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Public Sector Employment

The composition of BC’s
public sector*

British Columbia’s public sector employed
350,550 people–about a fifth of the province’s
workforce–in 1996. This represented a 1.3%
increase over the previous year, when public
sector employment stood at 346,030. This in-
cludes employment in federal, provincial and
local government ministries, agencies and
crown corporations, as well as employment in
publicly operated or funded health, social serv-
ices, and educational institutions.

The composition of BC’s public sector is
quite similar to the national average
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Employment in the Canadian public sector

For the country as a whole, public sector em-
ployment in 1996 stood at 2,870,527 people, or

just over a fifth of total employment. Relative to
the previous year, public sector employment for
all of Canada declined 3.0% in 1996.

British Columbia’s public sector is comparable
to the Canadian average in terms of its makeup.
About a third (31% in BC and 33% in Canada)
of public sector employment is in general gov-
ernment–those employed in the day to day op-
erations of federal, provincial and local govern-
ments. Military employees make up 3% of the
public sector workforce and about 10% are em-
ployed by crown corporations, or government
business enterprises (GBEs). Where the prov-
ince differs slightly from the national average is
in the relative size of its education sector:
schools and post-secondary institutions employ
34% of the public sector workforce in BC, but
28% nationally. In addition, health and social
service workers made up 22% of BC’s public
sector workforce in 1996, but 26% of the Cana-
dian public sector in that year.

The demand for many of the goods and serv-
ices produced by the public sector–health care,
education, and other public services such as
protection and welfare–increases as the popu-
lation grows. This means that some changes in
public sector employment are population driven,
while others are due to changes in the role gov-
ernment takes in the marketplace. These ef-
fects can be distinguished by normalizing public
sector employment using population. On a per
capita basis, changes in public sector employ-
ment would then indicate whether the size of
government is shrinking or growing over time.

*The employment figures used in this article
come from the Public Institutions Division of
Statistics Canada
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Relative to its population, BC’s
public sector is the second

smallest in the country
Relative to its population, British Columbia had
one of the smallest public sectors in the country
in 1996. There were 91 public sector workers
for every 1,000 residents of the province in that
year. This compares to a national average of
96, and employment to population ratios rang-
ing from 87 per 1,000 in Ontario to 118 in
Manitoba (Northwest Territories and Yukon are
excluded from the comparisons in this paper, as
their very small population size gives the two
territories a disproportionately high employment
to population ratio). Ontario (87), BC (91) and
Alberta (94) were the only provinces where the
employment to population ratio was below the
national average.

Ontario, BC and Alberta were all below
the national average in 1996
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Public sector employment per 1,000 population in 1996

Given the fact that three of the country’s four
largest provinces have below-average employ-
ment to population ratios, it is likely that econo-
mies of scale in the delivery of some public
services are responsible for at least some of the
differences between provinces. However, it is
difficult to determine how important economies
of scale have been over time, as Alberta has
not always had a lower ratio than the rest of the
country. In 1981, Alberta’s public sector em-
ployed 113 people per 1,000 population. This
was above the Canadian average (108). In that
year, two small provinces–Newfoundland (96)
and PEI (99)–as well as BC (100) and Ontario
(102) had fewer public sector employees than
the Canadian average.

During recent years, there has been a steady
downward trend in per capita public sector em-
ployment in most parts of the country. Compared
to 1981, Prince Edward Island (+9.9%) and New-
foundland (+3.3%) were the only regions where
the number of public sector employees per 1,000
population was higher in 1996 than in 1981. Na-
tionally, the figure was 11.7% lower, and BC’s
public sector employment to population ratio de-
clined 9.0% during this period.

BC’s per capita public sector
employment has declined only

 moderately since 1981
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In absolute terms, employment in Canada’s public
sector has been contracting since the beginning of
this decade. The total number of public sector
employees has declined in most parts of the
country. British Columbia is the only province
where the size of the public sector has continued
to grow. However, compared to its population, the
number of public sector employees in the province
has historically been lower than in other parts of
the country, and public sector employment has
increased less than the province’s population. As
a result, BC has experienced a slight decline in
per capita public sector employment since 1991.
Despite a sharp drop in the public sector employ-
ment to population ratio at the national level, BC
remains below the Canadian average.

The next two sections of this article describe
trends in federal, provincial and local government
employment, excluding crown corporations.

Employment in the federal
public sector has been falling

The federal public sector employed 36,170
British Columbians in 1996. Of this total, 27,323
were employed in federal general government,
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and 8,847 were military employees. Nationally,
there were 267,846 employees of departments
and agencies, and 93,551 Canadians who
worked for the military in 1996. Federal gov-
ernment employment in BC and in the country
as a whole has been declining steadily since the
beginning of the decade.

On a per capita basis, Nova Scotia has
the highest concentration of federal
government employees in Canada
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Federal government employment per 1,000 population in 1996

There were 9 federal government (including
military) workers for every 1,000 British Colum-
bia residents in 1996. This was below the na-
tional average (12). Alberta (also with 9 federal
government workers per 1,000 people) was the
only other province where there were as few
federal employees. In the rest of the country,
the ratio ranged from 10 in Saskatchewan and
Quebec to 28 in Nova Scotia.

Federal government employment in BC
remains below the national average
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Relative to their populations, Alberta, Sas-
katchewan, Quebec and BC have always had
fewer federal government workers than other
parts of the country, and this relationship has
been maintained during recent federal govern-
ment cutbacks. Ontario federal employment fig-

ures are relatively high, reflecting the fact that
the national capital is located in that province.
Per capita employment in Atlantic Canada is
boosted by the military presence in Nova Scotia
(where there were 13 military employees per
1,000 population, compared to a national aver-
age of 3, and 2 in BC), and other federal gov-
ernment administrative activities which are
based on the country’s east coast. The ratio for
federal general government employment in
Nova Scotia was 14 per 1,000 people, com-
pared to a national average of 9, and 7 in BC.
Newfoundland (12), PEI (20) and New Bruns-
wick (18) all had federal employment ratios well
above the national average.

Provincial/local government
employment

In 1996, there were 42,273 people employed by
provincial government ministries, agencies, boards
and commissions (the differences between these
estimates and government payroll figures are dis-
cussed in the appendix to this article). A further
41,778 people were employed by post-secondary
institutions, and 81,349 worked in provincially
funded health and social service institutions,
bringing the size of the province’s provincial gov-
ernment sector to 165,399.

Local governments in the province employed
114,350 British Columbians in 1996. Most
(75,443) of these people worked for local school
boards. Municipal general government employ-
ment was 38,907 in 1996.

Relative to its population, BC’s provincial govern-
ment sector has remained virtually unchanged–at
or slightly below the national average–since 1981.
Including those in the education and health sector,
there were 43 provincial government employees
per 1,000 population in 1996, compared to 46 in
1981. The Canadian average fell from 46 to 44
during the same period.

The size of the province’s provincial/local general
government workforce is comparable with the rest
of the country. In 1996, there were 21 provin-
cial/local government workers per 1,000 popula-
tion–11 provincial government workers and 10
who were employed by local governments in BC.
The province had the lowest employment to
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population ratio in Canada. The national average
was 23, and rates in other provinces ranged from
22 in Quebec and Ontario to 42 in New Brunswick.

BC has the lowest provincial/local
general government employment ratio

in the country
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Provincial/local general government employment per 1,000 population in 1996

The figures for New Brunswick are somewhat
misleading, as public school employees in that
province are considered to be employed by the
provincial government. Local school board em-
ployees are excluded from provincial and local
general government employment counts in the
rest of the country, and reported separately.

Provincial general government
employment has fallen below the

national average
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The number of people directly employed by the
provincial government fell from 16 per 1,000
population in 1981 to 11 per 1,000 in 1996. The
Canadian average moved from 14 to 11 during the
same period. Ontario (8) was the only province
with fewer direct government employees than in
BC in 1996. Alberta and Quebec had the same
employment to population ratio as BC.

Local general government employment in the
province has remained below the national average
during the entire period since 1981. There were 10

local general government workers per 1,000
population in 1996–the same as in 1981. The na-
tional average was 12, with ratios ranging from a
low of 7 in New Brunswick to 14 in Ontario.

Per capita employment in public sector
health, social services and education was

equal to the national average in 1996
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There were 51 employees per 1,000 population
in BC’s public sector health and education in-
stitution. This was equal to the national aver-
age. As noted previously, New Brunswick’s low
ratio reflects the exclusion of public school em-
ployees from these figures. In the rest of the
country, ratios ranged from a low of 44 in On-
tario to a high of 61 in Saskatchewan.

Relative to the population, employment
in health and social services has

changed very little since 1981
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BC’s employment to population ratio in the
health and social services sector has remained
fairly constant during the last decade and a half.
In 1981, there were 22 workers per 1,000
population. The ratio was virtually unchanged,
at 21, in 1996. Nationally, the ratio was also flat,
at 23 in 1981 and 24 in 1996.
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In contrast, the number of workers in BC’s post-
secondary education sector has increased sig-
nificantly since 1981 and has continued to grow
in recent years, despite declines in the rest of
the country. Between 1981 and 1996, BC’s
post-secondary employment to population ratio
increased from 7 to 11. The opening of a new
university (the University of Northern BC) in
1994 is responsible for some of the increase,
but as the figure on the following page illus-
trates, the trend in BC since the mid-1980s has
run counter to that in most other parts of the
country.

The number of jobs in the education
sector has been growing faster

than the population
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Employment in municipal school boards has
also been growing faster than the province’s
school age population. When local school board
employment is normalized using the number of
school-aged children in the province (those
between the ages of 5 and 17), the employment
to population ratio shows a similar upward
trend. It is possible that this increase may rep-
resent a substitution away from full-time to part-
time employment in the education sector rather
than actual employment growth. However, part-
time employment is also becoming more
prevalent in the health and social services sec-
tor.

It is important to note that all of the employment
figures quoted in this paper are employment
counts which do not differentiate between full-
time and part-time workers. The long-term
trends must therefore be interpreted carefully,
as a move from full-time to part-time employ-
ment in one sector or province could result in
higher employment counts but little increase in
total person-years of employment.

Technical Appendix: Measuring the
size of the public sector

The size of the public sector is an issue that is a
perennial focus of public attention. Government
payroll data is available from the various levels
of government. However, due to differences in
the degree of provincial and local government
involvement in the delivery of goods and serv-
ices such as health care and education (for
which employment statistics are not part of the
government reports), it is sometimes difficult to
sift through the various pieces of information in
order to arrive at an overall estimate of how big
a role the public sector plays in the provincial
workforce and economy.

Government employment estimates are avail-
able from a variety of sources which sometimes
give confusing results. Federal, provincial and
local governments publish payroll counts; the
Labour Force Survey (LFS)–a survey of house-
holds–reports on employment in the public ad-
ministration industry (those directly involved in
the day to day operations of government); the
Survey of Employment, Earnings and Hours
(SEPH)–a survey of employers–produces other
estimates of employment in the industry; and
finally, there are the public sector employment
estimates produced by the Public Institutions
Division of Statistics Canada.
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Which estimate is the
best one to use?

Which estimate of government employment is
the best one to use depends on what you are
trying to measure. Statistics produced by gov-
ernments–their own counts of how many em-
ployees they have–are obviously the best fig-
ures to use if you are trying to determine exactly
how many people are employed doing the day
to day work of government in a particular juris-
diction.

For making comparisons between levels of
government, or between governments in differ-
ent jurisdictions, public sector payroll data is not
as suitable. This is because different jurisdic-
tions may choose alternate methods of deliver-
ing services. For example, government com-
puter support services in one jurisdiction may
be provided by ministry employees, while in an-
other jurisdiction the same services could be
provided by a crown corporation. In the first
case, these employees would show up on the
government payroll; in the second, they would
be excluded.

Other sources of public administration employ-
ment data such as SEPH and the LFS will differ
from government payroll figures. One reason for
the differences is definitional. For example, pro-
vincial government employee reports might in-
clude workers in agencies like the Liquor Distri-
bution Branch. These workers would be viewed
as part of the retail trade sector in the LFS and
SEPH, so they would be included in employee
estimates for that industry rather than in public
administration. In addition, SEPH and LFS data
are based on surveys rather than administrative
information, and the estimates of employment
by industry will depend to some degree on the
accuracy of self-reporting.

With this bewildering array of data on the num-
ber of people who actually work for government,
it is hardly surprising that there is some confu-
sion about the size of the public sector.

How does Statistics Canada define
the Public Sector?

The public sector employment estimates pro-
duced by the Public Institutions Division repre-
sent an attempt to address these issues and
come up with comparable estimates of public
sector employment by province. They start by
using a standard definition of the public sector
and applying that definition to government em-
ployment figures for each province.

In these estimates, government employment is
defined to include:
• federal, provincial and local government

ministries, departments and agencies
• autonomous boards, commissions and

funds
• pension plans
• colleges, vocational and trade institutions
• universities
• hospitals and other health and social serv-

ices
• municipal school boards

In addition to government employment, the public
sector also includes federal, provincal and local
government business enterprises (crown corpora-
tions) including, at the federal level, monetary
authorities such as the Bank of Canada.

To put this in context, government payroll data
usually covers only the first of these categories
(and may exclude some agency data), with addi-
tional employment in some–but not all–of the other
categories (for example, employment in provincial
hospitals such as Riverview Hospital).

Similarly, LFS and SEPH employment estimates
would capture only employment in government
ministries, departments and agencies.


