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LABOUR SHORTAGE:
THE “DISAPPEARANCE” OF QUEBEC’S YOUTH
By Marcel Boyer

The real or perceived shortage of
labour is a theme that comes back
again regularly in the news. This
spring, the Quebec government
published its labour strategy for
2018-2023, one of the objectives
of which is simply to have enough
workers.1
The document, however, had
nothing to say about a major historical phenomenon, namely the
“disappearance” of Quebec’s
youth over the past three and a
half decades.

Table 1
Variation in the population aged 0 to 44, Quebec, Ontario, ROC
(including Ontario), 1981-2017
Variation
1981-2010
Region

Variation
2010-2017

Total
variation

Population

Thousands

%

Thousands

%

Thousands

%

< 15 years

-177.3

-12.6%

+79.6

+6.5%

-97.6

-6.9%

15-44 years

-170.5

-5.1%

+38.4

+1.2%

-132.1

-4.0%

< 15 years

+309.0

+16.2%

+15.5

+0.7%

+324.5

+17.0%

15-44 years

+1,117.4

+26.1%

+267.9

+5.0%

+1,385.3

+32.4%

< 15 years

+269.1

+6.5%

+173.0

+3.9%

+442.0

+10.7%

15-44 years

+1,851.6

+20.8%

+593.1

+5.5%

+2,444.7

+27.5%

Quebec

Ontario

ROC

1981-2010: The Hemorrhaging
According to Statistics Canada,
Note: The data for the rest of Canada also include Ontario.
Source: Statistics Canada, Table 17-10-0005-01: Population estimates on July 1st, by age and sex, July 20,
Quebec “lost” some 347,800 people
2018.
below the age of 45 between 1981
and 2010. More specifically, the number of youths below the age of 15 decreased
to the corresponding increases in the ROC (+5.5%) or
by 13.6% in Quebec (-177,300), while it inin Ontario (+5%).
creased by 6.5% in the rest of Canada (ROC)
and by 16.2% in Ontario. As for the population
The Net Balance
aged 15 to 44, it decreased by 5.1% in Quebec
In total, Quebec therefore “lost” some 229,700 people
(-170,500), whereas it increased by 20.8% in the
below the age of 45 between 1981 and 2017. The
ROC and by 26.1% in Ontario (see Table 1).
number of youths below the age of 15 decreased by
6.9% in Quebec (-97,600) during this period, whereas
2010-2017: A Slight Rebound
it increased by 10.7% in the ROC and by 17% in
From 2010 to 2017, Quebec “recovered”
Ontario. And the population aged 15 to 44 decreased
some 118,000 people below the age of 45.
by 4% in Quebec (-132,100), while it increased by
The number of youths below the age of 15
27.5% in the ROC and by 32.4% in Ontario.
climbed by 6.5% (+79,600), which is better
The upturn from 2010-2017 for those below the age
than in the ROC (+3.9%) or in Ontario (+0.7%).
of 15 may be a sign that the trend is in the process of
As for the number of Quebecers aged 15 to
reversing itself, but we will have to wait for a confirma44, it increased by 1.2% (+38,400). While certion of this over the course of the next decade before
tainly welcome, this remains anemic compared
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concluding that negative growth is behind us.
Quebec already experienced such an upturn,
although less pronounced, from 1986 to
1993, with a 3.8% increase (+51,700) in the
population below 15 years of age.2 This age
bracket subsequently decreased in population
again, by 12.7% (-179,600) between 1993 and
2010.
In the case of 15- to 44-year-olds, Quebec experienced growth between 1981 and 1990,
with a 3.3% increase (+108,900) before entering a long period of negative growth and a
loss of 8.3% (‑283,600) between 1990 and
2007. The weak growth observed between
2010 and 2017 could prove to be ephemeral.
Did young Quebecers leave in massive numbers during the years of negative growth?
Quebec’s net international migration was
clearly positive, although it was proportionally
lower than Ontario’s.3 As for its net interprovincial migration, it is systematically negative,
which seems to indicate that Quebec’s capacity to attract is relatively weak.4
The sum of these fundamental movements
leads to a harsh observation: Quebec lost a
substantial number of its young, both those
under 15 and those aged 15 to 44, over the
past 35 years. We need to pay more attention
to this phenomenon if we want to propose
labour policies that produce the desired
results.
GO EAST, YOUNG PEOPLE
Population growth depends on two main factors, namely natural growth (births-deaths)
and migratory growth (immigration-emigration) from abroad and from other regions, and
these in turn depend on complex tributary
factors. Economic factors are of prime importance, especially for migratory growth: job creation; growth prospects; labour market
flexibility; and more generally, the opportunity for personal and professional development, both for adults and for their children.

On several of these metrics, Quebec is lagging compared to the other provinces. Among other things,
only 18.5% of full-time jobs created in Canada over
the past 35 years were created in Quebec,5 and the
gap in terms of real GDP per capita with Ontario and
with the ROC has grown, by 71.7% and 84.6%
respectively.6
What can be done to make the labour market more
dynamic and breathe new life into our economy? The
problem is complex. The most promising avenue is
without a doubt greater openness to competition and
to the private sector within the context of truly wealthcreating policies. An economy that is too protected,
for example by placing too much emphasis on grandfathering and seniority, necessarily becomes more
sclerotic and less welcoming. Similarly, unionization
that is too centralized and monopolistic will by its very
nature hamper mobility and favour attitudes that are
more resistant to change.
CONCLUSION
The population of youths and young workers has
shrunk considerably in Quebec, and the province attracts few interprovincial migrants. The fact that cultural or linguistic factors can in part account for this
situation must not be used as a pretext for inaction.
On the contrary, Quebec’s particular challenges make
it even more important to have policies that will make
the province more attractive for families and workers.
In this regard, our relative performance over the past
35 years certainly leaves something to be desired.
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