point in time, but also, what 
portion of their adult lives they spend in this type of work.  
 
The Public Policy Challenge of Non-Standard Jobs 
 
The research that forms the basis for this report focusses on two main questions. 
 
• What policy initiatives might be developed to address the needs of women employed in 

non-standard work? 
 
• How might public programs be adapted to accommodate women employed in non-

standard jobs and to eliminate barriers to program access for women employed in such 
jobs? 

 
This report looks at how non-standard work has developed over recent years, using existing 
data to document the extent of non-standard employment over time and paying special 
attention to differences between women and men. The report also makes use of some 
longitudinal data to paint a picture of how women may be engaged in this type of work over 
their lifetimes in paid employment. It also draws attention to the lack of information and data 
gaps that make it difficult for policy makers to develop effective policies to accommodate 
women in this type of employment.  
 
The report discusses the policy challenges raised by increasing non-standard forms of 
employment and the implications for income support programs and tax policy. The discussion 
includes an analysis of access to the Canada Pension Plan, from the point of view of both 
contributions and benefits, as well as issues of coverage of Employment Insurance for 
workers in non-standard jobs. 
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Concluding sections of the report discuss potential policy initiatives that might be taken to 
provide workers in non-standard jobs with better access to income support programs, such 
as EI and CPP, as well as possible tax measures that might be taken to protect workers in 
these jobs. The report also draws some conclusions from the analysis and discussion, and 
suggests next steps in responding to the policy challenge. 
 

  



 

2. RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN NON-STANDARD EMPLOYMENT 
 
 
Some forms of non-standard employment have long been a feature of the Canadian economy. 
Part-time work, for example, has always been an important source of paid employment for 
women. Over the last 25 years, the percentage of employed women who work part time has 
hovered around 25 percent and sometimes higher. But during this period, the percentage of  
all Canadian jobs considered part time — defined by Statistics Canada as less than 30 hours  
a week — has risen from about 13 percent of all employment in 1976 to about 18 percent in 
2000 (Pold 2001: 36). The percentage of employed men working part time has almost 
doubled. 
 
As well, the reasons given by women for working part time have changed. In the past, most 
women who worked part time were doing so because they were also caring for children. 
More recently, high percentages of women in part-time work said they were unable to find 
full-time jobs. Data for 2000, for example, indicate that among women part-time workers in 
the prime childbearing years (aged 25 to 44), 33 percent were working part time because 
they were also caring for children, but 29 percent held part-time jobs because of business 
conditions or their inability to find full-time work. Among men in this age group working 
part time, more than 52 percent gave this reason for part-time work (Statistics Canada 
2001b: 16).  
 
These developments are all indications of a growing trend to part-time employment in relation 
to full-time jobs in the Canadian economy. Other forms of non-standard work have also 
increased in importance, as noted earlier. Recent studies have referred to a “labour market in 
transition” (Riddell and St-Hilaire 2000) that will have significant implications for public 
policy. 
 
The Origins of Non-Standard Employment  
 
Researchers began to draw attention to the growth of non-standard employment in many  
of the industrialized countries in the early 1980s. For example, the European Commission 
drafted legislative proposals on temporary employment in 1982, dealing with contract 
workers and those employed through temporary work agencies (Schellenberg and Clark 1996: 
2). During the 1980s, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD 
1987) began to refer to the phenomenon in its regular publication Employment Outlook. The 
International Labour Organization (ILO 1987) also documented the growth of this type of 
employment in industrialized countries. And the Economic Council of Canada (ECC 1990) 
drew attention to the contrast between “good jobs” and “bad jobs” in a landmark report 
released in 1990.  
 
Initially, it would appear that increases in non-standard employment were seen as a reflection 
of an expanding service economy. There was also some suggestion that as more and more 
women entered the paid labour force, they were choosing part-time work as a way of 
combining their paid work with their unpaid family responsibilities. And since service  
sector workers were predominantly women, the two explanations seemed to fit together.  
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But Katherine Marshall (1998: 72), commenting on Statistics Canada’s survey of Work 
Arrangements in the 1990s, said that while it was clear that family responsibilities play a 
role in altering work patterns, what is not known is how much influence employees have in 
choosing their work arrangements. She also noted that there was no information on whether 
mothers with non-standard work arrangements were given the opportunity to alter their work 
patterns or whether they had to switch jobs to do so. Rates of non-standard work might have 
been considerably higher for both women and men, Marshall said, if such options had been 
readily available. 
 
By the end of the 1980s, non-standard work was the subject of in-depth analysis in Canada. 
Harvey Krahn (1992: 52-70), of the University of Alberta, used data from Statistics Canada’s 
1989 General Social Survey to look at the varieties of non-standard work in which Canadians 
were then engaged. He found that, while non-standard jobs tend to be seen as a product of the 
expanding service economy, one quarter of Canadians employed in the traditional blue-collar 
construction sector were in non-standard jobs, particularly part-year and temporary work. In 
addition, Krahn said, part-year work was fairly common in natural-resource-based industries, 
while almost half of those employed in agriculture were self-employed without employees.  
 
Krahn’s study concluded that while there is a considerable overlap between various forms of 
non-standard work, when this is taken into account, about 31 percent of employed Canadians 
between the ages of 15 and 64 were in some form of non-standard employment relationship. 
By that definition, 37 percent of women’s jobs compared with 25 percent of men’s were non-
standard. Using a more restrictive definition that included only part-time, part-year and 
temporary work, about 22 percent of employees aged 15 to 64 held a non-standard job. With 
this second definition, 31 percent of employed women were in non-standard jobs in 1989, 
compared with 16 percent of employed men who were doing this type of work. 
 
Krahn (1992: 62) observed: “While the growth and extent of non-standard employment are 
clearly noteworthy, the trend should also not be exaggerated, particularly since part-time 
work, the most common form of non-standard employment, did not really increase (in 
relative terms) in the second half of the 1980s.”  

 
Krahn (1992: 60) noted that while some observers had portrayed non-standard work as a 
recent employment innovation, “it is important to remember that one type of non-standard 
work, own-account self-employment, has always been prevalent in certain Canadian 
industries.” He also said that while it might be concluded that concerns about the extent of 
part-time work in the Canadian labour market are overstated, even if a majority of part-time 
workers state they are in such jobs for educational, personal or family reasons, “it remains 
critically important to ask about the quality of these jobs” (Krahn 1992: 61). At that time 
(Krahn was writing in 1992), there had been very little research on the quality of non-standard 
jobs and little information on the extent to which they pay less, offer fewer benefits, less job 
security and fewer career opportunities.  
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A Response to Globalization 
 
From the mid-1980s on, free trade and expansion of global markets became key economic 
issues. The Free Trade Agreement between Canada and the United States came into effect  
at the beginning of 1989 and led to significant changes in the Canadian economy and labour 
markets (Campbell 1991). With these developments, many analysts attributed the expansion 
of non-standard employment to economic change and the increased demand for work force 
flexibility.  
 
For example, a study by Grant Schellenberg and Christopher Clark (1996) for the  
Canadian Council on Social Development (CCSD) concluded that “the use of new forms of 
employment is one of many strategies used by business to achieve ‘flexibility’ and survive 
in the new economic environment.” According to these authors, the globalization of trade, 
the introduction of new technologies, the volatility of international markets and rapidly 
changing consumer demand all placed new competitive pressures on firms operating in 
Canada and abroad. Labour markets are changing in response to globalization and rapid 
change.  
 
Other researchers have also highlighted the shift to contingent work as a response to economic 
restructuring and changing needs. Economists Morley Gunderson and Craig Riddell (2000) 
believe that alternative work time arrangements are being increasingly adopted to provide  
the flexibility needed by employers and the growing number of two-earner families. Such 
arrangements include flextime (different starting and ending times with a common core 
working time), compressed work weeks (for example, four 10-hour days), job sharing (for 
example, two employees sharing the same job), unpaid leaves and permanent part-time jobs. 
That has given rise to pressures on legislators to accommodate such changes and to deal with 
associated issues, such as coverage and prorated benefits for part-time workers.  
 
Gunderson and Riddell also noted that contingent or non-standard, precarious employment 
has also become more prominent in various forms including sub-contracts, limited-term 
contracts, temporary help agencies and part-time employment. Multiple employment, part-
time employment and own-account self-employment have increased considerably since the 
mid-1970s. If their demand conditions are uncertain, (which increasingly seems to be the 
case), organizations may prefer to use contingent workers whose termination is easier, as 
these authors suggested. The minimal coverage or enforcement of legislation for the 
contingent work force contributes to the lower cost of employing these workers.  
 
But while the evidence indicates that a growing portion of the work force is in non-standard, 
often precarious jobs, these authors found that the increase in atypical work arrangements 
has been gradual rather than dramatic. About one third of the work force is now employed in 
non-standard work. While this is a substantial proportion, it is probably much smaller than 
many popular accounts of fundamental changes in work arrangements would suggest. In 
fact, average job duration in Canada was remarkably stable over time between 1979 and 
1992, according to Gunderson and Riddell. Job durations increased for females, especially 
educated females, and they declined for males, especially less educated and younger males.  
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Substantial restructuring in the Canadian economy during the late 1980s (associated with the 
Free Trade Agreement) and the early 1990s (associated with the severe recession of 1990-92) 
have contributed to a perception of growing employment instability. However, according to 
Gunderson and Riddell, the available evidence on permanent lay-offs contradicts this view. 
They also suggested that the extent to which there may be a mismatch between the desires of 
Canadians for alternative work arrangements and their current arrangements also needs further 
assessment. For example, they noted that the 1995 Survey of Work Arrangements concluded 
that two thirds of the work force are content with their current working hours. 
 
They concluded that the changing nature of work is giving rise to a new set of policy 
challenges that may require fundamental rethinking of what is the appropriate role for public 
policy. Perhaps the most serious emerging policy challenge, they believe, is that equity and 
distributional objectives are likely to be most at risk in a competitive global environment where 
jurisdictions are under pressure to compete for business investment and jobs by reducing costly 
regulations. As well, they noted, market adjustments caused by such factors as technological 
change and trade liberalization appear to fall disproportionately on the already disadvantaged, 
which raises important equity issues.  
 
Non-Standard Employment in the Public Sector 
 
In the public sector, governments faced high levels of debt in the 1980s and increasing deficits, 
following the severe recession of 1981-82. Going into the 1990s, both federal and provincial 
governments were under strong public pressure to reduce spending. They restructured their 
operations, reducing public sector employment and shifting to the increased use of part-time 
employment and temporary workers, as cost-saving measures.  
 
A study by the federal Public Service Commission (PSC 1999) documented the increasing 
prevalence of non-standard work in the federal public service during the 1980s and 1990s. 
From 12.4 percent of total employment in 1981, non-standard jobs accounted for 19.0 
percent of federal public service jobs by 1997.  
 
But even this estimate is probably quite conservative since it does not include individuals 
hired on a contract basis or through temporary help agencies. While the incidence of non-
standard employment in the federal public service increased steadily through the 1980s, it 
has been far more variable in recent years. This is because of the profound organizational 
changes that have been under way in the public service and the effects these changes have 
had on the number and types of jobs available. 
 
The high incidence of non-standard employment among women relative to men is as evident 
in the federal public service as it is in the Canadian labour force generally. In the public 
service, 24 percent of women compared with 14 percent of men have non-standard jobs, 
although this difference narrowed somewhat during the 1990s.  
 
Most striking has been the increasing use of casual employment, largely at the expense of 
term positions. Unlike employees in term positions, casual employees are not eligible to join 
public sector unions nor are they eligible to bid for indeterminate jobs through internal 
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competitions. Moreover, their jobs are precarious insofar as they cannot last more than 90 
consecutive days or 125 days during the year and are often part time. Given these factors, 
employees in casual jobs may be more marginalized than those in full-time positions that 
last six months or more.  
 
The growth of casual jobs could also signal a growing gap between “core” indeterminate 
employment and “peripheral” shorter employment in the federal public service. The public 
sector has long been a source of “good jobs” in the Canadian labour market. The growing 
prevalence of non-standard employment, which is often associated with poor job quality, 
raises the question of whether this will be the case in the years to come. The study points out 
that it has been suggested by some in the human resources community that the public service 
of the future will be one of a small core of highly educated, full-time employees, supported 
by a non-standard work force.  
 
Non-Standard Work and Economic Conditions 
 
Some analysts have suggested that increases in temporary and non-standard employment are 
not the result of long-term structural changes in the labour market, but short-term responses to 
the business cycle. There appears to be no clear evidence to support this hypothesis. As Figure 
1 indicates, over the period from 1976 to 2001, for example, the unemployment rate reached  
a peak of 11.9 percent in 1983, reflecting the severe recession Canada was then experiencing. 
In the same year, the percentage of employees working part-time was 16.9 percent while the 
percentage of all workers who were self-employed, including both those with employees and 
those who worked for their own account, rose from 12.2 percent in 1976 to 14.1 percent in 
1983. The percentage working part time or as self-employed individuals changed very little 
throughout the rest of the 1980s. Meanwhile, the unemployment rate declined to 8.1 percent 
in 1990.  
 
However, during the 1990s, the percentage working part time reached a peak of 19.3 percent 
in 1993, while the unemployment rate also peaked again at 11.4 percent in the same year. 
Both these numbers could be a reflection of the economic recession Canada experienced 
from 1990 to 1992. 
 
During the late 1990s, the percentage working part time declined slightly, while the 
unemployment rate also dropped as Canada experienced several years of strong economic 
growth. However, the percentage of workers who were self-employed, including both those 
with employees and those who worked for their own account, continued to rise following the 
1990-92 recession, reaching a peak of 17.2 percent in 1998. Since then, the percentage of 
individuals who are self-employed has been declining slightly. 
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Figure 1: Economic Conditions and Trends in Non-Standard Work,
Canada, 1976-2001

Source:
Statistics Canada, 2001f, 2002; author’s calculations.

It is probably premature to draw any conclusions about the apparent decline in some forms
of non-standard work since 1998 and whether or not this can be attributed to a strong
economy from 1997 to 2000. In any event, it is important to note that, regardless of short-
term fluctuations, over the long term, there is clearly a trend toward increasing percentages
of workers in these forms of employment.

Is Non-Standard Work Here to Stay?

The phenomenon of increasing non-standard employment has also been attributed to job
preferences of workers who want more flexibility in managing their paid work and non-
work activities. The growth in the service sector of the economy has also been suggested as
a possible explanation for increasing non-standard employment.

But Schellenberg and Clark (1996), in their study for CCSD said that explanations for the
increase in temporary employment, which emphasize changes in worker preferences, the rise
of the service economy and the effects of the business cycle, are only partially satisfying.
The more compelling argument centres on economic change and the increased demand for
work force flexibility. They suggested that, as the economy continues along a trajectory of
rapid change, so too will labour markets. They concluded that non-standard work will
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continue to take the place of more traditional employment arrangements. There are 
indications that non-standard work is increasingly the norm. 
 
Other studies of labour market change in Canada and elsewhere support this view as well  
as highlighting some of the policy challenges posed by these developments. For example, 
research by Garnett Picot and Andrew Heisz (2000), published by Statistics Canada, 
analyzed the performance of the Canadian labour market during the 1990s. These authors 
examined the notion that competitive and technological pressures have radically altered  
the production processes, hiring and business strategies of firms in such a way as to affect 
the labour market in a major and often negative manner. According to Picot and Heisz, 
outcomes often associated with such changes include a fundamental shift in the nature of 
work, as firms turn to contracting out and contingent labour in the face of rising competition, 
and rising job instability, as firms manage their work forces in a fundamentally different 
way. The study found that the supply side of the labour market has undergone substantial 
changes.  
 
According to Picot and Heisz, a major story of the 1990s, to which relatively little attention 
has been paid, is the change in the relative labour market outcomes of men and women. 
There have been significant improvements in labour market outcomes for women (earnings, 
employment and unemployment) and a general deterioration for men. 
 
Picot and Heisz found a substantial shift in the types of jobs created during the 1990s, but 
noted that it was not clear whether this represented an enduring shift in the nature of work 
and the way in which firms engage labour. Current research is not conclusive on this issue. 
Traditional gains in full-time paid employment were replaced in the 1990s labour market 
largely by own-account self-employment. The OECD (1998) argued that over the long run, 
the extent to which self-employment growth in Canada outstripped paid employment is 
highly correlated with labour market slack. But the OECD study said evidence to date has 
convincingly suggested there is little correlation between short-run economic conditions 
(proxied by either the unemployment rate or the full-time paid employment rate) and the 
tendency to be self-employed over the business cycle.  
 
If this trend represents a fundamental shift in the nature of work, why is it not observed in 
the United States where competitive pressures have presumably been similar? One reason 
may be that there is a very strong incentive for American workers to be in paid jobs, as their 
medical coverage is financed in this way. The Picot and Heisz study concluded that further 
research is needed. 
 
Some American researchers believe there is no shortage of non-standard jobs in the United 
States. Ken Hudson (1999), writing for the Washington-based Economic Policy Institute, 
said that even in the midst of a booming economy, with wages rising and unemployment  
at historic lows, reliance by the U.S. economy on non-standard jobs (part-time work, 
independent contracting, temporary work, on-call work, day labour and self-employment) 
remained as strong as ever. Employers argued that these jobs provided the flexibility needed 
to become competitive. These perceived advantages notwithstanding, as of 1997, most  
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non-standard workers were paid less, were less likely to receive health insurance or a 
pension, and had less job security than workers in regular full-time jobs (Hudson 1999).  
 
The disparities between non-standard and regular full-time jobs persisted even when 
comparing workers with similar personal, educational and job characteristics. Between  
1995 and 1997, the prevalence and the quality of non-standard work in the U.S. economy 
changed. Moreover, in the areas in which the quality of non-standard jobs has improved, 
these improvements have been far less evident for women than for men.  
 
This study of non-standard work in the United States says that given current labour market 
policies, non-standard employment has the potential to become a mechanism for providing 
non-standard wages and benefits. Responsible public policies should endeavour to ensure 
that workers are not penalized in terms of pay and benefits because of their work 
arrangements. 
 
Concerns about the Trend to Non-Standard Employment 
 
Other researchers, looking at the changing structure of the labour force and the growing 
prevalence of non-standard employment raised concerns about these developments and  
their policy implications. Several issues are of concern, for example, changing rules for 
Employment Insurance, increased economic insecurity and polarization between those with 
good jobs and those in the contingent work force, the lack of protection for self-employed 
workers, the implications for the tax and transfer system, and disguised unemployment as  
the line between employer and employee becomes blurred. 
 
Changes in the rules for claiming Employment Insurance benefits, for example, were 
apparently made without consideration of the potential impact on women in non-standard 
forms of employment. A study by Stephan Roller (1999), published by Statistics Canada, 
raised questions about the declining number of unemployed people receiving Employment 
Insurance benefits as a result of the changes and noted the public concern over this issue. 
Roller addressed several questions. What segment of the jobless population does the program 
serve? Which groups of people do not have access to EI benefits? What are the alternative 
sources of income of the unemployed when they do not claim or receive EI benefits?  
 
Based on information from the Employment Insurance Coverage Survey, conducted 
quarterly through 1997 and 1998 by Statistics Canada and funded by Human Resources 
Development Canada, Roller found that two thirds of adult unemployed men but only half  
of adult unemployed women were potentially eligible for EI benefits. 
 
Roller explained that the term “potentially eligible for Employment Insurance” is used to 
describe unemployed people who, during the reference week, received EI benefits or were in 
a position to receive them because of their recent insurable employment and subsequent job 
loss. The term “not potentially eligible” describes the situation of those who did not receive 
benefits and could not have received them even if they had claimed, as determined from the 
reported information. Among the reasons for not being potentially eligible are not having 
enough hours of insurable employment, the lack of any recent employment, being in self-
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employment or other types of non-insurable employment, or quitting jobs for reasons 
deemed not valid by the Employment Insurance Act. 
 
The reported difference between women and men in the 1998 survey was due to the higher 
proportion of unemployed women who had no recent employment on which to base a  
claim. During the previous 12 months, 36 percent of unemployed women compared with  
24 percent of unemployed men had no employment. Two thirds of these women without 
recent employment became unemployed after returning to the labour market, while the 
corresponding men were very likely (73 percent) to have been unemployed for the full  
12 months or longer.  
 
More recent information from the 2000 Employment Insurance Coverage Survey (Statistics 
Canada 2001e) indicated that only 49.9 percent of all those who were unemployed in 2000 
were potentially eligible for EI benefits. Although no gender breakdown was available, this 
represented a deterioration since the 1998 survey when 52.3 percent of the unemployed were 
potentially eligible for benefits.  
 
Changes to the program were made in 1997, including basing eligibility on hours worked 
rather than weeks. While this increased the potentially eligible population, because part-time 
workers with less than 15 hours of work per week were now included in the program, it 
required workers who worked fewer hours per week to work more weeks to qualify. In 
1998, 20 percent of unemployed workers who were potentially eligible for EI benefits did 
not have enough hours of insurable employment to qualify. 
 
A study (CLMPC 1997) of five workplaces from different industrial settings and in different 
contexts of change provided important evidence related to new work arrangements in Canada. 
Results of the study were published in a document prepared for discussion purposes for the 
Task Force on Alternative Working Arrangements set up by the Canadian Labour Market and 
Productivity Centre (now the Canadian Labour and Business Centre). The study highlighted a 
number of common elements of success. 
 
The study suggested that both the business environment and the labour market were undergoing 
a great deal of change as a result of the larger forces of globalization, technological change and 
demographic trends. These changes and the feeling of loss of control led to an increasing 
degree of economic insecurity among many Canadians both in terms of employment changes 
and the trend of real incomes. Many observers expressed an urgency to address these issues, 
according to the study.  
 
If real incomes and job prospects of many workers remain limited over a long period, greater 
social divisions between those with good jobs and those in the contingent work force may 
result. Furthermore the ability of governments to manage these divisions may be limited if 
current trends continue. What is needed is a set of innovative approaches by all parties in the 
economy that will address both the work and the related implications of change.  
 
A study by Karen Hughes (1999) for the Canadian Policy Research Networks, looked 
specifically at gender and self-employment in Canada to assess trends and policy implications. 
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The report examined the growing role of self-employment in the Canadian labour market, 
focussing on the gender patterns within self-employment and the policy implications raised  
by this form of work.  
 
Over time, Hughes found the composition of the self-employed work force changed notably. 
Whereas women once accounted for just one quarter of own-account workers (that is, self-
employed workers without any employees) they now comprised 40 percent of this group. 
Women who were own-account self-employed continued to cluster in service and sales jobs. 
Self-employed women were far more likely to work part time than their male peers. Also, 
the wage gap between women and men in self-employment was larger than that among paid 
workers.  
 
In addition to low pay, many self-employed workers may lack important benefits available to 
paid workers through government or company sponsored programs (for example, disability 
coverage, parental benefits/leave, pension plans and Employment Insurance). This is of less 
concern for high earners or employers, who may set up their own plans, but remains a 
significant issue for own-account workers, especially those in low paying sectors. Self-
employment also has implications for pay and employment equity, as it places increasing 
numbers of women outside of these initiatives.  
 
Appropriate policy responses to self-employment will require careful attention to the distinct 
situations of various groups of self-employed workers. Hughes suggested that further research 
was needed to clarify the legal situation of self-employed workers, the flow of workers in and 
out of self-employment, and the day-to-day working experiences of the self-employed, 
particularly those in less lucrative areas. 
 
Another study of the Canadian work force published by the Canadian Centre for Policy 
Alternatives (Jackson et al. 2000), reported on key social and economic trends, including the 
implications of an increasingly precarious labour market for working people and their families. 
The study concluded that in the 1990s, the fundamental challenge of creating security and well-
being for workers in a market society had increased. The market economy was not only failing 
to deliver anything close to full employment, but was generating more and more precarious  
and badly paid jobs. Increasingly, the welfare state had been pushed in the direction not just  
of replacing occasional loss of wage income, but of supplementing inadequate incomes from 
employment, as in the recent expansion of child benefits targeted at low- and middle-income 
families. According to Jackson et al., the welfare state had also had to cope with massive social 
changes, such as the huge increase in the proportion of one-parent families, headed mainly by 
women. 
 
The fundamental shift in the labour market is often popularly characterized as the inevitable 
fall-out of either economic globalization or technological change. However, Jackson et al. 
argued that government policies played a key role in this trend. In most European nations, 
they said, the growth of precarious employment had been held in check by more stringent 
employment legislation that guaranteed extended benefits to part-time workers and limited 
the use of contract employment by employers. In the United States, where the central bank 
has been less aggressive in targeting inflation, lower levels of unemployment limited, to a 
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lesser extent, the growth in contingent jobs. For Canadians, slow job growth, high levels of 
unemployment and underemployment, and the increasingly contingent nature of jobs 
conspired together to undermine economic security and well-being.  
 
The Jackson et al. study also reviewed policy developments in the tax and transfer system. 
Among other things it concluded that women are losing unemployment insurance protection 
faster than men because women work part time and enter and re-enter the labour force more 
often than men for family reasons. Policy changes that raised the minimum number of hours 
to qualify for Employment Insurance benefits meant that many women who worked part 
time and on a temporary basis could not accumulate enough hours in a 12-month period to 
qualify. As well, women who left their jobs for child care were penalized when they re-
entered the labour force by having to accumulate even more hours of work.  
 
Another Canadian study, emphasizing employment relationships, also raised key issues 
associated with contingent work. Written by Graham Lowe and Grant Schellenberg (2001) 
for the Canadian Policy Research Networks (CPRN), it reported on the results of the 
CPRN’s Changing Employment Relationships (CER) project for which a nationally 
representative survey of 2,500 employed Canadians was undertaken, supplemented with 
eight focus groups.  
 
Arguing for a deeper understanding of non-standard work, Lowe and Schellenberg suggested 
that, as varieties of non-standard work proliferate, the traditional line between employee and 
employer becomes increasingly blurred. More precise definitions and measures of temporary 
work are needed, especially regarding the role of temporary help agencies. Recent research 
suggests that temporary agency work has contributed to the precariousness of employment in 
Canada, especially for women who predominate among temporary workers. The survey found 
that most temporary workers do not expect their current position to lead to something more 
secure. 
 
Sizeable numbers of temporary agency workers see themselves as ongoing employees of an 
agency. Should temporary agency workers then be considered permanent employees if they 
have continuity of work through the agency? This is just one of the many policy challenges 
raised by these developments.  
 
The Lowe and Schellenberg study also examined the issue of “disguised employment” among 
self-employed contract workers, free-lancers and consultants who have strong ties to a single 
client. It noted that such disguised employees do not have access to Employment Insurance, 
employer-provided benefit plans or the greater protections that employees often have regarding 
termination notice, severance pay, paid vacations, overtime and other employment standards. 
They also must pay both the employer and employee portions for the Canada/Quebec Pension 
Plan.  
 
The Lowe and Schellenberg study indicated that 15 percent of own-account and eight percent 
of employer self-employed individuals have a potentially high overlap with paid employment. 
Only further research can determine if these self-employed individuals are really disguised 
employees or, alternatively, if they occupy a distinct location between truly independent self-
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employed workers and the traditional “dependent” employee. Still, these authors say, this is 
an important finding with direct policy implications, particularly for tax policies and labour 
market programs. 
 
Their study also found that spousal benefits are particularly important for non-standard 
workers, who may have access to medical and dental coverage through a spouse. But this 
indirect coverage obviously does not apply to benefits, such as pensions, paid parental leave 
or paid sick leave, all of which are more extensively available to employees compared with 
the self-employed. As well, reliance on spousal benefits puts women at risk in the event of 
marital breakdown.  
 
How the Pattern of Paid Employment Is Changing 
 
Some studies have pointed to a possible change in the pattern of women’s participation in the 
paid labour force. Special sessions organized by the Centre for the Study of Living Standards 
and Human Resources Development Canada were held in connection with the Canadian 
Economics Association meetings in May 1998. These studies explored the decline in labour 
force participation that was a major development in the Canadian labour market in the 1990s.  
 
One paper (Beaudry and Lemieux 1999) on the evolution of the female labour force 
participation rate in Canada, said that a striking feature of the Canadian labour market 
during the 1970s and 1980s was the sustained growth in the number of working women. An 
equally striking development is the recent stagnation in the female participation rate, which 
remained around 70 percent throughout the 1990s.  
 
Why has female participation in the labour force stagnated? Is it a temporary phenomenon 
tied to the poor growth performance of the economy during the 1990s, or does it represent a 
permanent change in the behaviour of women? Beaudry and Lemieux concluded that there  
is still room for a two to three percentage point increase in the participation rate of women  
aged 25 to 64, but the magnitude of the increases of the 1970s and 1980s is not possible, as  
the cohort effects that prevailed then no longer exist. They also noted that there is a growing 
convergence in the behaviour of men and women in the labour market. The profiles of recent 
female cohorts are therefore much closer to those of men than to those of older female cohorts. 
In effect, as another participant in the sessions pointed out, younger generations of women with 
demonstrated strong attachment to the labour market are replacing older generations who never 
had such a strong attachment (Dugan and Robidoux 1999).  
 
Along with a growing trend to non-standard work, there is also evidence that the typical 
work career is changing. Economist Wayne Simpson (1997) in a study of interruptions in 
paid employment, found that intermittent work activity, both intended and unintended, is 
now more common. Interruptions in paid employment (referred to as “intermittencies” in the 
study) involve both periods without employment and periods with less than full-time work. 
His study looked at how these intermittencies affect career progress in earnings. As well, it 
addressed the question of the extent to which these intermittencies account for differences in 
earnings between men and women. 
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Among the Simpson findings: men have spent 81.4 percent of their time in full-time work 
with a mean of 19.1 years of full-time work, whereas women have spent 51.8 percent of 
their time in full-time work with a mean of 9.8 years of full-time work. Men have spent 
eight percent of their years not working (for pay) compared to 29.7 percent for women. 
More than half (51.8 percent) of men have spent every year since their first full-time job in 
full-time work compared to 20.5 percent of women. As well, 72.9 percent of men have spent 
every year since their first full-time job working at least part time or part year compared to 
39.7 percent for women.  
 
The results for women also indicate rapid restoration of earnings from bouts of non-
participation and part-time work, since job tenure, rather than past experiences, dominates 
earnings determination, according to Simpson. 
 
Other economists have studied how child-related interruptions to women’s paid work can 
have long-term income consequences. For example, one study by Phipps et al. (2001: 411) 
suggested that women, who must interrupt their paid employment for child-related reasons, 
spend less time out of the paid work force if they are returning to the same job than women 
who change jobs after a period out of paid employment (1.93 years in total compared with 
5.75 years).  
 
As well, women who change jobs when they return to paid employment generally have lower 
incomes, while there appears to be no impact on income for those women who return to the 
same job. Phipps et al. suggested that since many women return to work part time after they 
have had children as a way of accommodating their increased family responsibilities, it is 
possible that “having a job change” might be simply another way of saying “worked part 
time.” But Phipps et al. found that women who have always worked full time, but who have 
changed jobs have lower current incomes. They also found that the burden of unpaid work in 
the home has an impact on women’s earnings. The greater the number of weekly hours of 
unpaid work, the more negative the impact. 
 
All these findings have implications for policies to address the impact of non-standard 
employment on women’s financial security.  
 
Knowledge Gaps 
 
While the increase in non-standard employment has been well documented, it is clear this 
phenomenon is still not well understood. As noted earlier, there is growing evidence that this 
type of employment will be a permanent feature of the labour market. But there has been very 
little work on what these labour market developments mean for public policies and programs, 
such as Employment Insurance, public pension programs, child-care arrangements or tax 
policies. However, it is of increasing interest to policy makers, especially in relation to the 
economic security of women who are much more likely than men to spend extended periods 
in contingent work or non-standard employment.  
 
Human Resources Development Canada held symposiums on non-standard work and public 
pensions, which focussed on two key policy areas. 
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• What key changes can we expect in the labour market environment in the future? What 
can we expect over the next 20 to 40 years? Are the trends of the recent past a harbinger 
of the future? Will non-standard work become the predominant form of work? 

 
• Will the assumptions underlying the public pension system continue to be relevant within 

the context of a changing labour market? Will the key assumptions which were made in 
the past regarding coverage and benefits (such as participation in the labour market 
resulting in regular contributions to the CPP/QPP) be valid over the next 40 years? 

 
Experts, stakeholders and government officials took part in the sessions, and many of the 
participants had a reputation in the areas under discussion, for example, labour markets, 
public and private pensions, and the development of public policy in these areas. Economists 
Arthur Donner and Fred Lazar, who co-ordinated the sessions, concluded that a major 
research effort would be warranted. Their report on the discussions set out an extensive 
agenda of research that needed to be done to determine the possible impacts of increased 
non-standard work on the retirement income system (Donner 2000).  
 
They recommended a two-stage research process. The first stage would focus on non-
standard work, its direction and the possible impacts on the retirement income system. The 
second and more ambitious research stage could explore the voluntary and involuntary 
nature of saving for retirement, including an examination of the potential for retirement 
income adequacy between standard and non-standard employment. It was suggested that the 
first stage include a study identifying non-standard workers — cohort profiles of participants 
in non-standard employment by age/education/gender and so on. It would also include a 
determination of how important or prevalent non-standard work is for Aboriginal Canadians, 
the duration of participation in non-standard employment and an examination of the flow 
between self-employment, paid employment, part-time, temporary or casual-time 
employment, and full-time employment and access to public pensions. 
 
Clearly, as research proceeds and more information on the extent of non-standard work and 
its implications becomes available, it will be possible to develop more effective policies to 
address these trends. 

  



 

3. DOCUMENTING NON-STANDARD WORK IN CANADA 
 
 
A variety of data sources may be used to document the extent of non-standard work in Canada. 
For the most part, these sources provide information indicating only the percentage of those  
in this kind of work at a particular point in time, as well as the characteristics of their 
employment, such as earnings, hours of work, work absences and so on. From this information, 
it may be possible to make some assessment of the aspects of this type of employment that are 
likely to present barriers impeding access to income support programs, such as Employment 
Insurance and public pensions. As well, these data may be used to see if this type of work is 
expanding or declining, particularly in relation to women in different age groups.  
 
Unfortunately, there is no way of knowing whether women employed in non-standard work 
at a particular point in time will eventually find more permanent employment, or whether 
their non-standard jobs are likely to be the only kind of employment they will ever have. As 
noted earlier, longitudinal data on non-standard employment are still very limited. However, 
special tabulations were obtained from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income 
Dynamics, that allow us to examine the length of time women and men in different types of 
non-standard jobs spend outside the paid work force. Among other things, this should help 
determine the adequacy of existing dropout provisions in the CPP as well as other possible 
policy responses to the phenomenon of non-standard work.  
 
Data on Non-Standard Employment 
 
We consulted a number of surveys to obtain information about the size and characteristics of 
the contingent work force for this report. Most of them give detailed information about the 
position of women as contingent workers that could be used by policy makers to develop 
policies and programs to address the needs of women employed in non-standard work. The 
information could also serve as a guide to improving and adapting income support and other 
programs to accommodate women employed in non-standard jobs and to eliminate barriers 
to program access for women employed in such jobs. However, in some cases, data sources 
are not yet fully developed. Policy makers may be in a better position to develop appropriate 
policies relating to non-standard work in the future as more information on this phenomenon 
becomes available.  
 
Effective policy development in this area depends on the availability of detailed, ongoing 
data. Key information sources that policy makers might use are summarized below. 
 
Labour Force Survey – Non-Standard Work 
Statistics Canada conducts a regular monthly survey of the labour force that provides detail 
about labour force participation, employment and unemployment. Annual averages of the 
data indicate how the characteristics of the labour force change from year to year. Part-time 
work and the reasons why people work part time have long been a feature of the survey. 
Self-employment is also documented, with a distinction being made between those who are 
employers and those who work for their own account without employees. Since 1997, the 
Labour Force Survey (LFS) has also asked questions about temporary work.  
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Labour Force Survey – Self Employment 
Statistics Canada published a special Labour Force Update in the autumn of 1997, featuring 
the self-employed (Statistics Canada 1997b). This data source provides detailed information 
about individuals who are self-employed, including information about hours worked, 
earnings and the reasons for becoming self-employed.  
 
Work Arrangements in the 1990s  
In November 1991, Statistics Canada conducted the Survey of Work Arrangements (SWA), 
the first comprehensive national survey to gather detailed information on the weekly, daily 
and hourly routines of Canadian paid workers. A second survey was conducted in November 
1995 (Statistics Canada 1998a) to see if any changes had occurred to work arrangements 
over the years. It also expanded the content, especially that relating to job quality, and 
extended coverage to the self-employed.  
 
While both surveys were held in November, thus eliminating seasonal effects, they took 
place at different phases of the business cycle. This makes it difficult to detect real trends  
as opposed to cyclical patterns. Nevertheless, data from this survey can be used to document 
changing business and work practices, full- and part-time workers, reasons workers opt for 
different patterns of work for different schedules, and so on.  
 
General Social Survey 
In special sections on work and education, the General Social Survey (GSS) for 1989 and 
1994 asked questions on employment and work, which generated detailed information about 
non-standard work by age and sex for these two years. These data may be used to 
supplement information obtained for more recent years, as outlined above.  
 
The GSS is an annual survey conducted by Statistics Canada to gather data on trends in 
Canadian society and to provide information on specific policy issues of interest. Each 
survey consists of a core content designed to monitor long-term social trends, supplemented 
by a special focus on a particular issue that recurs on a periodic basis. However, work and 
education are no longer focus issues for the GSS now that so many other surveys have been 
developed on these topics. 
 
Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics 
The Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) is a longitudinal survey that follows 
the labour market activity and incomes of respondents over a period of years to give a 
picture of how these variables change over time for the particular individuals concerned.  
 
Recent studies using this survey have indicated findings that are relevant for this report  
on the public policy challenge of women in non-standard jobs. For example, Marie Drolet 
(1999) used SLID to come up with gender differences in work history for her paper, “The 
Persistent Gap: New Evidence on the Canadian Gender Wage Gap.” Among other things, 
she found that men spend more of their potential years of work experience working full time 
compared to women (94 percent versus 75 percent). Katharine Marshall (1999) used SLID 
for an analysis of returning to work after childbirth and found that 86 percent of mothers in 
paid employment return to work within two years of giving birth.  
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Deborah Sunter (2001: 37), in a recent article in Statistics Canada’s Perspectives on Labour 
and Income, suggested that SLID “holds the key to many of the interactions and cumulative 
behaviour patterns that help explain the effect of changing labour market behaviour on 
lifetime earnings and contributions to pension plans such as the C/QPP.”  
 
However, the usefulness of this data source is limited by the fact that SLID covers a 
relatively brief period. The survey only began to collect data in 1993 and respondents 
entering the survey remain for six years only. During that time, they complete two detailed 
questionnaires each year: one on labour market activity and the other on income. The same 
people are interviewed in successive years over the period they remain in the survey. 
Interviews are conducted with 15,000 to 20,000 households across Canada, and a new  
panel of households is introduced into the survey every three years. 
 
Sunter suggested that, as the survey panels build through time, it will be possible to  
answer more and more questions about labour market dynamics. This could assist the future 
development of effective policies to address the concerns raised by the growing prevalence 
of non-standard work, but as Sunter pointed out (2001: 37), much more sophisticated 
analysis will be needed.  
 
For the purposes of the present report, special tabulations from SLID have been used to help 
demonstrate the length of time women and men are employed in various types of non-
standard work, whether or not there are children present, the ages of any children and the 
type of family (e.g., two-parent or lone-parent). 
 
Community–University Research Alliance on Contingent Work 
The growing interest in the phenomenon of non-standard work is resulting in an increased 
number of research projects that will eventually throw more light on the issue and be helpful 
to those who wish to develop policies to address some of the concerns it raises. For example, 
a major three-year project on the contingent work force, funded by the Social Sciences  
and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC), is now in progress in Toronto through the 
Community–University Research Alliance on Contingent Work. The objective is to examine 
the growth of contingent work in order to foster a new social, statistical, legal, political and 
economic understanding of this phenomenon grounded in contingent workers’ experiences 
of their work and directed at improving their quality and conditions of work and health.  
 
The project brings together the Contingent Workers’ Labour Adjustment Group, based out 
of the Parkdale Legal Services Clinic in Toronto, with leading academics and analysts in the 
field. The aim is to create links between academics, statisticians and community groups to 
study the growth of contingent work and its implications for workers in a contained 
geographic region.  
 
As a first step in describing the contingent work force, the researchers will update existing 
studies of non-standard work produced by Statistics Canada and academics using new data 
from the revised Labour Force Survey and the longitudinal Survey of Labour and Income 
Dynamics. This will result in a profile of non-standard workers by age, sex, type of 
employment relationship, education, occupation and industry. To this end, the Household, 
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Family and Social Statistics Division at Statistics Canada has compiled data on non-standard 
employment, using special runs from the Labour Force Survey. This report made use of 
some of this information as it became available. 
 
The Incidence of Non-Standard Jobs 
 
Based mainly on data from the Labour Force Survey, the Statistics Canada publication 
Women in Canada 2000 — the most recent version of this regular publication — provides 
quite a detailed analysis of women working in non-standard jobs, with tables on various 
types of non-standard work, going back to 1976. For example, information is available about 
the percentage of women and men employed in part-time work by age cohort; the reasons 
for part-time work in 1999, by age cohort; multiple job holders by age cohort; and self-
employment (Statistics Canada 2000).  
 
It should be noted that while most employed women in Canada work at one full-time 
permanent paid job, an increasing percentage of employed women are now working in non-
standard arrangements. The most recent data for 2000, included in a special update to the 
Women in Canada 2000 publication, show 27.3 percent of employed women worked part 
time and another 12.4 percent were self-employed, where this figure includes those with  
and without employees (Statistics Canada 2001b). As noted earlier, it was estimated that  
41 percent of employed women aged 15 to 64 were employed in non-standard jobs in 1999, 
but given the decline in both part-time jobs and self-employment, the percentage may be 
slightly lower for 2000.  
 
When age is taken into account, there are significant differences in the incidence of non-
standard employment. For example, both young women and those aged 65 or older are more 
likely to have part-time jobs than women in other age groups. Younger women are more 
likely to have temporary jobs than other women. Own-account self-employment is much 
higher among women who are 65 or older than for younger women. These observations may 
indicate that some older women are taking on non-standard jobs as a way of supplementing 
pension income. As well, the employment patterns of young women (those aged 15 to 24) 
strongly suggest that these women are combining paid employment with their higher 
education or training.  
 
Some recent trends in the various types of non-standard jobs are indicated in Table 1. It 
should be noted that double counting has not been eliminated from data in this table, so 
adding together the percentage employed in each type of non-standard job would likely 
overestimate the total percentage of employed women in all types of non-standard jobs.  
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Table 1: Recent Trends in Non-Standard Employment for Women 
Percentage of Employed Women in Each Age Group in Each Type of Job, Canada 
1997-2000 

Age Group 1997 
% 

1998 
% 

1999 
% 

2000 
% 

Part-Time Work 
15-24 54.2 53.6 52.1 51.4 
25-34 22.9 21.7 21.4 20.1 
35-44 24.3 23.7 23.1 22.3 
45-54 23.7 23.0 22.1 21.5 
55-64 32.3 32.4 31.5 30.0 
65 and older 59.0 56.6 53.0 57.4 
All women aged 15+ 29.4 28.8 28.0 27.3 

Temporary Jobs 
15-24 22.9 25.8 26.7 28.2 
25-34 9.5 10.5 10.1 10.5 
35-44 7.9 7.7 7.5 8.3 
45-54 6.4 6.7 6.7 6.8 
55-64 5.9 6.7 7.0 7.4 
65 and older 6.1 6.1 6.8 7.9 
All women aged 15+ 10.2 10.9 11.0 11.6 

Multiple Job Holders 
15-24 8.0 8.2 7.7 7.6 
25-34 6.0 6.0 6.1 5.9 
35-44 6.0 5.3 5.3 5.2 
45-54 4.8 4.5 4.8 5.1 
55-64 3.4 3.5 3.6 3.5 
65 and older … 2.5 2.9 … 
All women aged 15+ 5.8 5.6 5.6 5.6 

Own-Account Self-Employment 
15-24 6.5 6.4 5.6 4.3 
25-34 7.3 7.1 7.5 7.1 
35-44 9.8 9.9 9.7 9.6 
45-54 10.1 9.5 10.6 9.5 
55-64 14.5 13.4 14.4 13.6 
65 and older 33.6 35.9 32.8 32.3 
All women aged 15+ 9.3 9.5 9.3 8.7 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Labour Force Survey, unpublished data, author’s calculations. 
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Figure 2: Percentage of Employed Women with Part-Time Jobs, Canada, 1976-2000 
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Source:  
Statistics Canada (2001b), Table 8.  

 
Immigrant, Visible Minority and Aboriginal Women 
 
Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey, which is the main source of data on non-standard 
work arrangements, does not collect data on employment of immigrants and visible minority 
women, nor of other groups, such as Aboriginal women or rural women, for whom the 
incidence of non-standard work arrangements may be different from women in general. This 
kind of breakdown is not available from the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics either.  
 
Employment data for some of these groups are available through the Census of Population, 
but the most recent information is from the 1996 Census. Data on immigrants, visible 
minorities and Aboriginal peoples from the 2001 Census will not be released until January 
2003, while labour force data from the 2001 Census is scheduled for release in February 
2003. As well, labour force activity indicated by the Census reflects only the week before 
the Census. 
 
Some studies have suggested that immigrant and visible minority women in particular are 
more likely than other women to be contingent workers. For example, Zeytinoglu (2000: 
223) suggests: “Racial minority workers, particularly those of low economic class, tend to 
have limited bargaining power and knowledge of their rights and are easily relegated into 
insecure, poorly paid jobs with no career mobility.”  
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A study of female-dominated home care work in Ontario indicated that jobs designated as 
less skilled, lower paying and casual were filled by racial minority and Aboriginal women of 
low economic class (Denton et al. 1998). 
 
In a discussion of homeworkers, Belinda Leach (1996: 209) stated: “Several studies of 
immigrant and visible minority workers have suggested that racism at the workplace is a 
major factor that leads people to take homework or to work in ethnic businesses; in both 
situations they can evade direct contact with members of the dominant group.” 
 
Another study (Badets and Howatson-Leo 1999: 21) showed that in the 1990s, recent 
immigrants, three quarters of whom were racial minorities, not only worked more in non-
standard arrangements, but were also stuck longer in those types of jobs. 
 
However, researchers also acknowledge that large-scale survey data on gender, race and 
class dimensions of non-standard work are not yet available in Canada (Zeytinoglu and 
Muteshi 2000: 144). In addition, Census data from the 1996 Census seem to indicate that 
visible minority and Aboriginal women in paid employment are less likely than other 
women to be employed in non-standard work arrangements; they may also be less likely 
than other women to be in paid work. 
 
According to Women in Canada 2000, immigrant women represented 18 percent of all 
women living in Canada at the time of the 1996 Census, an increase from 16 percent in 1991 
and 15 percent in 1981. Most recent immigrants are members of visible minority groups and 
in 1996, 44 percent of all immigrant women living in Canada belonged to a visible minority 
group (Statistics Canada 2000: 191). Compared with Canadian-born women, immigrant 
women are generally less likely to participate in the paid labour force, and recent immigrants 
to Canada are particularly unlikely to be in the work force. Statistics Canada says low 
participation rates of recent immigrant women may, in part, reflect the fact that many of 
these women came here as either family class immigrants, or spouses or dependants of 
economic immigrants rather than as primary economic class applicants themselves. 
 
Immigrant women who do enter the paid work force are slightly more likely to be employed 
full time than are Canadian-born women. More than 75 percent of immigrant women aged 25 
to 44, who were employed in 1995, were working mainly full time, compared with 73 percent 
of Canadian-born women. Even recent immigrant women were most likely to be employed 
full time during this period. Immigrant women are much more likely than Canadian-born 
women to be manual workers. And immigrant women generally earn less at their jobs than 
other women in Canada (Statistics Canada 2000: 201-203). 
 
Statistics Canada also reports that 11 percent of all women living in Canada in 1996 
belonged to a visible minority group, compared with nine percent in 1991 and six percent  
in 1986. (More recent data from the 2001 Census are not yet available.) However, almost  
all visible minority women live in highly populated urban areas. As a result, visible minority 
women comprised 32 percent of all women living in Toronto and Vancouver in 1996, and 
relatively high proportions of women living in other major cities (Statistics Canada 2000: 
221). 
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Census data from 1996 indicated that, as a group, visible minority women are less likely 
than other Canadian women to be employed. Visible minority women generally earn less at 
their jobs than do other women (Statistics Canada 2000: 230). In the week before the 1996 
Census, 53 percent of all visible minority women aged 15 to 64 were either paid employees 
or were self-employed, compared with 63 percent of non-visible minority women in this  
age range. But those visible minority women who are able to find jobs are more likely to  
be employed full time than are non-visible minority women. About 72 percent of visible 
minority women aged 15 to 64, who were employed in 1995, were employed mostly full 
time, compared with 67 percent of other women. Only about five percent of visible minority 
women compared with six percent of other Canadian women were self-employed in 1995 or 
1996 (Statistics Canada 2000: 227).  
 
Aboriginal women accounted for three percent of the total female population of Canada in 
1996. However, some First Nations people did not take part in the Census, so they are not 
included in the data (Statistics Canada 2000: 247). Aboriginal women are much less likely 
than their non-Aboriginal counterparts to be part of the paid work force. Only 41 percent of 
Aboriginal women aged 15 and over were employed in 1996, compared with 53 percent of 
non-Aboriginal women. In 1996, about 30 percent of Aboriginal women with jobs worked 
part time, about the same figure as for non-Aboriginal women. However, Aboriginal women 
are heavily concentrated in low-paying occupations traditionally held by women (Statistics 
Canada 2000: 256-257). 
 
About 21 percent of women lived in rural areas at the time of the 1996 Census, but there  
was no information about whether the incidence of non-standard work arrangements was 
different for these women than for the majority of Canadian women who live in urban areas 
(Statistics Canada 2000: 18). 
 
Part-Time Work 
 
Part-time work is the most common form of non-standard work arrangement for women.  
In fact, over the last 25 years, the percentage of employed women working part time has 
hovered around 25 percent or more. Following the recession at the beginning of the 1990s, 
the number of women working part time increased to almost 30 percent, no doubt reflecting 
economic conditions which made it difficult to find full-time work.  
 
Young women are much more likely than other women to work part time. In fact, increasing 
rates of part-time employment among women aged 15 to 24 are a major reason for the  
overall increase in part-time employment for women workers. It may be that as the cost of 
higher education has increased dramatically, more and more younger women must find paid 
employment to finance their education. For this age group, the percentage with part-time jobs 
has more than doubled since 1976. Among women aged 25 to 44, however, the percentage 
working part time is actually lower now than it was in 1976. For older women, in the age 
group 55 to 64, the percentage with part-time jobs has steadily increased over the last 25 
years, although it has fallen off somewhat since 1998.  
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Table 2: Reasons Why Women Work Part-Time Canada, 2000 
Age Group Reasons Given 

15-24 
% 

25-44 
% 

45 and Over 
% 

Total 
% 

Own illness 0.3 2.4 4.1 2.2 
Caring for children 2.2 32.9 3.8 15.2 

Other personal/family responsibilities 1.0 8.2 8.5 6.1 
Going to school 70.8 5.2 0.8 24.0 
Personal preference 6.1 20.4 57.5 26.7 
Other voluntary 0.4 2.0 2.0 1.5 
Business conditions, unable to find full-time 
work, and other reasons 

 
19.1 

 
28.9 

 
23.2 

 
24.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Total employed part time (thousands) 571.5 762.3 538.1 1,871.8 
Percentage of employed women who 
worked part time 

 
51.4 

 
21.3 

 
24.8 

 
27.3 

Source:  
Statistics Canada (2001b), Table 9. 
 
An explanation for these trends is to be found in the reasons women give for working part 
time. Women aged 25 to 44, for example, are more likely than other women to be working 
part time because of personal or family responsibilities, or because they could not find full-
time work. Younger women were generally working part time because they were going to 
school, while women over 45 with part-time jobs were the most likely not to want full-time 
employment.  
 
While the majority of women over 45 who were employed part time did not want full-time 
jobs, it is significant that such a high percentage of women in the prime age group of 25 to 
44 had apparently accepted part-time jobs because they could not find full-time work. Policy 
development may need to address specifically the needs of women workers in this age 
group, especially since, as noted earlier, observers believe younger generations of women 
with demonstrated strong attachment to the labour market are replacing older generations 
who never had such a strong attachment (Dugan and Robidoux 1999). As women now aged 
25 to 44 grow older, they may find they have spent a significant portion of their paid 
employment in involuntary part-time work, with clear consequences for their financial 
security in old age.  
 
Self-Employment 
 
The possibility that women will be self-employed has increased considerably over the last 25 
years. In 1976, for example, just 8.6 percent of employed women were self-employed. By 
1998, the percentage had risen to 13.3 percent. However, the percentage of women who are 
self-employed has dropped slightly since then. In the last two decades, particularly in the 
1990s, self-employment grew faster for women than for men. While women accounted for 
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just over 26 percent of all self-employment in 1976, that percentage had risen to 35.2 percent 
by 2000 (Statistics Canada 2001b, Table 10). 
 
While the self-employment rate increased only gradually for most age groups, for those aged 
55 or older it has increased sharply. Over the 20-year period from 1976 to 1996, for example, 
the self-employment rate among women aged 55 or older increased by nine percent. The 
percentage of men in the same age group who were self-employed jumped by 15 percent  
over the same period (Statistics Canada 1997b: 13).  
 
Almost all the growth in self-employment for women is accounted for by those who work  
on their own without paid help. In fact, about 70 percent of self-employed women work  
for their own account. Strictly speaking, it is only own-account self-employment that is 
considered to be contingent work. By 2000, 8.7 percent of employed women were engaged 
in this type of self-employment, down from 9.5 percent in 1998 (see Table 1). 
 
Statistics Canada (2000a: 105) reported that business and other services have been important 
sources of growth in self-employment for women, particularly in occupations such as 
accountants and bookkeepers, management consultants and those providing other business 
services. But unlike men, a considerable share of the growth in women’s self-employment 
has come from the health and social services industry. Growth was particularly strong 
among women offering day-care and homemaking services.  
 
Special studies of self-employed workers indicate that many of these workers have low 
earnings, In fact, about 45 percent of the self-employed made less than $20,000 in 1995, 
while the proportion of paid workers making the same amount was 25.5 percent (Statistics 
Canada 1997b: 26). In addition, the male/female wage gap was greater among the self-
employed than within the employee population, even taking into account the fact that part-
time employment was higher among women. Among full-time, full-year workers in 1995, 
for example, self-employed women earned 64 percent of the average earnings of self-
employed men, compared with 73 percent among employees (Statistics Canada 1997b: 26).  
 
Service occupations such as child-care workers, barbers and hairdressers are relatively 
common occupations for the self-employed, and people who provided these services earned 
an average of only $16,200 in 1995. But another explanation for the wide gap between 
earnings of women and men who are self-employed is the difference in hours worked. In 
1996, for example, self-employed women worked an average of 33.2 hours, while self-
employed men worked an average of 46.4 hours a week (Statistics Canada 1997: 33).  
 
The reasons why people choose self-employment are an important element in any 
consideration of policy responses that might address concerns over contingent work. By  
far the biggest group of women who are self-employed say they have chosen this type of  
job because they like the independence. Only 13.3 percent of self-employed women said  
they were self-employed because there was no other work available. However, own-account 
workers were much more likely to be self-employed because there were no other opportunities 
than were employers (15.4 percent versus 6.9 percent for employers) (Statistics Canada 1997b: 
35).  
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Table 3: Reasons for Self-Employment, Canada, November 1995 
Reasons Women 

% 
Men 
% 

Enjoys independence 31.5 47.0 
Family business 16.7 17.3 
No other work available 13.3 11.3 
Wanted to make more money 9.7 9.5 
Flexible schedule 9.2 4.4 
Work from home 12.6 … 
Other … 4.9 
Nature of work … 3.6 
All reasons 100.0 100.0 

Source:  
Statistics Canada (1997b). 
 
Temporary Work 
 
Temporary work, defined as employment with a predetermined end date, is another form of 
contingent work. But this type of job may also be counted in other categories of non-
standard work, such as part time or self-employed. As noted earlier, it is often difficult to 
make a clear distinction between permanent and temporary employment given the wide 
array of contract, casual, seasonal and temporary help agency employment now available. 
Some authors have suggested that more precise definitions and measures of temporary work 
are needed, especially in relation to temporary help agencies (Lowe and Schellenberg 2001: 
11).  
 
Questions about temporary work have only been included in the Labour Force Survey since 
1997. However, available data indicate that women are slightly more likely than men to 
have temporary employment. In 2000, for example, 11.6 percent of employed women 
compared with 9.5 percent of employed men had temporary jobs (Statistics Canada 2001f, 
author’s calculations).  
 
Multiple Job Holders 
 
An increasing number of workers hold more than one job and they are disproportionately 
women. For example, while women workers accounted for 46 percent of all employment in 
2000, they were 53 percent of all workers who held more than one job. Women’s share of 
multiple job holding has increased steadily from 41.6 percent in 1987. Overall, 5.6 percent 
of all employed women were multiple job holders in 2000, while 4.2 percent of employed 
men held more than one job (Statistics Canada 2001f, author’s calculations). Older women 
are less likely to be multiple job holders (Table 1).  
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Time Spent in Contingent Work  
 
As noted earlier, very little information is available about the length of time women might 
spend in contingent work during a lifetime of paid employment. The low pay and lack of  
job security associated with this type of work clearly have immediate consequences for the 
economic security of women whose earnings make an important contribution to the support 
of their families. But women who spend extended periods in non-standard jobs may find 
their financial security in retirement has also been undermined. 
 
For the purposes of this report, we commissioned special tabulations from the Survey of 
Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) to show the work experience of respondents over  
a six-year period from 1993 to 1998. Their answers were then tabulated by age, sex and 
family situation. The results allow us to examine the pattern of paid employment of women 
and to see how this may vary according to whether the respondent is living with a spouse or 
not, whether she has a pre-school child, a school-age child or no children, and whether age 
makes a difference. 
 
As noted earlier, SLID does not collect data on employment of immigrants and visible 
minority women, nor of other groups such as Aboriginal women or rural women, for whom 
the incidence of non-standard work arrangements may be different from women in general.  
 
It should be noted that age of respondent refers to their age in 1998 at the end of the six-year 
period reviewed. Family status indicates the status of the person at some point during the 
period. For example, individuals who held short-term jobs and are shown as living with a 
spouse and a pre-school child were in that living arrangement at some point during the 
period when they held a job of short duration.  
 
It must also be emphasized, as noted earlier in this report, that SLID data cover a relatively 
brief period of time, so the usefulness of the survey is somewhat limited. It should also be 
noted that the period from 1993 to 1998 must be considered in the context of economic 
conditions prevailing during that period — a period sometimes referred to as one of “jobless 
growth.” For example, the percentage of women in paid employment dropped from a high of 
53.7 percent in 1990 to 51.6 percent in 1993 and did not recover to the 1990 level until 
1998, when it reached 53.8 percent (Statistics Canada 2001b: 10). 
 
However, SLID does have advantages over Statistics Canada’s monthly Labour Force 
Survey (LFS). Since the sample on which the LFS is based changes each month, it is not 
possible to determine if those who are contingent workers are the same people from month 
to month. In contrast, SLID collects monthly labour market information from the same 
people for six years, so it is possible to use these data to examine labour market changes for 
individuals (Marshall 2002: 18). 
 
Summary tables detailing the SLID special tabulations will be found in the Appendix. 
Unfortunately, the small size of the sample did not permit us to identify all types of non-
standard work according to all the various family status categories. However, some 
interesting patterns emerged. 
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Most women who have had jobs have had some full-time work. 
 
• Almost all women and men aged 25 and older who had ever been employed at some 

point in time had been employed in a full-time job (98.5 percent of men compared with 
90.1 percent of women). But among those aged 65 or older, women were much less 
likely than men to have been employed full time (74.3 percent of women compared with 
97.7 percent of men). In the age group 55 to 64, 99.0 percent of men compared with  
88.5 percent of women had been employed full time at some point during their working 
lives. The duration of the jobs they held was unknown. However, as noted earlier, other 
researchers working with SLID data have estimated that men spend a greater proportion 
of their potential years of work experience working full time than women (94 percent 
versus 75 percent) (Drolet 1999).  

 
• Among respondents 25 years or older who have had jobs, very few men have never 

worked full time, but almost 10 percent of women said they had never worked full time. 
(These answers refer to paid employment and not to unpaid work.) Older women were 
less likely to have been employed full time than younger women.  

 
Stable employment is related to family status. 
 
• Overall, men seem to be somewhat more likely than women to have stable employment. 

This conclusion is based on questions relating to the number of employers a respondent 
had over the six-year period under review (from 1993 to 1998). Unfortunately, the 
duration of employment with each employer was not available. However, since the 
observations are confined to a six-year period only, it may be assumed that those who 
had several employers during this period probably did not spend much time in any one 
job. 

 
• Almost 41 percent of employed women had only one employer during that period, while 

22.3 percent had two employers and 13.4 percent had three during the period. When the 
data are analyzed according to whether or not there are spouses and children present, it 
would appear that women change jobs more often than men do. 

 
• Stable employment is more likely for both women and men when there is a spouse 

present. For example, 44.4 percent of employed women had only one employer if they 
lived with a spouse compared with 30.6 percent if they did not live with a spouse. About 
47 percent of men who were employed in 1998 had only one employer over the previous 
six years if they lived with a spouse, while the number who did not live with a spouse was 
too small to be recorded in the data.  

 
• The presence of children also appears to contribute to stability in employment, although 

this is more often the case when there was a spouse present than when a woman did not 
live with a spouse. For example, 41.0 percent of employed women living with a spouse 
and a pre-school child had only one employer over the last six years. In contrast, only 
25.3 percent of employed women with a pre-school child, but not living with a spouse 
had only one employer. Almost 19 percent of these women had had two employers 
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during the period and 24 percent had three. This finding may indicate that employment 
disruptions are more common for women with children when there is no spouse present.  

 
Older women seem more likely to have more stable jobs. 
 
• Older women, in the age group 45 to 69 are much more likely to have stable employment 

than women in the younger age groups. Whether or not they live with a spouse, the fact  
that their children are older may make it possible for these women to find more stable 
employment. But a significant percentage of employed women living with a spouse had  
two or more employers over the six years. For example, almost 40 percent of women in this 
age group who lived with a spouse, with no pre-school or school age children, had between 
two and six employers during the six years. 

 
• Younger women with children who did not live with a spouse appear to have much less 

stable employment than older women who did not live with a spouse, many of whom did 
not live with children either. 

 
• As well, younger women with children but not living with a spouse are more likely  

to have unstable employment than those living with a spouse. Even so, many of these 
women might be considered to have unstable employment. For example, 40.6 percent  
of employed women in this age group, who were living with a spouse and had pre-school 
children, had only one employer during the period. In other words, the majority of 
employed women with pre-school children and living with a spouse had two or more 
employers over the six-year period. Only 22.7 percent of employed women aged 21 to 44, 
who had pre-school children and were not living with a spouse, had only one employer 
during the period. Child-care arrangements and other difficulties related to the need to 
combine paid work with family responsibilities may be contributing factors in the work 
patterns of women with pre-school children.  

 
Short-term jobs indicate the difficulty in finding stable employment. 
 
• It is important to note that even those women who had only one employer may have 

been employed in a short-term job. About 26 percent of women aged 21 to 44, who had 
employment during the six-year period, held short-term jobs, defined as a job lasting for 
two months or less, starting and ending during the period. Older women who were 
employed were less likely to have a short-term job.  

 
• Employed women, who do not live with a spouse, are significantly more likely to have a 

short-term job than those living with a spouse. In fact 80 percent of women in the age 
group 21 to 44, with pre-school children who had jobs during the six-year period and 
who were not living with a spouse, had short-term jobs. This might be taken as an 
indication of the difficulty these women have in finding stable employment.  

 
• Women aged 21 to 44, who were living with a spouse but without pre-school or school 

age children, are also more likely to be in a short-term job. This may also be of concern 
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since it appears to indicate that having a short-term job is not necessarily associated with 
the presence of children.  

 
Having children affects the length of time in part-time work. 
 
• Information about women who were working part-time between 1993 and 1998 seems to 

indicate that most spells of part-time work were of relatively short duration, lasting less 
than two years. However, it must be emphasized that these observations cover a six-year 
period only. There is no way of knowing if women continue to work part time as family 
circumstances or economic conditions change.  

 
• The duration of part-time jobs also varies according to the presence of children. Of all 

the months of part-time work observed during the six-year period, 41 percent were 
worked by women who had pre-school children. 

 
• Overall, it would appear that women aged 21 to 44 with part-time jobs, who were living 

with a spouse, have longer spells of part-time work when they have both pre-school and 
school age children. This suggests employed women who work part time may be more 
likely to extend their spells of part-time work when they have more than one child. 
However, while it appears most women aged 21 to 44 with part-time jobs, who were 
living with a spouse and had a pre-school child, only had relatively brief spells of part-
time work, an undetermined number of these women could have become mothers toward 
the end of the six-year period under review. It is impossible to determine from these data 
whether they will continue in part-time employment as their younger pre-schoolers get 
older.  

 
• When there are neither pre-school nor school age children present, most spells of part-

time work for women aged 21 to 44, who were living with a spouse, lasted less than  
12 months. 

 
Multiple job holding tends to be short term. 
 
• While women are more likely to be multiple job holders than men, a relatively small 

percentage of both men and women are employed in this form of contingent work. 
According to one recent study, SLID data for 1999 indicated that 7.3 percent of men 
experienced at least one episode of multiple job holding, compared with 10.1 percent of 
women. However, it is suggested that women also have much higher involuntary part-
time employment rates than men so this difference is likely linked to their higher 
multiple job holding rates (Marshall 2002: 18). 

 
• Multiple job holding tends to be relatively short term, although one in ten multiple job 

holders in 1996 was carrying more than one job for at least four years (Marshall 2002: 23). 
 
• More than 60 percent of women aged 21 to 44 who held multiple jobs in the six-year 

period from 1993 to 1998, worked less than 12 months in this type of activity. Women in 
the age group 45 to 69, who were multiple job holders, tended to have somewhat longer 
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spells of multiple job holding, perhaps because they did not also have to cope with 
caring for young children. 

 
• The number of months of multiple job holding varied with family status. Perhaps not 

surprisingly, women aged 21 to 44, who held multiple jobs were likely to continue for 
longer periods in this type of contingent work if there were no pre-school or school age 
children present. 

 
Patterns of self-employment seem to vary according to age. 
 
• Older women are more likely to be long-term self-employed. Most women aged 21 to 

44, who were self-employed between 1993 and 1998, were engaged in this form of 
contingent work from one to three years. However, almost one quarter of self-employed 
women aged 45 to 69 were long-term self-employed, with between 61 and 72 months of 
self-employment during the period. 

 
• This suggests their reasons for self-employment may also be different. For example, 

women in the younger age group may be combining their self-employment with the care 
of young children; older women may engage in self-employment as a form of employment 
once their children are grown or perhaps as a way of easing into retirement. Information 
on self-employment according to family status seems to support this hypothesis. 

 
• Most women in the age group 21 to 44, who had spells of self-employment, were living 

with a spouse and had both a pre-school and school age child. In most situations where 
self-employed women in this age group did not live with a spouse, there were too few 
observations to be tabulated.  

 
• On the other hand, the majority of women in the age group 45 to 69, who had periods of 

self-employment from 1993 to 1998, lived with a spouse and had neither pre-school nor 
school age children. Again, in most situations where self-employed women in this age 
group did not live with a spouse, there were too few observations to be tabulated. 

 

  



 

4. THE POLICY CHALLENGE OF CONTINGENT WORK 
 
 
Policy makers concerned with women’s equality have noted that poverty continues to be an 
ongoing and significant issue confronted by women, and access to the job market can be key 
to economic independence. It has been suggested that access to sustained employment with 
adequate benefits could allow women to escape poverty. But where paid employment is 
insecure, poorly paid and without benefits, such as pensions or protection against job loss, 
finding a paid job may do little to improve the financial situation of women and raise them 
above low-income status.  
 
Record numbers of women are now in the job market. In fact, labour force participation 
rates of women in the prime age years of 25 to 44 are rapidly approaching those of men. 
Most women now spend the greater part of their adult life in paid employment. But an 
increasing percentage of employed women are in non-standard work arrangements. If this 
type of work accounts for a significant portion of their lifetime of paid employment, women 
may continue to be disadvantaged.  
 
According to economists Gunderson and Riddell (2000: 33): 
 

The changing nature of work is giving rise to a new set of policy challenges 
that may require fundamental rethinking of what is the appropriate role for 
public policy. It is distinctly possible that the array of workplace policies that 
were established in earlier eras are not the most appropriate for the new world 
of work. 
 

These economists suggest that governments are under increasing pressure for labour market 
policies, especially those that deal with the consequences of adjustment, such as job loss, 
long-term unemployment, stagnant wage growth and growing wage inequality. As well,  
the increased labour force participation of women, the ageing work force and greater ethnic 
diversity have also increased the demand for policy initiatives in areas, such as child care, 
leave policies, working time arrangements, pensions and retirement policies, pay and 
employment equity, and anti-discrimination initiatives. But at the same time, they point out, 
governments are under pressure to deregulate where possible and not to add costly initiatives. 
Gunderson and Riddell (2000: 20) suggested there is a lack of support for new spending or 
increased taxes. 
  
While marginal adjustments made to many of these policies may have been enough to keep 
pace with the changes so far, Gunderson and Riddell argue that a fundamental rethinking 
about a variety of emerging challenges is required. Among other things, they say, this will 
involve gathering evidence on the myths and realities of workplace change and addressing 
equity and distributional issues, especially the new dimension of earnings inequality. 
According to Gunderson and Riddell, many of the policy changes implemented in response  
to new and changing conditions can generally be described as tinkering at the margin, leaving 
the basic structures intact.  
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Canada’s labour market is undoubtedly in transition. But most observers seem to agree that 
more information and research is needed to determine if these changes represent a fundamental 
restructuring of work and employment. If appropriate policy adjustments are to be made, it will 
require “making the distinction between long-term trends and short-run responses to cyclical 
factors” (Riddell and St-Hilaire 2000: iv). It has even been suggested that some of the common 
perceptions about the “new” labour market may not coincide with reality, at least as evidenced 
by the data. For example, while growth in non-standard employment and contract work is often 
cited as evidence of instability in the labour market, one recent analysis of job tenure data 
reveals no evidence to that effect (Beaudry and Green 2000).  
 
If contingent work is to be a permanent feature of the Canadian labour market, policy makers 
concerned with women’s equality may have to address the lack of sustainable employment by 
emphasizing measures to mitigate the impact of non-standard work on the economic situation 
of women. As Gunderson and Riddell (2000: 30) put it: “To the extent that market mechanisms 
are becoming a more important force under globalization, the policy challenge may be to try to 
harness or work with (rather than blunt) those market forces to achieve broader social 
objectives.”  
 
The growing prevalence of contingent work poses some serious challenges for public policy 
development, particularly as it affects the financial security of women both now and in the 
future. These challenges exist regardless of whether non-standard work arrangements 
represent a permanent change in the structure of employment or whether they are merely a 
temporary phenomenon. However, to the extent that the prevalence of contingent work 
continues, the long-term impact on the economic security of women may become more 
significant.  
 
The quality of non-standard jobs has an impact on women’s economic security, even where 
women have chosen this type of paid employment for various reasons. Where such work is 
involuntary, dealing with the impacts through public policies may become more urgent.  
 
In the short term, employment in part-time, temporary and other forms of contingent work 
may have an immediate impact on income. As well, this type of work may prevent women 
from accessing programs such as Employment Insurance and maternity or parental benefits. 
Since such programs are designed to provide income support in situations where individuals 
have lost their jobs or must withdraw from paid employment temporarily because of family 
responsibilities, their inability to take advantage of these supports will further undermine 
their economic security.  
 
In the longer term, non-standard employment may also affect the economic security of 
women in old age. Contingent work may mean pension coverage is unavailable, while low 
wages may make it impossible for workers in these jobs to provide for their own financial 
future. As a result, unless policies can be developed to address these challenges, high rates 
of low income among older women may prove intractable.  
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To summarize, among the many challenges presented by non-standard work, the following 
considerations are key to the development of policies intended to improve the economic 
security of women. 
 
• The expansion of non-standard forms of employment may make it impossible for many 

women to find sustainable employment. 
 
• Low wages in many non-standard jobs may have both short-term and long-term 

consequences for the economic security of women. 
 
• There may be limited access to income support programs intended to provide replacement 

incomes in periods of unemployment or family responsibilities. 
 
• Pension coverage may be non-existent, and workers in non-standard jobs may have little 

ability to save for retirement.  
 
• Public pension programs will be increasingly important. 
 
All of these have been alluded to in earlier chapters of this report. We consider each of them 
in some detail here. 
 
Sustainable Employment May Be Unavailable 
 
Women have continued to enter the paid labour force in ever-increasing numbers. With the 
exception of women over age 65, most of whom are probably retired, the labour force 
participation of women in all age groups has continued to climb. A record 80.4 percent of 
women in the prime age group of 25 to 44 were either working or looking for work in 2001 
— an increase from 78.5 percent just five years earlier (Table 4). Participation rates for 
women in this age group continue to approach those of men, which remained stagnant from 
1997 to 2001. 
 
The labour force participation of women aged 45 to 64 increased from 58.6 percent to  
62.6 percent over the same five-year period (Table 4). A higher percentage of young  
women aged 15 to 24 is also now participating in the work force. 
 
Increasing rates of labour force participation by women in their main childbearing years are 
an important consideration for policy makers. Many of these women are likely to be 
combining paid employment with their family responsibilities. Their earnings are no doubt 
important to their families. But, their own personal economic security may depend on their 
ability to combine paid and unpaid work without serious financial penalty — both in the 
short term and for the future. The quality of the paid employment of these women is 
therefore a key issue for those concerned with women’s equality. 
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Table 4: Labour Force Participation is Still Increasing 
Percentage of Women and Men in the Labour Force by Age, Canada, 1997-2001 

 1997 
% 

1998 
% 

1999 
% 

2000 
% 

2001 
% 

15 years and over 64.9 65.1 65.6 65.9 66.0 
 Men 72.2 72.1 72.5 72.5 72.5 
 Women 57.8 58.4 58.9 59.5 59.7 
15-24 61.5 61.9 63.5 64.4 64.7 
 Men 63.5 63.5 65.3 65.9 66.1 
 Women 59.3 60.2 61.7 62.9 63.3 
25-44 85.2 85.6 85.8 86.0 86.3 
 Men 91.8 92.2 92.1 92.1 92.1 
 Women 78.5 79.0 79.6 80.0 80.4 
45-64 67.8 68.4 69.3 70.0 70.3 
 Men 77.2 76.8 77.8 78.1 78.1 
 Women 58.6 60.1 60.9 62.1 62.6 
65 years and over 6.3 6.4 6.2 6.0 6.0 
 Men 9.8 10.2 9.8 9.5 9.4 
 Women 3.6 3.5 3.4 3.3 3.4 

Source:  
Statistics Canada (2002). 
 
Table 5: Labour Force Characteristics of Women in Different Age Groups, Canada 
2001 

Age Group Unemployment Rate 
% 

Participation Rate 
% 

Employment Rate 
% 

All ages 6.8 59.7 55.6 
15-24 years 11.0 63.3 56.3 
 15-19 years 14.7 52.0 44.4 
 20-24 years 8.4 74.3 68.0 
25 years and over 6.0 59.0 55.5 
25-44 years 6.3 80.4 75.3 
 25-34 years 6.4 79.9 74.8 
 35-44 years 6.3 80.8 75.7 
45-64 years 5.4 62.6 59.2 
 45-54 years 5.4 76.3 72.2 
 55-64 years 5.6 41.8 39.4 
65 years and over 4.1 3.4 3.3 
55 years and over 5.5 19.4 18.3 

Source:  
Statistics Canada (2002). 
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After allowing for unemployment, it must be noted that more than 75 percent of women in 
the age group 25 to 44 had paying jobs in 2001. Employment rates for older women were 
also high. For example, 72.2 percent of women aged 45 to 54 had paid employment in 2001 
(Table 5). 
 
More than five million women had full-time jobs in 2001, and another 1.9 million were 
working part time. All told, women workers were filling 46.2 percent of all jobs in Canada. 
Close to 56 percent of all women aged 15 and over are now employed, compared with 67 
percent of men. Employment rates for women and men are quickly converging (Figure 3). 
Early retirement is one reason why men’s employment rates are dropping. 
 
Figure 3: Percentage of Women and Men with Jobs, All Those Aged 15 and Over, 
Canada 1976-2001 
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While the vast majority of women are now committed to paid employment, many of the jobs 
women do could not be considered stable or sustainable. They may be temporary or part 
time; they may include several different employers; or they may involve working as a self-
employed person without any paid help.  
 
In addition, as noted earlier, non-standard forms of employment are generally not covered by 
employment standards legislation, and contingent workers are often excluded from programs 
such as Employment Insurance. It has also been suggested that even where these workers  
are covered, enforcement of the regulations may be lax (Gunderson and Riddell 2000: 15). 
Gunderson and Riddell believe that this pattern of lower coverage and enforcement also raises 
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the question of whether these contingent work arrangements arose in  response to the 
legislation. For example, they say, if it becomes costly to terminate employees, firms  
may incorporate these costs into their hiring decisions and become reluctant to hire new 
employees. If their demand conditions are uncertain, which increasingly seems to be the case, 
according to Gunderson and Riddell, organizations may prefer to use contingent workers 
whose termination is easier. As well, they may prefer to use a small core of existing workers 
and have them work longer hours (to amortize the fixed hiring and training costs) rather  
than hire new employees. In other words, these economists say, the minimal coverage and 
enforcement of legislation for the contingent work force contributes to the lower cost of 
employing these workers (Gunderson and Riddell 2000: 15).  
 
Public Policy and Contingent Work 
Public policy has even encouraged some forms of contingent work. For example, special 
programs were developed to help people start their own businesses. But, as Karen Hughes 
(1999) noted, while self-employment clearly has the potential to create good job opportunities 
for many Canadians, a good deal of self-employment is located at the lower end of the labour 
market and offers relatively poor wages and insecure work. Governments, in encouraging the 
growth of self-employment, need to be aware of the tendency toward polarization, particularly 
as the gulf between “good” and “bad” jobs appears to be more extreme in self-employment 
than for paid employees. 
 
Hughes (1999: 28) also cautioned: 
 

We should be careful about viewing self-employment as a purely 
“emancipatory route” through which women can achieve greater gender 
equity within the labour market. While it has certainly allowed some women 
to improve their economic situation, for many other women the opportunities 
it offers are quite limited. Despite some gains, they continue to be segregated 
by industry, occupation, and part-time/full-time status, as well as a gender 
wage gap that is consistently greater than in paid work.  

 
As we have already noted, the ability to find sustainable employment may also vary 
according to age and whether or not women have children. Younger women may be 
contingent workers because they are combining paid employment with further education; 
older women may supplement their retirement income with some form of non-standard 
employment; and women in their childbearing years may choose a non-standard work 
arrangement as a way of combining paid and unpaid work. But regardless of whether or  
not contingent work is a choice, the quality of the job, in terms of wages, hours of work and 
benefits, will determine if it contributes to or compromises a woman’s economic security in 
both the short and long term. 
 
Low Wages in Many Non-Standard Jobs 
 
Low wages in many non-standard jobs may have both short- and long-term consequences 
for the economic security of women. Women employed in contingent work may lack the 
resources to provide adequately for themselves and their families from current income. But 
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low incomes may also make it difficult for them to save for their own retirement, thus 
affecting their long-term financial security.  
 
Women who were full-time full-year workers in 1999 — the most recent year for which data 
are available — earned an average $32,026. But, other workers — a category that would 
include most of those with non-standard work arrangements — earned an average of only 
$12,074 (Statistics Canada 2001g). Interestingly, the wage gap between women and men was 
greater for full-time workers than for other workers. Average earnings of women working full 
time full year in 1999 were 69.9 percent of the average earnings of men who had full-time 
jobs. But among other workers, the average earnings of women were 78 percent of those of 
men. However, it must be emphasized that men classified as “other workers” represented  
28.7 percent of all employed men. While women “other workers” accounted for 42 percent  
of all women with jobs in 1999 (author’s calculations).  
 
Table 6: Average Earnings of Self-Employed Workers and Employees 
Job Tenure of at Least 16 Months, Excluding Those with Negative Earnings, Canada, 
1995 

Self-Employed  Age Group Employees 
 
 

$ 

Employers 
 

$ 

Own Account 
 

$ 

Own-Account 
Earnings as % 
of Employees 

Men     
 15 years and older 40,100 44,900 27,200 68.0 
 15-24 17,500 … 10,700 61.1 
 25-54 42,100 46,900 30,200 72.2 
 55+ 43,300 39,600 21,100 48.8 
Women     
 15 years and older 26,800 28,800 14,800 55.4 
 15-24 14,100 … 4,300 30.5 
 25-54 28,400 29,700 15,900 56.0 
 55+ 25,000 25,900 13,800 55.3 

Source:  
Statistics Canada (1997b, Table 18).  

 
Earnings of workers who are self-employed and without employees tend to be quite polarized, 
as noted earlier. A small percentage of these workers have very high earnings, but most are 
clustered at the lower end of the earnings scale. In 1995, for example, 55.6 percent of own-
account self-employed workers had earnings below $20,000 (Statistics Canada 1997b and 
authors calculations).  
 
Women who are self-employed without paid help earn considerably less than men in the 
same situation and much less than employees do. For example, in 1995, women who were 
own-account self-employed workers in the age group 25 to 54 earned an average of only 
$15,900, while women employees in the same age group averaged $28,400 (Statistics 
Canada 1997b, Table 18). 
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The importance of women’s earnings to their families is evident from data on low income 
published regularly by Statistics Canada. For example, among two-parent families with 
children in 1999, 26.8 percent of these families with only one earner had before-tax incomes 
below the low-income cut-offs. However, where there were two earners, the low-income 
rate was only 5.9 percent. Rates of low income among lone-parent families headed by 
women remain high. In 1999, 42.3 percent of these families that had only one earner had 
before-tax incomes below the low-income cut-off (Statistics Canada 2001c, Table 8.7).  
 
The Long-Term Consequences of Low Wages 
The long-term consequences of low wages may be particularly serious for women. Those 
with low incomes are unlikely to be able to save for retirement. For example, Statistics 
Canada reports that only 11 percent of all individuals with incomes of less than $20,000 a 
year contribute to Registered Retirement Savings Plans (RRSPs) (Statistics Canada 2001d: 
29). From 1993 to 1999, for example, only 2.1 percent of women aged 25 to 64 who filed 
tax returns in each of the six years and who had incomes below $20,000 (in constant 1999 
dollars) were consistent savers, contributing to an RRSP every year. Among women tax 
filers who had incomes below $20,000 a year, 68.9 percent made no RRSP contribution at 
all during the six-year period (Statistics Canada 2001d: 29, author’s calculations).  
 
People with low incomes are also much less likely to have a workplace pension plan. Over  
the six-year period from 1993 to 1999, 82.1 percent of women with incomes below $20,000 
had no pension adjustment in any of the years. In other words, they were not members of a 
workplace pension plan. In contrast, 56 percent of women tax filers earning between $60,000 
and $80,000 a year (in constant 1999 dollars) had pension adjustments in each of the six years 
(Statistics Canada 2001d: 29). (A pension adjustment is an amount that must be declared for 
tax purposes representing the value of a pension accumulated in a workplace pension plan 
during the taxation year.)  
 
Differences in Hours Worked 
To a large extent, low overall wages reflect the number of hours worked. In fact, some 
observers suggest the number of hours worked plays a greater role than wage levels in 
explaining low family incomes (Fortin and Lemieux 2000). Statistics Canada defines a part-
time worker as someone whose usual hours of work at the main job amount to less than 30 
hours a week. Within this category, the proportion working between 15 and 29 hours a week 
has been increasing, while the proportion working less than 15 hours a week has remained 
virtually unchanged over the last 25 years. About 18 percent of workers put in less than 30 
hours a week at their main job in 2000, that is, they were part-time workers according to 
Statistics Canada’s definition. More than 12 percent were working from 15 to 29 hours a 
week, while another six percent were working less than 15 hours (Pold 2001: 36). 
 
But hourly rates of pay for part-time workers were also lower than for other workers. For 
example, average hourly earnings in 1999 were highest for full-time workers aged 25 and 
over, who earned an average $16.01 an hour. Voluntary part-time workers averaged $14.48 
an hour, while involuntary part-time workers averaged $11.99 an hour (Marshall 2001: 25).  
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More detailed data from 1998, indicate that the average weekly earnings of women with 
part-time jobs were $215.41, compared with $567.59 for women working full time. Women 
who were part-time workers in 1998 worked an average of 17.6 hours a week at their main 
job, compared with 38.0 hours for those with full-time jobs. In contrast, men with full-time 
jobs usually averaged 41.0 hours a week at their main job, while those working part time 
averaged 16.2 hours a week.  
 
Table 7: Average Weekly Earnings and Usual Weekly Hours of Work, Women and 
Men, Canada 1998 

Women  
Average hourly earnings ($) 14.11 
   Full-time employees 14.96 
   Part-time employees 11.80 
Average weekly earnings ($) 473.07 
   Full-time employees 567.59 
   Part-time employees 215.41 
Average usual weekly hours at main job 32.6 
   Full-time employees 38.0 
   Part-time employees 17.6 
Men  
Average hourly earnings ($) 17.36 
   Full-time employees 18.12 
   Part-time employees 10.39 
Average weekly earnings ($) 683.09 
   Full-time employees 738.99 
   Part-time employees 173.92 
Average usual weekly hours at main job 38.6 
   Full-time employees 41.0 
   Part-time employees 16.2 

Source: 
Akyeampong (1999, Table 3). 
 
People who are self-employed are three times as likely as employees to work long hours. In 
1996, for example, over one third of the self-employed worked 50 or more hours each week. 
But there are significant differences between the number of hours worked by self-employed 
women compared with self-employed men, which explains the wide wage gap between 
women and men who are self-employed. In 1996, self-employed men worked an average 
46.4 hours a week, while self-employed women put in 33.2 hours on average. However, the 
type of occupation of the self-employed also plays an important role in the earnings of self-
employed individuals, with those in service occupations having relatively low earnings 
(Statistics Canada 1997b: 29).  
 

 



45 

Policy Options to Address Low Wages 
If hours worked have more impact on low income than wage rates, policy options to address 
the low wages of contingent workers may be limited. Minimum wage legislation might be 
used to improve the incomes of some contingent workers. Sixty-four percent of minimum 
wage workers are women, even though women represent only 48 percent of the entire work 
force (Fortin and Lemieux 2000: 225). As well, recent studies suggest that, given the growth 
in the number of low-wage jobs, the role of the minimum wage as a redistributive program 
will grow substantially in the future (Fortin and Lemieux 2000: 241).  
 
Other potential initiatives, such as wage subsidies to persuade employers to hire workers by 
providing a supplement to the wages the employer is willing to pay, may be more suited to 
situations where there is an ongoing permanent relationship with the employer than to 
temporary or contract work or other forms of non-standard work arrangements. 
 
Governments have also attempted to alleviate low incomes for families through such 
programs as the Child Tax Benefit, which provides benefits for children in families whose 
incomes are below certain thresholds, and tax credits, such as the GST credit, designed to 
offset the impact of the GST for lower-income families. But such programs may do little to 
improve the economic security of women as individuals or to preserve their economic 
autonomy.  
 
It is important to note that workplace policy initiatives, such as pay equity, which is not 
discussed in this report, may not be applicable for contingent workers. While the objective of 
these policies is generally to improve the wages of women workers and to reduce inequalities, 
such policies were generally intended for the conventional workplace where different systems 
might be used to value the work of male and female employees working for the same or 
similar employers. Changes in the way work is organized clearly have implications for pay 
equity policies. In fact, the federal government’s Pay Equity Review is addressing this issue 
as one of its research themes. 
 
Limited Access to Income Support Programs  
 
As noted earlier, contingent workers are often excluded from income support programs  
such as Employment Insurance, intended to provide replacement income in periods of 
unemployment or family responsibilities. Self-employed workers generally are not eligible  
for benefits under the EI program because they are considered to be working a full week  
and therefore not “unemployed.” Other contingent workers may find it difficult to qualify, 
because they cannot meet the stringent conditions. Women workers may have particular 
difficulties in qualifying for benefits as a result of the pattern of their paid work arrangements.  
 
The EI program provides a replacement income for workers who have lost their jobs as well 
as for those who must temporarily withdraw from the paid work force as a result of sickness 
or to take maternity or parental leave. For women workers, it is a particularly important 
program because it reduces the financial penalty imposed on women who must give up their 
paid employment for periods of time as a result of childbearing and the care of children.  
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Regular benefits, payable when a worker is unemployed, are also an important protection 
against loss of income when workers lose their jobs. All these benefits play a role in 
protecting the economic security of women who are contingent workers. 
 
Both employers and employees must contribute to the EI program. Contributions are based 
on a percentage of the employee’s wages up to a maximum level of insured earnings, 
currently $39,000 a year. The employer’s contribution is 1.4 times that of the employee. 
After a two-week waiting period, benefits equivalent to 55 percent of the worker’s usual 
weekly wages (with some exceptions) up to a maximum weekly benefit are paid for varying 
periods of time, depending on the circumstances of the claim.  
 
The major overhaul of the program undertaken in 1997 provides a dramatic example of 
policy development that failed to take into account the impact of program changes on people 
in non-standard work arrangements. The changes had a significant adverse impact on 
women workers, so much so that in the fall of 2000, the government was obliged to make 
further changes in an attempt to address the problems that had been created.  
 
Qualifying for Employment Insurance 
Before 1997, eligibility for unemployment benefits was based on the number of weeks of 
work the employee had completed in a certain period before making a claim. Only weeks of 
more than 15 hours of work or $163 of earnings were counted. Employers did not have to 
deduct EI premiums if an employee worked less than 15 hours a week. As a result, many 
employers hired workers to work just under the 15-hour limit, so they did not have to 
contribute to the EI program for these employees.  
 
The requirements applied to each job separately. So multiple job holders did not qualify for 
benefits if none of their jobs met the requirement, even though their total earnings from all 
jobs may have been well above the minimum threshold.  
 
Changes were made in 1996, when the program was renamed Employment Insurance, instead 
of the previous Unemployment Insurance, underlining a change in policy emphasis from 
providing income replacement to assisting the unemployed to find work. The new law was 
designed to address several policy objectives: 
 
• make unemployment benefits more “active” (that is, rely less on income support and 

more on labour market adjustment); 

• enhance employment stability; and 

• lower program costs (Kerr 2001). 
 
Further significant changes were implemented in 1997, when various restrictions and 
penalties were introduced, the impact of which was to reduce the percentage of unemployed 
people who could qualify for benefits. Benefits were now to be based on total earnings and 
total hours worked in the 12 months before the claim, starting from the first dollar and the 
first hour. 
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Contingent Workers and the 1997 EI Changes 
In theory, the changes should have been beneficial to contingent workers, particularly those 
employed part time, since even people with less than 15 hours of work a week could now 
potentially qualify, as long as they could meet the requirement of total hours of work in the 
12 months before a claim. There was no longer an incentive for employers to hire employees 
to work less than 15 hours a week, and the percentage of workers in short-term part-time 
jobs began to decline after the 1997 change in the rules (Pold 2001: 37). Among other 
contingent workers, multiple job holders would also benefit since all their hours and 
earnings from all their jobs would count under the new program.  
 
However, the number of hours required to qualify for benefits was set at a level where few 
part-time workers could qualify. Depending on the unemployment rate in the region where 
they lived, workers with regular employment were required to have a minimum of 420 to 
700 hours of work in the previous 12 months to qualify for benefits. In most of the country, 
this meant a minimum of 560 instead of 240 hours (CLC 1998).  
 
New entrants and re-entrants to the work force were required to have 910 hours of work to 
qualify instead of the 300 hours that had been required under the old system. In a paper,  
Women and Unemployment Insurance (CLC 1998), the Canadian Labour Congress pointed 
out that all workers with irregular work patterns might be caught in the trap of needing 910 
hours of work to qualify for EI benefits. Most temporary workers, for example, who made 
up nine percent of the labour force in 1994, worked less than six months at a time; fully one 
half worked less than three months at a time. As a result, the CLC noted, a temporary 
worker might be classified as a “regular” claimant one year and a “re-entrant” the next. 
After one year of low hours (less than 490), a temporary worker would need at least 910 
hours to qualify for benefits the next year. 
 
The Impact of EI Changes on Women 
The new provisions had a major impact on women. Because they leave the labour force  
for child care and other family responsibilities, a disproportionate number of women must 
qualify as new entrants. As a result of these changes, it was estimated that by 1998, only  
30 percent of unemployed women, compared with 41 percent of unemployed men now 
qualified for benefits (CLC 1998). In effect, all these workers were now required to 
contribute to Employment Insurance from the first dollar of earnings, but only a minority 
would be able to qualify for benefits if they lost their jobs. 
 
The CLC pointed out that women were also adversely affected by the variable entrance 
requirement where the minimum number of weeks and hours needed to qualify for benefits 
varies with the local unemployment rate. In one case that came before the EI Umpire in 
2000, Kelly Lesiuk, a Manitoba nurse, appealed the decision of the EI Commission to deny 
her regular employment benefits because she did not have the minimum 700 hours required 
to qualify for those benefits in the Winnipeg region. Although she was pregnant with her 
second child and had been advised by her doctor not to work because of the heavy physical 
labour required in her job, she was also denied sickness and maternity benefits because she 
did not have the minimum 700 hours required for those benefits in 1999.  
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The Umpire, Justice R. E. Salhany, ruled that the requirements violated the equality sections 
of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms. The Umpire (CLC 2002: 9) said: 
  

In my view, the eligibility requirements demean the essential human dignity 
of women who predominate in the part-time labour force because they must 
work for longer periods than full-time workers in order to demonstrate their 
labour force attachment. By basing the threshold for eligibility and the 
definition of work attachment on the average work week of thirty-five hours, 
the eligibility requirements fail to take into account the fact that women’s 
average work week in the paid labour force is 85 percent of men’s average 
work week (thirty-five hours). This places the onus on part-time workers 
(whose average work week is 16.5 hours) to increase their weekly hours of 
work in order to avoid longer qualification periods and shorter benefit 
periods. Since women continue to spend approximately twice as much time 
doing unpaid work as men, women are predominantly affected. Thus, the 
underlying message is that, to enjoy equal benefits of law, women must 
become more like men by increasing their hours of paid work, 
notwithstanding their unpaid responsibilities. 

 
With reference to the new rules, the CLC also noted that part-time workers and temporary 
contract employees working 15 to 30 hours a week could not get enough weeks in a  
12-month period to qualify. And part-time, temporary and part-year workers — jobs 
predominantly held by women — were penalized with a lower benefit rate, because benefits 
were based on average earnings in the 20 weeks preceding the claim, regardless of whether 
the claimant was working or not (the so-called divisor formula). There were also severe 
penalties for workers forced to leave or quit their jobs, a measure the CLC said fell 
disproportionately on women (CLC 1998).  
 
In the 1998 Survey of Employment Insurance Coverage, Statistics Canada found that two 
thirds of adult men but only half of adult women were potentially eligible for benefits. The 
difference was due to the higher proportion of unemployed women who had no recent 
employment on which to base a claim. During the previous 12 months, 36 percent of 
unemployed women compared with 24 percent of unemployed men had no employment. 
Two thirds of these women without recent employment became unemployed after returning 
to the labour market, while the corresponding men were very likely (73 percent) to have 
been unemployed for the full 12 months or longer since they lost their last job (Roller 1999: 
12).  
 
A 1999 analysis by the CLC indicated that the percentage of unemployed women who could 
not qualify for benefits varied by age. Unemployed women aged 25 to 34 were least likely to 
receive benefits, closely followed by unemployed women aged 35 to 44. Since these are the 
main childbearing years, the inability to qualify for benefits when these women lost their 
jobs may have meant a serious loss of income for their families. A 1998 Statistics Canada 
survey of EI coverage reported that 18.9 percent of unemployed people who were not 
eligible for EI said that their main source of income was the wages or earnings of a spouse 
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or common-law partner. Of those who gave this answer, 26.4 percent said the income was 
not sufficient to meet their regular household expenses (Roller 1999: 14).  
 
Table 8: Percentage of Unemployed Receiving EI Benefits, Canada, 1999 

Age Women 
% 

Men 
% 

Total 
% 

15-24 10 19 15 
25-34 36 52 45 
35-44 39 53 46 
45-54 45 52 49 
55-65 53 55 55 
Total 32 42 37 

Source:  
CLC (2002: 3). 
 
Maternity and Parental Benefits 
In addition to regular benefits payable when workers lose their jobs, the Employment Insurance 
program also includes sickness benefits as well as maternity and parental benefits. The latter 
include a maximum of 15 weeks of maternity benefits payable only to the biological mother 
surrounding the birth of a child, as well as a maximum of 35 weeks of parental benefits payable 
to both biological and adoptive parents. (The maximum length of parental benefits was 
increased from 10 weeks to 35 weeks as part of the changes implemented on December 31, 
2000.) 
 
Studies have shown how important these benefits are in enabling women to take time off 
from paid employment after the birth of a child. They also indicate that the inaccessibility  
of these EI benefits to contingent workers, particularly those who are self-employed, means 
mothers must return to work very quickly after giving birth. Among women who were in 
paid employment before giving birth, a recent study (Marshall 1999: 19-20) offered these 
findings. 
 
• Sixteen percent of paid workers and 80 percent of the self-employed were back at work 

by the end of the first month after childbirth. 
 
• Eighty percent reported receiving EI benefits after childbirth. A full 100 percent of the 

women who took six months off work reported receiving benefits, compared with only 
40 percent of those who were back at work by the end of the first month after childbirth. 

 
• Only 13 percent of paid workers did not receive EI, in contrast to 85 percent of the self-

employed. (Self-employed persons receiving benefits were likely incorporated business 
owners who made EI insurance contributions.) 

 
• Sixty percent of those back at work by the end of the first month had received no EI 

benefits. 
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• The odds of the mother returning to work by the end of the first month were almost six 
times higher when she did not receive maternity leave benefits. 

 
• The odds of returning early were almost eight times higher for the self-employed than 

for employees.  
 
Under the 1997 changes, 700 hours of work in the 12 months before a claim were required 
to qualify for sickness, maternity and parental benefits. New entrants and re-entrants to the 
work force were required to work 910 hours in the previous 12 months to qualify for any 
type of benefits. Mothers who had two children in close succession found that while they 
might have qualified for maternity benefits for the first birth, they were not eligible for 
benefits for the second birth, because they had not been able to work the full 910 hours after 
completing their leave for the first child.  
 
The government moved to address the problem with amendments to the Employment 
Insurance Act (HRDC 2001a) to take effect from October 1, 2000. In a press release issued 
in February 2001, it said: 
 

New entrants and re-entrants must work more hours than other EI  
claimants to be eligible for benefits. This rule was put in place to discourage 
dependency cycles and increase workforce attachment, particularly for youth. 
Currently re-entrants who have significant previous work experience but who 
have been out of the workforce for a year or more to raise a family are treated 
as if they have no labour force attachment. In so doing, we are inadvertently 
penalizing parents returning to the workforce following an extended absence 
to raise young children. The rules governing re-entrant parents would be 
adjusted to remove this penalty. After returning to the workforce, re-entrant 
parents would require the same number of hours as other workers to qualify 
for benefits.  

 
At the same time, benefit repayment provisions which required recipients of any kind of EI 
benefits to repay some or all of those benefits if the income declared on their tax return 
exceeded a certain threshold, were eliminated for recipients of maternity, sickness or 
parental benefits. As well, the number of insured hours required to qualify for sickness, 
maternity and parental benefits was reduced from 700 to 600. 
 
Other Recent Changes in the Program 
Further changes of particular interest to contingent workers were made in the EI program. 
As of November 2001, all claimants may exclude low-earning weeks (less than $150 a 
week) for benefit calculation. Before this change, only claimants in high unemployment 
regions were exempt from including low-earning weeks in their benefit calculation. As the 
CLC noted (2002: 8), counting “small weeks” lowered the benefit rate for temporary and 
part-time workers, who include a growing number of workers on call with only a few hours 
of work a week when business conditions are deteriorating. But the benefit calculation is 
still based on the so-called divisor formula that averages weekly earnings over a fixed 
number of weeks before the claim, even if the claimant was not working.  
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Self-Employed Workers and Employment Insurance 
As noted earlier, self-employed workers generally are excluded from the EI program. The 
policy rationale is that they are not employed by an employer under a contract of service; 
they work for themselves and they control their own hours of work, their time is primarily 
spent on their self-employment activities, and they have not paid into the EI system (HRDC 
2001b). The rules mean not only that self-employed people cannot claim regular EI benefits 
if they have no work, but that they are not eligible for maternity or parental benefits either. 
As we have seen, the inability to claim these benefits has a dramatic impact on the length of 
maternity leave self-employed women are able to take.  
 
However, in some circumstances, self-employed persons may apply for regular EI benefits 
based on hours of insurable employment from other work than self-employment, or an EI 
claimant may take up self-employment activities while getting benefits. There is little 
information on the duration of self-employment.  
 
The EI program has actually been used to encourage self-employment. Part of the 1996-97 
revamping of the program included a program of “self-employment assistance” which the 
government said would “help the unemployed create their own jobs” (HRDC 1995: 4). 
 
More recently, the House of Commons Committee on Human Resources, in a report tabled 
in May 2001, recommended extending EI coverage to self-employed workers for both 
regular benefits and special benefits, that is sickness, maternity and parental benefits. It said 
that in view of the growing incidence of self-employment in the Canadian labour market, the 
government should consider developing a framework for extending EI coverage to these 
workers (House of Commons 2001).  
 
Pension Coverage May Be Non-Existent  
 
Pension coverage is particularly problematic for contingent workers. Participation in a 
workplace pension plan is generally restricted to paid workers having an employer–employee 
relationship. By definition, most contingent workers are therefore excluded. Temporary or 
contract workers, for example, do not have the opportunity to join the employer’s pension 
plan. Setting up a workplace pension plan is not an option for self-employed workers who 
work for their own account, although a number of individual self-employed people may be 
able to form a group and arrange some kind of pension coverage.  
 
In the past, employers have often used pension plans as an essential part of the employee 
compensation package and a way to attract and retain permanent and long-term full-time 
employees. However, those objectives do not apply to contingent workers. Few non-standard 
workers have a pension plan at work. According to data from Statistics Canada’s General 
Social Survey, only 24 percent of those in non-standard jobs in 1994 had a pension plan, 
compared with 27 percent in 1989. Comparable figures for employees in standard jobs were 
56 percent in 1994 and 60 percent in 1989 (Townson 2000: 32-33).  
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Part-time workers who have an ongoing relationship with a particular employer have a better 
chance of coverage under a workplace pension plan. Policy makers have made efforts to 
improve pension coverage for this group of contingent workers, and pension standards 
legislation in all Canadian jurisdictions now requires an employer having a workplace 
pension plan for full-time workers to give part-time employees the option of joining the 
plan. But in many cases, it is up to the part-time worker to make the decision, even in 
situations where membership in the pension plan is mandatory for full-time employees. Part-
time workers are often offered cash in lieu of benefits and it is hardly surprising, given their 
low earnings, that many prefer to take the cash instead of contributing to the pension plan. 
The additional income may then be used to finance day-to-day expenses rather than set aside 
for retirement.  
 
As well, the inclusion of part-time workers in the pension plan only applies where the 
employer has a pension plan for full-time employees. There is no legislative requirement 
that employers establish workplace pension plans for their employees, whether full time or 
part time. Many women employed in part-time jobs work in service occupations and retail 
trade where pension coverage is likely to be the exception (Townson 2000: 28-33).  
 
Eligibility criteria for part-time workers to join the pension plan are established by provincial 
and federal pension regulators and are generally determined by earnings over a period of time. 
In British Columbia, for example, employees who have earned at least 35 percent of the 
Canada Pension Plan Year’s Maximum Pensionable Earnings (YMPE) for at least two years 
must be allowed to join the pension plan if there is one. (The YMPE changes each year in 
relation to the average wage. For 2002, it is set at $39,100.) In some jurisdictions, hours of 
work are also taken into account in determining if a part-time employee must be allowed to 
join the pension plan. These requirements screen out many part-time workers from pension 
coverage. For example, 35 percent of the YMPE in 2002 would be $13,685, but many part-
time workers earn far less than this.  
 
For all these reasons, policy measures to improve pension coverage for part-time workers 
probably have not been particularly effective. Unfortunately, there is no information about 
what percentage of part-time workers are covered by an occupational pension plan, but 
pension coverage of workers generally has been declining over the last decade or so. In 
1999, for example, only 39.3 percent of women in paid employment were members of a 
workplace pension plan, compared with 41.9 percent who had such coverage in 1993 
(Statistics Canada 2001a).  
 
The Difficulty of Saving for Retirement 
Low wages and uncertain working conditions characterize many non-standard jobs. 
Temporary workers, for example, may not have continuous employment during the year. 
Workers on contract may be uncertain when they will next find further work when a 
particular contract ends. All these factors make it difficult for contingent workers who may 
have no occupational pension plan through their employment to compensate for the fact by 
setting aside their own savings for retirement. In some cases, saving through an RRSP, for 
example, may be considered a way of providing a financial cushion for contingent workers 
to tide them over when they are between jobs. Savings in an RRSP may be cashed in at any 
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time and used for any purpose as long as the amount withdrawn is declared as income in the 
year of the withdrawal. While the amount would then be subject to tax, a contingent worker 
with low earnings in a particular year may find the tax liability for the RRSP withdrawal is 
minimal.  
 
While Registered Retirement Savings Plans were specifically designed to allow those without 
occupational pensions to set aside their own funds for retirement, the possibility of doing so 
may be remote for many of those in non-standard work arrangements. As noted earlier, only a 
tiny percentage of workers with earnings of less than $20,000 a year contribute to RRSPs. For 
example, in the six years from 1993 to 1999, almost 69 percent of women aged 25 to 64, who 
filed a tax return each year and who had annual incomes of less than $20,000 (in constant 
1999 dollars), did not contribute to an RRSP in any of the six years (Statistics Canada 2000b: 
Table S1 and author’s calculations).  
 
The Policy Challenge for Public Pensions  
 
Given the lack of coverage of workplace pension plans and the difficulty of accumulating 
private savings for retirement, public pension programs are particularly important for women 
in non-standard work arrangements. Virtually all contingent workers will eventually receive 
benefits from the two main public pension programs: Old Age Security (OAS) and the 
Canada Pension Plan (or Quebec Pension Plan). Benefits from Old Age Security, payable at 
age 65 to all Canadians who meet the residency requirements, do not depend on a history of 
paid employment. They are payable regardless of the beneficiary’s past employment record. 
Even women who have never had paid employment can receive OAS in their own individual 
right, without regard to marital status or the income of a spouse or partner.  
 
Old Age Security and the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS), payable to low-income 
pensioners, together function as a guaranteed annual income for seniors and are intended 
mainly as an anti-poverty program for those who have few other sources of income in 
retirement.  
 
Contingent Workers and the Canada Pension Plan 
Given the very high rates of labour force participation by women who will be retiring in the 
future, it is safe to assume that almost all women will also qualify for a pension from the 
Canada Pension Plan when they retire. Everyone in the paid work force, whether part time  
or full time, employee or self-employed, must contribute to the CPP (or QPP). In other words, 
it covers almost all contingent workers as long as they earn more than $3,500 a year. This 
amount, known as the Year’s Basic Exemption (YBE) is exempt from CPP contributions. 
Workers who earn more than this do not have to contribute on the first $3,500 of earnings, 
although their retirement pension will be based on all earnings from the first dollar up to the 
established maximum. 
 
For 2002, employees contribute 4.7 percent of earnings between the YBE and the YMPE 
(that is between $3,500 and $39,100 at 2002 rates) which is matched by an employer 
contribution of the same amount. Self-employed persons must contribute both the employer 
and employee share, or 9.4 percent of covered earnings. In recognition that having to make 
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double contributions may be onerous for self-employed people, the government recently 
introduced provisions that permit a self-employed person to claim the employer share as a 
business expense. In addition, individuals may claim a tax credit for the amounts they 
contribute to the CPP.  
 
Temporary and contract workers would generally have to contribute to the CPP as if they 
were self-employed. Most part-time workers, assuming they earn more than $3,500 a year, 
are also covered by the plan. However, multiple job holders may find they earn less than the 
YBE in any particular job, while total earnings from all jobs may exceed that limit. In this 
case, they are allowed to make up the contributions, based on total earnings, when they file 
their tax returns. Unfortunately, those who choose this option must contribute at the self-
employed rate. In other words, while their various employers would not have to contribute 
to the CPP on their behalf, they are faced with making double contributions at tax time if 
they want to be included in the plan.  
 
Benefits from the CPP are based on average earnings over the contributor’s working life, 
defined as the years between age 18 and age 65. But all contributors may exclude up to 15 
percent of that time when they may have had little or no earnings. In addition, parents may 
exclude years when they had a child under the age of seven. These features are known as 
“drop-out” provisions because they allow people to drop out these years from the calculation 
of average earnings on which their pension will be based. The 15 percent general drop-out 
provision may be helpful to contingent workers who spent relatively short periods in non-
standard work arrangements during a lifetime of paid employment. As well, women who 
had to accept non-standard work arrangements while their children were young may be able 
to exclude those years of lower earnings under the child-rearing drop-out, thus minimizing 
the impact on their CPP retirement pension.  
 
Low Benefits from Public Pension Programs 
Benefits from the first tier of Canada’s public pension programs — the OAS and GIS — are 
relatively modest. In the second quarter of 2002, for example, the maximum OAS benefit 
was $442.66 a month, while the maximum income-tested GIS was $526.08 a month for a 
single individual or $342.67 for each spouse of a couple, where both spouses are 65 or older. 
(For married couples and common-law partners, the amount of GIS benefits depends on the 
joint income of the couple.)  
 
While OAS and GIS provide flat-rate benefits, the CPP is an income replacement program. 
Retirement pensions are designed to replace 25 percent of a worker’s average annual lifetime 
earnings (after adjustment for inflation). To the extent that women who have spent time in 
non-standard jobs had low earnings, their CPP benefits will reflect this, although special 
provisions, described above, allow them to exclude a number of years of low earnings, as well 
as years when they had a child under the age of seven, from the average earnings calculation 
on which the pension is based.  
 
In 2002, the maximum CPP retirement pension is $788.75 a month. But women who retired 
in April 2002 (the latest month for which information was available) were receiving an 
average pension of only $312.92 a month (HRDC 2002). The low rate, of course, reflects 
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both low earnings over a lifetime of paid employment and probably the fact that many 
women may not have had continuous paid employment throughout their adult life.  
The inability to save for themselves and the lack of coverage of workplace pension plans 
mean that many women who spend extended periods in contingent work may have to rely  
on public pension programs for financial support during their older years. But maximum 
benefits under these plans may be insufficient to ensure a secure retirement. For example,  
a woman with no sources of pension income apart from OAS and CPP would also qualify 
for GIS. Assuming she receives $312.92 a month from the CPP (the average being paid to 
women who were new retirees in April 2002) and $442.66 a month from OAS, she would be 
entitled to $369.62 from GIS. But these programs together would give her a total income of 
only $13,502 for the year, while the before-tax low-income cut-off for a single individual in 
a major urban area in 1999 was $17,886 (Statistics Canada 2001c, Table 8.8). 
 
Even someone whose lifetime earnings were high enough to qualify for the maximum CPP 
retirement pension of $788.75 a month in 2002 and who had no other sources of pension 
income apart from OAS and CPP would still be entitled to a GIS benefit of $131.70 a month. 
This would give a total annual income of only $16,357 from these three public programs.  
 
Low-income pensioners may also be entitled to a provincial top-up of their federal GIS 
benefits, and there may be other in-kind benefits for older people, such as subsidized housing 
and discounts on various other costs.  

  



 

5. RESPONDING TO THE CHALLENGE 
 
 
There are still many unanswered questions about recent increases in non-standard work 
arrangements — a situation that makes it difficult to develop appropriate policy responses. 
Until more comprehensive information is available about the extent and the likely direction 
of contingent work, policies developed to address the issue risk being characterized as 
“tinkering at the margin” as some observers have suggested (Gunderson and Riddell 2000).  
 
Most workplace and labour market policies and programs were designed to meet the needs 
of people employed in full-time permanent jobs for most of their adult life. These were 
workers in “standard” jobs with long-term continuous service. But more and more workers 
no longer fit this pattern. That is particularly the case with women workers, 41 percent of 
whom are now in non-standard work arrangements. Both the short- and long-term financial 
security of these women may be compromised unless policies can be developed to ensure 
they are accommodated in public programs that protect their current and future economic 
autonomy and promote their equality.  
 
The vast majority of women are now in the paid labour force, and it is clear that women 
generally will spend most of their adult life in paid employment. Policy makers concerned 
with women’s equality must therefore take into account the changing pattern of women’s 
paid work if they wish to eliminate barriers to program access for the increasing numbers  
of women who are contingent workers. 
 
Identifying Trends in Contingent Work  
 
Analysts are still not agreed on the nature and origin of non-standard work arrangements. 
Yet it is important to establish a clear understanding of the phenomenon if appropriate 
policies are to be developed. It may be that trends in contingent work will only become clear 
as time passes and more data become available. But at this point, it is by no means clear 
whether or not non-standard work is here to stay. However, it must be emphasized that even 
if non-standard work arrangements prove to be simply a phase in the evolution of the labour 
market, they have consequences for contingent workers who are employed in these jobs. It is 
those consequences that policy makers also need to address.  
 
While some forms of non-standard employment, such as part-time work, have long been  
a feature of the Canadian economy, other types of contingent work, such as temporary 
employment and contract work, have undoubtedly become more prevalent over the last two 
decades. Self-employment, particularly for people who work for their own account without 
employees, was responsible for much of the job growth in Canada during the 1990s.  
 
The expansion of contingent work is a phenomenon experienced not only in Canada, but in 
many other industrialized countries. Many analysts see it as a response to globalization. 
Volatile international markets, free trade, new technologies and changing consumer demand 
have all put pressure on firms to be “flexible” to survive in this new competitive environment. 
Many employers are no longer looking for long-term permanent employees. Instead, they 

 



57 

prefer to have workers on call, perhaps by hiring them on contract, giving them only part-time 
work, or hiring them through employment agencies that supply temporary workers as and 
when needed.  
 
Cutbacks and downsizing in both the public and private sectors have meant many workers 
laid off from permanent full-time jobs, may now find employment through some form of  
non-standard work arrangement, including working for themselves as self-employed workers. 
Sometimes, they are doing the same work for the same employer as they did when they were 
employees. But, of course, they are no longer included in the pension plan, nor do they get 
paid holidays, sick leave, medical or disability coverage, or any of the other benefits that 
generally go with being a full-time permanent employee.  
 
In some cases, employers have been able to cut costs by hiring contingent workers who are 
not covered by employment standards legislation, who may be paid less and who are not 
eligible for benefits packages or public income support programs, such as unemployment 
insurance or public pensions to which employers would normally have to contribute on 
behalf of their employees.  
 
Restructuring in the Canadian labour market seems to have intensified during the later  
1980s as a result of the Free Trade Agreement, followed by the severe recession of 1990-92. 
Government preoccupation with deficits resulted in cutbacks in the public sector and 
increasing use of casual employment to replace term positions. As well, cutbacks in public 
services may have increased the demand for contingent workers to provide replacement 
services through the private or “voluntary” sector.  
 
Developing a More Comprehensive Policy Response  
 
Some adjustments have been made to programs and policies that will benefit contingent 
workers. And it might be argued that these changes have been enough — at least so far —  
to keep pace with a labour market in transition. But analysts are now suggesting that a 
fundamental rethinking about a variety of emerging challenges is required. Among other 
things, they say, this will involve gathering evidence on the myths and realities of workplace 
change and addressing equity and distributional issues, especially the new dimension of 
earnings inequality (Gunderson and Riddell 2000).  
 
It is clear that much more information is needed on how and why non-standard work 
arrangements are expanding, how much choice workers have about accepting such 
arrangements, and how the economic security — both short and long term — of contingent 
workers is affected by this type of employment. Research projects like the major study in 
progress in Toronto through the Community-University Research Alliance on Contingent 
Work, funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) should 
contribute to a better understanding of these developments. This study, as noted earlier, will 
look at the growth of contingent work to foster a new social, statistical, legal, political and 
economic understanding of this phenomenon that is grounded in contingent workers’ 
experiences of their work and directed at improving their quality and conditions of work  
and health.  

  



58  

Extensive knowledge gaps exist and have been identified elsewhere in this report. A number 
of key questions must be addressed if policy makers wish to develop effective public policy 
responses to the challenge of non-standard work arrangements. 
 
• Is contingent work now likely to be a permanent feature of the Canadian labour market 

or could it be viewed as a normal response to the ups and downs of the business cycle? 
 
• Are individual workers, particularly women workers, likely to spend a significant part of 

their lifetime in paid employment in non-standard work arrangements? 
 
• To what extent are non-standard work arrangements associated with the particular 

situation in which women find themselves at various points in their life, for example, 
with continuing education and training for younger women, with childbearing and 
family responsibilities for women in prime age groups or with phasing into retirement 
for older women?  

 
• To what extent do contingent workers voluntarily choose non-standard work arrangements 

and do they have real freedom of choice in the matter? 
 
Developing a more comprehensive policy response to the challenges raised by contingent 
work may not be possible until we have answers to some of these questions. But finding 
those answers will be difficult until we have a much more extensive body of research on 
which to draw. Many of the researchers working in this field have pointed out that much 
more work is needed. To take just one example, Human Resources Development Canada  
has been advised that a “major research effort” would be warranted to determine the 
possible impacts of increased non-standard work on the retirement income system (Donner 
2000). Other researchers have suggested that while a fundamental rethinking of public 
policy may be required, “gathering evidence” will be necessary before that can take place 
(Gunderson and Riddell 2000: 20). 
 
Long-term major research projects, such as that now under way through the Community-
University Research Alliance on Contingent Work, referred to earlier, may help throw some 
light on the issues, but much more will be needed. 

Filling Data Gaps 
  
In November 1991, Statistics Canada funded and conducted the Survey of Work Arrangements, 
the first comprehensive national survey to gather detailed information on the weekly, daily and 
hourly work routines of Canadian paid workers. The survey provided a valuable source of data 
for several studies of paid work, including a landmark study on temporary employment in 
Canada published by the Canadian Council on Social Development (Schellenberg and Clark 
1996).  
 
Continued and growing interest in the data led Human Resources Development Canada to 
fund a second survey in November 1995 to see what changes had occurred to work 
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arrangements over the years, As well, the content was expanded to include information on 
job quality and self-employment (Statistics Canada 1998a). 
 
While both these surveys provided a wealth of information on non-standard work 
arrangements, no further surveys have been conducted, and it appears there are no  
plans to conduct such a survey in the future. However, a new survey might generate valuable 
information about non-standard work arrangements and could be designed to focus on issues 
of particular concern to policy makers interested in gender equality. Given the important 
policy relevance of contingent work, funding for such a survey might be provided through a 
consortium of interested federal government departments, with possible contributions from 
interested parties in the private sector.  
 
Recommendation 1: Consideration should be given to commissioning a new survey  
of work arrangements designed to focus on contingent work and issues of particular 
concern to policy makers interested in gender equality. Particular attention should be 
given to accumulating credible information on immigrant and visible minority women 
as well as Aboriginal women and rural women for whom the incidence of non-standard 
work arrangements may be different from other women. 
 
Various research projects looking at non-standard work arrangements and precarious jobs 
are under way, and others may be in the planning stages. It would be useful to develop some 
kind of inventory of these projects to determine the research focus and whether particular 
areas of concern to policy makers are being addressed by researchers. To this end, a 
thorough literature review combined with a comprehensive listing of ongoing projects might 
be developed by searching various databases and reviewing research agendas of funding 
agencies such as the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council, as well as major 
universities.  
 
Recommendation 2: Consideration should be given to commissioning a literature 
review and inventory of projects that examine the issue of non-standard work 
arrangements to identify what areas of concern to policy makers are being addressed 
and where data gaps may exist. 
 
Interim Policy Initiatives 
 
In the meantime, a number of policy initiatives to improve the economic security of women 
working in non-standard jobs might be explored. Based on the issues considered in this 
report, these initiatives may be grouped under four main headings: 
 
• wages and income; 

• Employment Insurance; 

• pensions and non-wage benefits; and 

• public pensions. 
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Programs specifically directed at gender equality, such as pay equity and employment equity 
policies, are also clearly important. Such policies were generally designed to apply to full-
time workers with a history of continuous employment and an ongoing attachment to an 
employer. As more and more women in paid employment work in non-standard jobs, they 
may be unable to benefit from such programs. Women who are contingent workers may also 
be excluded from the protection of employment standards legislation and other regulations 
from which “standard” workers benefit.  
 
While these policies and programs are beyond the scope of this report, it will clearly be 
important for policy makers to consider how they can be adapted to meet the needs of 
women in precarious jobs or non-standard work arrangements. Research directed to this 
objective is being undertaken by the federal Pay Equity Task Force and may well be under 
way elsewhere. 
 
Recommendation 3: Policy makers should consider how policies specifically directed  
at improving gender equality, such as pay equity and employment equity provisions, 
might be adapted to meet the needs of women in precarious jobs or non-standard work 
arrangements. Similar consideration should be given to the application of employment 
standards legislation in both federal and provincial jurisdictions.  
 
Measures to Improve Wages and Supplement Income 
 
As we have seen, women employed in non-standard work arrangements generally have 
lower earnings, not only because they work fewer hours, but also because rates of pay for 
many of these precarious jobs are often lower than for full-time workers. Improvements in 
the minimum wage might help some of these workers. 
 
The traditional argument of economists against increasing the minimum wage is that such a 
move would result in job losses, although recent Canadian studies suggest that minimum 
wages have little impact on employment. Many economists also argue that raising the 
minimum wage is not an effective way to fight poverty, because many minimum wage 
workers are secondary earners, that is, they are teenagers or wives from middle- and high-
income families. But research has found that only 36 percent of minimum wage workers in 
Canada, accounting for only 19 percent of hours worked, are teenagers. In actual fact, more 
than 40 percent of minimum wage earners come from low-income families (Fortin and 
Lemieux 2000: 212).  
 
It has also been argued that the minimum wage may be an effective tool to reduce wage 
inequality. Nicole Fortin and Thomas Lemieux (2000: 212), in a paper for the Institute for 
Research on Public Policy, say: “In the fiery debate on the pros and cons of minimum 
wages, relatively little emphasis has been placed on the effect of minimum wages on the 
reduction of wage inequality and, more generally, on the reduction of wage differentials 
between men and women….” 
 
They also suggest: “Even if the minimum wage is only a small program on aggregate, it 
could have a sizable effect on specific groups of workers likely to earn low wages” (Fortin 

 



61 

and Lemieux 2000: 225). And they find that the minimum wage has a significant impact on 
the shape of the bottom end of the wage distribution (Fortin and Lemieux 2000: 240). 
 
In light of these findings, it would be worth exploring how increasing the minimum wage 
might help women employed in non-standard work arrangements. 
 
Recommendation 4: Federal and provincial policy makers should consider increasing 
the minimum wage as a way of improving the economic security of women employed in 
non-standard work arrangements. 
 
Other possibilities for improving the financial situation of contingent workers might be 
some form of employment tax credit that would be given to workers whose income was 
below a certain threshold. Such a credit, in the form of a deduction from income, was once 
part of the income tax system but was abolished as part of a tax reform package which 
became effective in 1988. The provision took the form of a general employment expense 
deduction of up to $500, available to all employees without any requirement that expenses 
actually had been incurred (Sherman 1996: 19). 
 
Various credits already exist in the tax system, such as the Goods and Services Tax (GST) 
credit and the Canada Child Tax Credit, designed to assist those with low incomes. However, 
eligibility for these credits generally depends on family income (that is, the combined income 
of both spouses or partners). It might be possible to design a modest credit, based on 
individual income that would supplement the income of women who are low-income earners, 
while protecting their economic autonomy. 
 
Recommendation 5: Policy makers should explore the possibility of introducing some 
form of tax credit, based on individual income that would help improve the economic 
security of women employed in non-standard work arrangements. 
 
As noted earlier, other possible initiatives, such as wage subsidies to persuade employers  
to hire workers by providing a supplement to the wages the employer is willing to pay,  
are likely to be of limited effectiveness as ways of supplementing the earnings of women  
in non-standard work arrangements where there is generally no ongoing permanent 
relationship with an employer. As well, it may be problematic to provide wage subsidies  
to employers who are providing precarious jobs with all the disadvantages to employees 
discussed in this report. Such a system might be considered to be placing a stamp of 
approval on a system of temporary, contract and other types of insecure jobs, and to be 
encouraging the further expansion of a contingent work force. 
 
Adapting the Employment Insurance Program 
 
As noted earlier, the major overhaul of the Employment Insurance program in 1997 resulted 
in a serious adverse impact for women workers who are employed in non-standard work 
arrangements. The number of hours needed to qualify for benefits effectively excluded many 
part-time workers from coverage. More restrictive requirements for new entrants and re-
entrants affected women disproportionately, particularly those women who wished to 
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qualify for maternity or parental benefits; and self-employed workers are still excluded from 
the program. 
 
At the end of 2000, the government acted to correct some of these inequities by easing some 
of the eligibility requirements. But there are still problems, especially in relation to the 
coverage of contingent workers.  
 
In early 2001, the House of Commons Standing Committee on Human Resources 
Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities held hearings on the 
government’s proposals to change the Employment Insurance Act and made a number of 
recommendations in a report issued in May 2001 (House of Commons 2001). While two  
of those recommendations prompted further changes to the EI program in November 2001, 
the government apparently rejected most recommendations, and those relating specifically  
to contingent workers have not been acted on. For example, as noted earlier, the Committee 
recommended extending EI coverage to self-employed workers for both regular benefits and 
special benefits (that is, sickness, maternity and parental benefits). It said that in view of the 
growing incidence of self-employment in the Canadian labour market, the government should 
consider developing a framework for extending EI coverage to these workers (House of 
Commons 2001, Recommendation 8).  
 
The Committee also noted the difficult situation faced by workers who have dual-earner 
status because they are self-employed, but also work in paid employment at various points 
during the year. In many instances, said the Committee, these workers are unable to access 
EI when paid employment is lost, because they are self-employed and therefore unable to 
demonstrate that they are unemployed, a necessary condition for receiving EI. The 
Committee recommended that the government consider extending better coverage to 
workers employed in both paid and self-employment. And in the event that this is not done, 
the Committee said a premium refund should be provided to those who work in insurable 
employment but are unable to establish a claim because they are also self-employed (House 
of Commons 2001, Recommendation 9). 
 
Low-income individuals who earn less than $2,000 a year are entitled to a full refund of  
the premiums they have paid into the EI program. The Committee noted that this refund is 
considered by some to be too low as it fails to capture many individuals who earn more than 
$2,000 a year, but are unable to obtain enough hours of insured employment to access EI. It 
recommended that the earnings threshold for EI premium refunds be increased to $3,000 
(House of Commons 2001, Recommendation 7). 
 
All these recommendations would be particularly helpful to women who are contingent 
workers. 
 
Recommendation 6: The government should move to implement recommendations  
7, 8 and 9 of the May 2001 report of the House of Commons Standing Committee on 
Human Resources Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities relating to 
low-income workers and those who are self-employed. 
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The Committee made other recommendations on the number of hours needed in the previous 
12-month period to qualify for benefits. But the Canadian Labour Congress has also made 
recommendations for further changes that would modernize the EI program, replacing the 
variable entrance formula of 420 to 700 hours, the 910 hours for new entrants and re-
entrants, and the 600 hours for maternity, parental and sickness benefits with one uniform 
requirement of 360 hours.  
 
The Congress notes that under the new rules, a laid-off worker needs three times the hours 
— 420 to 910 — to qualify for benefits. With part-time workers averaging only 16.5 hours  
a week, the Congress noted, most do not qualify for EI benefits if they are laid off. As well, 
many new entrants and re-entrants who lose their jobs cannot qualify for benefits. Most have 
paid premiums for years, the Congress says (CLC 2002: 4).  
 
Recommendation 7: The government should consider implementing a uniform 360-hour 
qualifying requirement for the EI program. 
 
The CLC argues that such a change is one of several pieces needed to bring the program  
in line with the vast changes in working time, to help workers balance work and family 
responsibilities, end the discrimination against women, and treat all workers fairly (CLC 
2001: 4).  
 
Both the CLC and the House of Commons Committee have made other recommendations  
to improve the EI program so more workers might qualify for benefits when they lose their 
jobs. Given that women are disproportionately excluded from benefits under the new rules,  
a thorough review of the program with special reference to contingent workers would be 
justified. 
 
Recommendation 8: The government should undertake a further review of the 
Employment Insurance program with a view to seeing what improvements might be 
made to better serve the needs of those workers in non-standard work arrangements. 
 
Pensions and Non-Wage Benefits 
 
Finding ways in which contingent workers might have access to pensions and non-wage 
benefits, such as disability coverage and supplementary health insurance, presents a difficult 
challenge. As noted earlier, part-time workers must be given the opportunity to join a 
workplace pension where one exists for full-time workers. But there is no requirement that 
an employer set up a workplace pension plan, and joining an existing plan is generally not 
mandatory for part-time workers.  
 
The possibility of requiring all employers to establish a pension plan for their employees 
was discussed as part of an ongoing debate on pension policy in the early 1980s, but was 
rejected. Since those days, the percentage of all workers covered by a registered pension 
plan has been declining steadily. Only 39 percent of women in paid employment are covered 
by a workplace pension plan. While this is higher than the 37 percent who were pension plan 
members in 1989, it is down from the peak coverage of 42 percent in 1993 (Statistics 
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Canada 2001a: 19). These numbers include part-time workers, but there is no information 
about what percentage of pension plan members are employed part time, nor on what 
percentage of all part-time workers are covered by a workplace pension plan.  
 
Many employers have set up group RRSPs for their employees, where contributions made  
by the employee are sometimes matched by an employer contribution. Unfortunately, there  
is no information on the number of such plans or on the amounts individuals may have 
accumulated in them. In any event, an RRSP is simply a way of setting aside savings that  
may be used for retirement. It does not guarantee any benefit when a person is ready to retire. 
Amounts in RRSPs are under individual control and may be cashed in before retirement age, 
although funds withdrawn in this way are subject to tax.  
 
Women who are self-employed might use an individual RRSP as a way of saving funds 
toward retirement. But, as noted earlier, most workers with low earnings do not contribute  
to RRSPs because their low earnings make it virtually impossible to do so. Self-employed 
workers can sometimes arrange for pension and benefits coverage by becoming members of 
a group, such as a professional or trade association. 
 
In some sectors of the economy, efforts have been made to establish pension plans for 
workers who may be in non-standard work arrangements where there is no permanent 
employer to provide pensions or non-wage benefits. For example the Canadian Union of 
Public Employees (CUPE) has established the Multi-Sector Pension Plan for CUPE workers 
who do not have a workplace pension plan or who have an inferior arrangement like an 
RRSP. This plan is a defined benefit pension plan, registered in Ontario, but open to all  
CUPE members from coast to coast. Workers who join the plan must make contributions, but 
employers may contribute a higher percentage of worker earnings. Worker contributions may 
vary between a minimum 4 percent and a maximum 10.5 percent of earnings (CUPE 2001). 
 
Of course, such arrangements still depend on the worker having a relationship of some  
kind with an employer, and union membership is also a condition of coverage of the CUPE 
Multi-Sector Pension Plan. But these initiatives suggest possible avenues worth exploring as 
a way of providing some kind of pension and benefits coverage for women who are 
contingent workers.  
 
Recommendation 9: Efforts could be made to encourage the provision of pensions and 
benefits coverage through the private sector for women who are employed in non-
standard work arrangements.  
 
Non-wage benefits for workers in the child-care sector have also been provided in some 
cases through child-care organizations to which individual child-care providers belong. For 
example, child-care organizations in Manitoba and Ontario have arranged group benefits 
coverage for child-care providers through insurance companies. Such coverage typically 
includes life insurance, extended health coverage, dental and vision care, short- and long-
term disability, and prescription drugs. But many women fail to join because of the cost of 
some plans. For three years, the Western Family Child Care Association in British Columbia 
had coverage arranged through an insurance company but no longer offers it. Participation 
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levels apparently vary and some organizations, such as the Motor League or the Chamber of 
Commerce (in Manitoba), offer cheaper options than those group programs set up 
specifically for child-care providers.  
 
Unionized child-care workers in Quebec have had access to a benefits package, negotiated 
as part of their collective agreement, since 1984. This plan, which includes various types of 
insurance as well as paid maternity leave, covers about 90 percent of workers in child care 
centres in Quebec.  
 
Public Pension Plans 
 
Almost all contingent workers are covered by the Canada Pension Plan (or the Quebec 
Pension Plan). Part-time workers must contribute to the plan, with their contributions 
matched by their employers. Workers who are self-employed, who would generally include 
contract workers, must contribute both the employer and employee share, amounting to  
a total of 9.4 percent of covered earnings in 2002 (that is, earnings between $3,500 and 
$39,100). Contributions would usually be made when the individual files a tax return.  
Only those earning less than $3,500 a year are excluded from the plan.  
 
In relation to the CPP, there are three key issues for contingent workers: 
 
• the burden of contributions; 

• exclusions from the contributory period; and 

• the level of benefits. 
 
The Burden of Contributions 
As part of the reforms introduced at the beginning of 1998, CPP contribution rates were  
to be increased sharply over a five-year period from the combined employer–employee 
contribution rate of 5.85 percent of covered earnings in effect in 1997. For 2002, an 
employee must contribute 4.7 percent of covered earnings. This rate is scheduled to rise  
to 4.95 percent, matched by 4.95 percent from the employer, in 2003. The combined 
employer–employee contribution rate of 9.9 percent of covered earnings, known as the 
“steady state” rate, will then be maintained indefinitely.  
 
The sharp and rapid increase in contribution rates over such a brief period was undoubtedly 
onerous for many contingent workers, especially those with low incomes. However, individuals 
are entitled to a tax credit for their contributions to the CPP equivalent to 17 percent of the CPP 
contribution they made during the year, which helps to offset the burden of contributions.  
 
Self-employed workers may also claim the tax credit for the employee portion they contribute 
to the CPP, and they may now claim the employer share of their contribution as a business 
expense. This change, which came into effect for the 2001 and subsequent tax years, was 
specifically designed to address the concerns of self-employed individuals who faced a 
significant increase in CPP contributions following the 1998 reforms.  
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Some contingent workers may be multiple job holders whose combined earnings total more 
than $3,500, but who earn less than this in any one job as a result of which they have not 
contributed to the plan. In this case, they may make up the missing contributions when they 
file a tax return, but they must contribute both the employer and employee share. While no 
information is available on the number of workers who do this, it seems unlikely that many 
multiple job holders will take advantage of the provision, given the probability that their 
total earnings from all jobs will still be low. 
 
In addition, employers who hire workers in non-standard work arrangements and pay them 
below the CPP Year’s Basic Exemption (now frozen at $3,500) receive the benefit of their 
labour without having to contribute to the CPP on their behalf. 
 
A way of addressing this problem might be to require CPP contributions to be made from 
the first dollar of earnings so employers would have to contribute to the CPP even for very 
low-paid workers. This would also then capture more contribution revenue from higher-
income earners who now are exempt from contributing on the first $3,500 of their earnings. 
But of course, it would also mean imposing contributions on those contingent workers 
whose earnings are very low. This problem might be addressed by enhancing the CPP 
contribution tax credit for low-income workers. 
 
In fact, the federal, provincial and territorial governments made a version of this proposal in 
the 1996 information paper they released as a prelude to consultations on reform of the CPP. 
They said such a move “would improve employer compliance and would decrease the 
contribution rate” (Dept. of Finance 1996: 31). Alternatively, of course, it would increase 
contribution revenue and perhaps make it possible to proceed with other reforms to help 
contingent workers, as discussed below. 
 
What is needed is some way of easing the burden of CPP contributions for contingent 
workers who may have low earnings. While the existing tax credit goes some way toward 
fulfilling this objective, it provides a relatively modest benefit. Enhancing the CPP credit for 
those whose income is below a certain threshold could be an effective way of addressing 
these problems. 
 
Recommendation 10: Federal, provincial and territorial governments who administer 
the Canada Pension Plan should consider eliminating the Year’s Basic Exemption, so 
CPP contributions by employers and employees are made from the first dollar of 
earnings. At the same time, an enhanced CPP credit could be introduced for individuals 
whose earnings were below a certain threshold to compensate them for the increased 
CPP contributions they would have to pay.  
 
Exclusions from the Contributory Period 
Retirement and disability pensions from the CPP are based on average earnings over a lifetime, 
defined as the period between age 18 and the start of the pension which, for retirement 
pensions, can be between age 60 and 70. This is called the “contributory period.” But many 
workers had periods of low earnings during this time because they were engaged in higher 
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education or training, they were unemployed or ill, disabled, or they were at home because of 
child rearing. To protect these workers, all CPP contributors may exclude all the years in  
which they were receiving a disability pension, as well as years in which they had a child  
under the age of seven, known as the child-rearing drop-out. In addition, 15 percent of the years 
remaining after these exclusions may also be dropped out of the calculation of average earnings 
on which the pension will be based. These provisions are referred to as the general drop-out.  
 
For women who are contingent workers, there are two key issues here. 
 
• Is the general drop-out adequate to cover periods spent in non-standard work 

arrangements? 
 
• Should the child-rearing drop-out be expanded to include other caregiving activities? 
 
Without further information about the length of time women spend in non-standard work 
arrangements during a lifetime of paid employment, it is impossible to answer the first of 
these questions. However, it may well be that as more longitudinal data become available, 
policy makers will want to re-examine the adequacy of the general drop-out provision to 
accommodate contingent workers. Extending the general drop-out would involve additional 
costs. However, if Recommendation 10 were adopted, funds should be available to cover this. 
 
Recommendation 11: Federal, provincial and territorial governments responsible for 
administering the Canada Pension Plan should review the adequacy of the general 
drop-out provision to protect workers in non-standard work arrangements as more 
longitudinal data become available. 
 
It seems inevitable that women’s caregiving responsibilities will expand as the population ages 
and elder care becomes a serious policy issue. Additional unpaid family responsibilities may 
mean women have to withdraw from paid employment temporarily or permanently, reduce 
their hours of paid work or accept some form of non-standard work arrangement. It should be 
possible to expand the child-rearing drop-out, making it into a family responsibility drop-out 
that would cover years when a CPP contributor had to withdraw from the paid work force or 
accept a precarious job or non-standard work arrangement as a result of other family 
responsibilities, such as elder care. Administrative records might be used to verify such 
caregiving activities and, perhaps, to develop some way of limiting the number of years that 
could be excluded similar to the way in which the child-rearing drop-out is limited to the first 
seven years of a child’s life (Townson 2000: 63). It should be noted that a family responsibility 
drop-out would mean that workers who must accept non-standard work arrangements and 
concomitant lower earnings, because of family caregiving responsibilities, would not be 
penalized by having to accept a reduced CPP retirement pension as a consequence. 
 
Recommendation 12: Federal, provincial and territorial governments responsible for 
administering the Canada Pension Plan should consider expanding the child-rearing 
drop-out to cover other caregiving responsibilities, such as elder care. 
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The Level of Benefits 
Canada Pension Plan retirement pensions are designed to replace 25 percent of a worker’s 
average annual earnings up to a maximum monthly benefit of $788.75 in 2002. Many 
women who retire in 2002 will receive much less than this because their average lifetime 
earnings were well below the maximum. As well, many women now reaching retirement age 
have not had a continuous history of paid employment during their adult life, or they may 
have had extensive periods of reduced hours of paid work or part-time employment. All 
these conditions would lower the average earnings on which their retirement pension had 
been based. For example, women who retired in April 2002 were receiving an average 
retirement pension of only $312.92 a month, compared with an average $524.51 for men 
who had just retired (HRDC 2002: 14).  
 
An increasing percentage of women workers are taking early retirement. For example,  
69 percent of women who started receiving their CPP retirement pensions in April 2002 
were under 65, and by far the biggest single group of new CPP pensioners were only  
60 years old (HRDC 2002: 14). Claiming a CPP retirement pension before age 65 means 
accepting an actuarially reduced pension adjusted to take account of the number of months 
until the claimant reaches age 65.  
 
In the past, there has been some discussion of increasing the replacement rate of the CPP  
for lower-income workers. One proposal, put forward by a Quebec committee studying the 
financing of old age pensions in 1977, was to introduce a two-step replacement rate instead 
of the current arrangement based on a pension that is 25 percent of the individual’s average 
lifetime earnings. Under this proposal, the CPP/QPP retirement pension would be based on 
50 percent of earnings up to half the average wage and 25 percent of earnings thereafter, up 
to the maximum insurable earnings level. The effect would have been a retirement pension 
that replaced 37.5 percent of earnings for someone earning the average wage, but 50 percent 
for low-income workers whose average earnings were less than half the average wage 
(Townson 2000: 61). Some version of this proposal would be of benefit to women who have 
long periods of contingent work at low wages during their adult lives.  
 
Recommendation 13: Federal, provincial and territorial governments responsible for 
administering the Canada Pension Plan should consider the possibility of increasing 
the replacement rate of CPP retirement pensions for those with low average lifetime 
earnings. 
 
All Canadians are entitled to receive an Old Age Security benefit at age 65, as long as they 
meet certain residency requirements. Those who have little other income apart from OAS 
may also qualify for a Guaranteed Income Supplement. In fact, even those who receive a 
maximum CPP retirement pension may still qualify for some GIS. For women who have 
spouses or partners, however, entitlement to GIS depends on the combined income of both 
partners. Women, who were 65 or older, received 38 percent of their total income from OAS 
and GIS in 1997. These programs were the largest single source of income for women 
seniors in that year (Statistics Canada 2000: 291).  
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Higher-income seniors must pay back some or all of their OAS benefits, depending on their 
income. But, unlike GIS, this clawback is based on individual income without reference to 
the income of a spouse or partner. As well, the flat-rate OAS benefit does not depend on 
participation in the paid work force, and it is not related in any way to past earnings. For 
these reasons, this benefit is also a way of improving the retirement incomes of women 
whose CPP retirement pensions are low for the reasons outlined above. 
 
However, OAS benefits are low. The maximum benefit in June 2002 was $442.66 a month, 
while the maximum monthly GIS for a single individual was $526.08. Improving the level 
of these benefits would also help women whose CPP and other retirement pensions are low 
because of long periods spent in non-standard work arrangements. 
 
Recommendation 14: The federal government should consider increasing the level of 
OAS and GIS benefits to assist those whose CPP and other retirement pensions are low 
because of long periods spent in non-standard work arrangements. 
 
Reviewing the Results 
 
While many of these recommendations would help improve the economic security of women 
working in non-standard jobs, they should be regarded as interim measures. What is needed is  
a much more comprehensive review of the issue of contingent work and the implications for 
women’s equality of the trend to increasing use of non-standard work arrangements. Such a 
review should be possible as more information about these trends becomes available.  
 
Recommendation 15: Consideration should be given to the appointment of a task force  
to examine the issue of contingent work in more depth. Such an inquiry should consider 
evidence of the trend to the increasing use of non-standard work arrangements, the 
implications for women’s economic security and possible policy responses that ensure 
women are accommodated in public programs that protect their current and future 
economic autonomy and promote their equality. 

  



 

APPENDIX: SUMMARY TABLES 
 

 
The following summary tables present the results of special tabulations commissioned from 
Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID). They show the work 
experience of respondents over a six-year period from 1993 to 1998. 
 
Table A1: Employed People Who Never Had a Full-Time Job 
Percentage of Respondents* Having Had Employment, but Never in Full-Time Jobs 

Age Group Women 
% 

Men 
% 

Both Sexes 
% 

All ages 25 or older 9.9 1.5 5.8 
25-34 7.3 3.0 5.1 
35-44 4.6 0.9 2.7 
45-54 4.9 0.7 2.8 
55-64 11.5 1.0 6.3 
65 or older 25.7 2.3 15.4 

Note: 
* Excludes those who said they did not know. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations. 
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Table A2: Percentage of Job Holders of All Ages by Number of Employers, Canada, 
1993-98 

Number of Employers Over Six-Year Period  
1 
% 

2 
% 

3 
% 

4 
% 

5 
% 

6 
% 

7 
% 

Women 40.8 22.3 13.4 * * * * 
Lived with a spouse 44.4 23.0 12.6 8.3 4.6 2.9 1.7 
 Lived with a pre-school child 41.0 24.6 12.8 9.8 5.1 2.7 1.4 
 Lived with a school child 43.5 26.8 9.5 9.0 4.7 2.7 1.2 
 Did not live with school child 38.1 22.0 16.6 10.7 5.6 2.7 1.6 
 Did not live with a pre-school child 46.6 22.0 12.4 7.3 4.3 3.0 2.0 
 Lived with a school child 49.3 22.4 11.7 6.8 4.1 2.7 1.3 
 Did not live with a school child 45.0 21.7 12.8 7.6 4.5 3.1 2.3 
Did not live with a spouse 30.6 20.4 15.9 * * * * 
 Lived with a pre-school child 25.3 18.6 23.9 * * * * 
 Lived with a school child 33.3 13.6 24.0 * * * * 
 Did not live with a school child 15.5 24.6 23.7 * * * * 
 Did not live with a pre-school child 31.1 20.6 15.1 9.9 * * * 
 Lived with a school child 45.8 19.5 18.2 6.7 * * * 
 Did not live with a school child 29.2 20.7 14.7 10.3 8.9 5.5 4.2 
Men * * * * * * * 
Lived with a spouse 47.1 20.0 12.0 7.4 5.3 2.8 2.3 
 Lived with a pre-school child 41.3 19.9 14.5 8.4 6.5 3.4 2.1 
 Lived with a school child 46.5 18.9 13.6 7.4 6.4 2.3 1.3 
 Did not live with a school child 34.4 21.2 15.6 9.8 6.7 4.7 3.1 
 Did not live with a pre-school child 51.1 20.1 10.3 6.7 4.4 2.4 2.4 
 Lived with a school child 54.3 20.2 10.3 5.9 4.0 2.1 1.6 
 Did not live with a school child 49.3 20.0 10.3 7.2 4.6 2.6 2.9 
Did not live with a spouse * * * * * * * 

 Lived with a pre-school child * * * * * * * 

 Lived with a school child * * * * * * * 

 Did not live with a school child * * * * * * * 

 Did not live with a pre-school child 28.6 * * * * * * 

 Lived with a school child 45.9 * * * * * * 

 Did not live with a school child 28.2 20.7 17.6 10.2 8.1 5.6 4.6 

Notes: 
* Too few observations to be tabulated. 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
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Table A3: Employment Patterns of Women Aged 21 to 44, Canada 1993-98 
Number of Employers Over Six-Year Period  

1 
% 

2 
% 

3 
% 

4 
% 

Lived with a spouse 37.2 22.9 14.6 9.9 
 Lived with a pre-school child 40.6 24.1 13.0 10.0 
 Lived with a school child 42.5 26.5 9.7 9.4 
 Did not live with a school child 38.5 21.6 16.5 10.7 
 Did not live with a pre-school child 32.1 21.0 17.0 9.7 
 Lived with a school child 45.8 20.1 14.8 7.4 
 Did not live with a school child 22.4 21.7 18.4 11.3 
Did not live with a spouse 17.9 20.1 19.0 * 
 Lived with a pre-school child 22.7 18.6 26.3 * 
 Lived with a school child  29.7 12.7 29.0 * 
 Did not live with a school child 15.5 24.6 23.7 * 
 Did not live with a pre-school child 17.3 20.3 18.1 * 
 Lived with a school child 39.6 20.6 22.4 * 
 Did not live with a school child 15.3 20.2 17.7 13.3 

Notes: 
* Too few observations to be tabulated. 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
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Table A4: Employment Patterns of Women Aged 45 to 69, Canada 1993-98 
Number of Employers Over Six-Year Period  

1 
% 

2 
% 

3 
% 

4 
% 

Lived with a spouse * * * * 
 Lived with a pre-school child * * * * 
 Lived with a school child 53.0 29.3 * * 
 Did not live with a school child * * * * 
 Did not live with a pre-school child 56.8 22.7 9.2 5.7 
 Lived with a school child 52.2 24.5 9.1 6.4 
 Did not live with a school child 59.2 21.7 5.3 
Did not live with a spouse * * * * 
 Lived with a pre-school child * * * * 
 Lived with a school child * * * * 
 Did not live with a school child * * * * 
 Did not live with a pre-school child 58.6 21.2 9.2 * 
 Lived with a school child 51.5 18.4 14.3 * 
 Did not live with a school child 60.2 21.8 8.1 3.7 

9.3 

Notes: 
* Too few observations to be tabulated. 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  

 
Table A5: Percentage of Employed Women and Men in Short-Term Jobs,  
Canada 1993-98 

 Age 21-44 
% 

Age 45-69 
% 

 Women 25.9 10.8 
 Men 26.3 8.8 

Note: 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
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Table A6: Family Status of Women in Short-Term Jobs, Canada 1993-98 
Percentage in Short-Term Jobs  
Age 21-44 Age 45-69 

Lived with a spouse   
 Pre-school child only 17.4 * 
 Pre-school child and school age child 10.8 * 
 School age child only 16.8 8.7 
 No pre-school or school age children 24.2 12.1 
Did not live with a spouse   
 Pre-school child only 79.8 * 
 Pre-school child and school age child 19.1 * 
 School age child only 50.4 * 
 No pre-school or school age children 49.3 11.1 

Note:  
* Too few observations to be tabulated. 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
 
Table A7: Duration of Months of Part-Time Work for Women, Canada 1993-98 

Number of Months 
Employed Part-Time 

Age 21-44 
% 

Age 45-69 
% 

1-12 months  46.0 47.9 
13-24 months 21.4 17.5 
25-36 months 13.7 10.0 
37-48 9.3 8.9 
49-60 6.2 8.8 
61-72 3.4 6.9 
 100.0 100.0 

Note: 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
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Table A8: Duration of Part-Time Work for Women Aged 21 to 45 Living with a 
Spouse, Canada 1993-98 

 Pre-School Child 
Only 

Pre-School and 
School Age Child 

School Age 
Child Only 

No Pre-School or 
School Age Child 

Total part-time months 628,105 605,723 386,959 490,242 
 % % % % 
1-12 months 45.9 26.6 48.6 53.0 
13-24 months 22.4 21.2 18.5 21.1 
25-36 months 14.1 15.6 11.7 11.9 
37-48 months 8.2 13.9 11.3 8.9 
49-60 months 6.5 13.1 6.2 3.3 
61-72 months 2.8 9.6 3.7 * 

Notes: 
* Too few observations to be tabulated. 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  

 
Table A9: Duration of Months of Multiple Job Holding by Women, Canada 1993-98 

 Age 21-44 Age 45-69 
Total months of 
multiple jobs 

1,382,919 423,888 

 % % 
1-12 months 60.4 41.6 
13-24 months 19.3 16.5 
25-36 months 9.8 15.2 
37-48 months 4.1 6.9 
49-60 months 3.6 10.9 
61-72 months 2.7 8.9 
 100.0 100.0 

Note: 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
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Table A10: Duration of Multiple Job Holding by Women Aged 21 to 45 Living with a 
Spouse, Canada 1993-98 

 1-12 months 
% 

13-24 months 
% 

Lived with a spouse   
 Pre-school child only 16.2 13.6 
 Pre-school child and school age child 7.0 21.6 
 School age child only 8.5 8.3 
 No pre-school or school age children 19.2 22.4 

Note: 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  

 
Table A11: Duration of Months of Self-Employment for Women, Canada 1993-98 

 Age 21-44 Age 45-69 
Total months of self-employment 911,635 588,014 
 % % 
1-12 months 48.9 35.6 
13-24 months 18.4 18.2 
25-36 months 10.3 10.3 
37-48 months 6.2 5.5 
49-60 months 6.4 7.9 
61-72 months 9.7 22.5 
 100.0 100.0 

Note: 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
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Table A12: Duration of Self-Employment for Women Aged 21 to 45 Living with a 
Spouse, Canada 1993-98 

 1-12 months 13-24 months 25-36 months 37-48 months 
Total months of self-employment* 445,971 168,122 93,553 56,700 
 % % % % 
With pre-school child 18.1 22.0 21.4 ** 
With pre-school child and school 
age child 

 
14.0 

 
32.1 

 
34.7 

 
38.1 

With school age child only 13.3 8.4 ** ** 
No pre-school or school age 
children 

 
16.4 

 
9.0 

 
** 

 
** 

Note: 
* Includes both those living with a spouse and those not living with a spouse. 
** Too few observations to be tabulated. 
Table represents persons present all six years who had a job at some time. 

Source:  
Statistics Canada Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, special tabulations.  
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