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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
BACKGROUND 
The fact that British Columbia is dealing with a shortage of skilled labour has been well 
documented to the extent that B.C.’s skills shortage challenges now make headlines in 
our local media on a regular basis.  The implications of this phenomenon for business 
and our economy in general are such that the issue of skills shortages has gained 
heightened interest with employers across all sectors. 

Demographics 
Compounding the skills shortage challenge in British Columbia and the rest of Canada is 
the phenomenon which has become known as the “demographic bomb”.  For a number of 
years, Canada’s birth rate has been falling rapidly and, in the year 2000, stood at an all 
time low of 1.5 children per woman.  By the year 2026, one in five Canadians will be 65 
years of age or older.  By the year 2010, for the first time in our history, our workforce is 
expected to shrink as declining birthrates combined with an aging workforce see more 
people exiting than entering the workforce.  The significance of this situation in terms of its 
negative impact on our provincial economy is enormous. 

Implications for Small Business and B.C.’s Rural Communities 
Over the course of the past twenty years, British Columbia has been emerging as a 
small business economy.  The impacts that a prolonged skills shortage will have on the 
growth and productivity of our small business sector will be considerable.  Unlike larger 
firms, small businesses, for the most part, do not have dedicated human resource 
personnel to help them recruit and retain the workers they need.  Also, they often do not 
have the structures in place to be able to deliver in-house training for their employees.  
And, because of their size they have less flexibility in dealing with job vacancies.  This 
situation has particularly serious implications for our rural communities, since small 
businesses represent the backbone of their local economies.   

In light of these issues, the Community Futures Development Association of B.C. 
(CFDA) and the B.C. Chamber of Commerce decided to combine efforts and investigate 
the issue of skills shortages and its impact on small business.  Their goal was to connect 
directly with B.C. businesses to get their perspective on the issue and to engage them in 
the process of helping to develop potential solutions.  

PROJECT SCOPE AND OBJECTIVES 
As with the initial phase of the B.C. Skills Force Initiative undertaken in the spring and 
summer of 2005, and which focused on the southern regions of the province, the 
approach taken in the B.C. Skills Force North project was to consult with B.C. 
businesses, at the ground level, within each of the following economic regions of 
Northern B.C.: Cariboo/ Chilcotin, Canoe/Robson, Fraser Fort George, Stuart/Nechako, 
Northwest and Peace.   This was achieved by conducting both focus group sessions and 
telephone surveys within each region.   

The project was designed to serve as a mechanism to engage B.C.’s small businesses 
in a proactive process that will enable them to deal more effectively with the current 
challenges they are facing in acquiring the skilled workers they need to be successful.  
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B.C. Skills Force North sought to elicit detailed information from the small business 
community in the following areas:  

• Exactly which skills are small businesses looking for that are not found in the 
available workforce? 

• Are all sectors being similarly affected?  If not – what sectors are facing which 
shortages and to what extent? 

• Are all regions of northern B.C. facing the same shortages, and to the same degree?  
• What is the role of public education in supplying skilled personnel? 
• What skills development programs and/or services are available in the various 

northern regions of the province to deal with any skills shortages? Are they 
adequate? 

• Are small businesses taking advantage of these programs and services to resolve 
their skilled labour requirements? If not, what can be done so that they do? 

• Are new types of skill development programs/services needed?  If so - what is required 
and how could these new programs/services be developed and effectively delivered?  

• What is the mechanism through which educational institutions and other service 
providers can gain knowledge of specific occupational or sector skills shortages? 

This report reflects the views of the small business owners who participated in this project.   

METHODOLOGY 
Research was undertaken to provide a brief review of labour market information, 
projections and prior research studies in British Columbia and other jurisdictions. Ten 
focus group sessions were held in January and February 2006 involving 172 participants 
from small businesses and small business service providers in the following 
communities: Prince Rupert, Terrace, Smithers, Houston, Vanderhoof, Prince George, 
Quesnel, Williams Lake, Dawson Creek and Fort St. John.  A project web site 
www.bcskillsforce.com was developed to help promote the project across the province, 
served as a means of disseminating information throughout the course of the project, 
and also served as a means to obtain additional input from the business community. An 
integrated telephone and web survey was designed to generate statistically reliable data 
on skills shortages in small businesses throughout northern B.C.  

FINDINGS 
Literature Review 
While there has been an increasing focus on the issue of skills shortages and an aging 
workforce at both the federal and provincial levels, much of the research has been at the 
macro level and/or has focused on specific industry sectors.  Very little attention has 
been given to the impact that these issues will have on small business.  While the 
general aging of the Canadian population is likely to have an enormous impact on the 
labour force in the coming decade, Canadian research on older workers is quite limited 
and what is available suggests that more research needs to be done.  The literature also 
suggests that effort needs to be applied in the development of youth strategies and older 
worker retention strategies and that research needs to be done in order to establish 
Canadian “best practices” in these areas. 
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Focus Group Sessions 
Recurring Themes 

Some recurring themes surfaced across all of the focus group sessions: 

a.  Employer Labour Needs: 

- Approximately 40% to 50% of the employers stated they have vacant positions 
- Employers are looking for both skilled and unskilled employees 
- Employers are having to compromise by simply hiring any available workers they 

can find rather hiring people with the skills they want 
- Competition between employers has driven-up wage costs  
- Employers are having difficulty finding younger workers who are reliable and 

have appropriate skills, a positive attitude, and a good work ethic 

b.  Skills and Education: 

- The school system is not adequately preparing students for the work place 
- Career and Personal Planning and other cooperative career education programs 

are useful 
- Dialogue is needed between the school system and the business community   
- Businesses need to increase their investment in internal training programs 
- Financial support should be provided to help businesses train their employees  
- First Nations communities need support for skill development programs targeted 

at early childhood 

c.  Attitudes: 
- Today’s younger workers lack an appropriate workplace attitude   
- There is a need to promote trades as a positive career option  
- Employers are frustrated in their experiences with apprenticeship programs   
- Substance abuse is a significant issue that is effecting the productivity of workers  
- Employees expect higher wages and improved working conditions 
- Today’s younger workers are looking for life/work balance and quality of life  
- The expectations of recent graduates regarding the type of work and pay level 

available to them are too high   

d.  Infrastructure: 
- Employees need to have easier access to local apprenticeship training  
- Delivery of trades training needs to become more flexible  
- Lack of affordable housing is an issue in some areas 
- Employers need assistance with immigration programs  
- A better system is required to recognize and accredit immigrants’ credentials  
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e.  Human Resource Strategies: 

- Small businesses have difficulty recruiting/training/retaining the right workers 
- Employers don’t have effective human resource strategies 
- Partnerships between Aboriginal organizations and small businesses are needed 
- Employee ownership or profit sharing programs need to be considered 
- Employers need to create a positive work environment to retain employees 
- It is difficult for small businesses to match the wages paid by bigger firms 

f.  Succession Planning: 

- Most business owners are not thinking about succession planning  
- Mentorship programs need to be established to help train younger, less skilled 

employees 
g.  Community Based Initiatives: 

- Cooperation between communities in the north is needed to promote the area to 
potential workers  

TELEPHONE/WEB SURVEY RESULTS 

Representativeness of Responses 
A total of 515 useable survey responses were received.  The two areas with the greatest 
proportion of respondents were the Fraser/Fort George region with 38% of respondents 
and the Northwest region with 25%.  The small businesses that responded to the 
northern survey were well established firms, with 88% having been in operation five 
years or more.  The majority of respondents were from smaller companies with 10 or 
less employees, while 31% of the respondents had between 10 and 50 employees. This 
generally mirrors the provincial average – 98% of businesses in B.C. have 50 or fewer 
employees, compared to 95% of the respondents in this survey. 

Job Vacancies 
Over one-third or 34% of respondents reported that they had job vacancies in “difficult to 
fill” positions. These findings mirror very closely the findings of the southern rural B.C. 
survey.  One-fifth of companies with less than five employees reported “difficult to fill” 
positions, almost half of businesses with 20 to 50 employees and almost 85% of 
businesses with more than 50 employees indicated they had “difficult to fill” positions. 
Those companies with five to nineteen employees had “difficult to fill” vacancies in the 
vicinity of 30% to 40%.  There were few sectoral differences in terms of job vacancies for 
“difficult to fill” positions. 

Areas of High Turnover 
The Peace Region was more likely to report areas of high turnover (38%) than the 
average, while Fraser/Fort George was considerably less likely at 18%.  The two sectors 
with the most areas of high turnover were Food and Accommodation (40%) and Retail 
and Wholesale Trade (32%). 
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Reasons for Difficulties in Filling Jobs 
The most frequently reported reason for difficulties in filling jobs was the lack of qualified 
staff (43%), followed by the competition from other companies (16%), and difficulties 
attracting people into a particular type of career (15%).  There were few notable sectoral 
differences. 

Shortages of Specific Skills Sets 
The principal skill shortages identified for all workers were technical skills (16%), and 
computer skills (14%).  For younger workers, the major issue was life skills, with 41% 
citing them as a concern. Other major issues included independent work, technical skills 
and problem solving. Compared to all workers, employers found younger workers to be 
more deficient in all categories. 

Impact of Skills Shortages 
The responses showed significant economic impacts on companies as well as impacts 
on customers and employees. The greatest impact reported was limited production 
levels (21%) followed by the need for staff/owners to work more hours (20%). 

Strategies for Dealing with Skills Shortages 
Only 17% of respondents identified that they had a human resource plan and 20% of 
respondents noted that they had a succession plan for the business owner. This is much 
lower than in the southern rural B.C. survey, where more than a third of respondents had 
a human resource plan in place. By far, across all regions, the most prevalent strategy 
identified for addressing skills shortages was in-house training with 29%. 

Impact of Aging Workforce 

The two most common impacts identified by respondents were the limiting of production 
levels and requiring staff or business owners to work more hours.  Construction and 
Business Services were more likely to note the impact on production levels. 

Strategies for Dealing with an Aging Workforce 
Respondents again identified in-house training (20%) as a key strategy for dealing with 
an aging workforce, as well as “other” strategies (18%), greater use of flexible work 
schedules (10%), and greater use of apprentices (7%).  Respondents also noted that 
they felt it was harder to deal with older workers as they are more set in their ways. 

Assistance in Addressing Challenges of Recruiting Employees 
One-third of respondents identified “other” services/programs rather than the predicted 
choices. The most common themes in those responses were: 

• Incentives to recruit workers to the north 
• Stabilization programs to assist with seasonal nature of work 
• More training and apprenticeship programs, as well as more promotion of 

these programs 

Of the predicted responses, tax credits (29%) and more relevant training in schools 
(30%) were seen as the most helpful.  
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Assistance in Addressing Challenges of Retaining Employees 
Tax credits for training was the most popular response with 21%. The next most popular 
responses were assistance in developing competitive compensation packages and more 
relevant training, with 16% and 15% respectively. 

Assistance in Addressing the Challenges of Utilizing the Potential of Immigrants 
The most popular form of assistance was more employment-focused language training 
(27%) followed by assistance in assessing foreign credentials. Other noted forms of 
assistance were: 
Á Programs to assist with ‘red tape’; 
Á Programs to assist in helping immigrants acclimatize to the community; 
Á Assistance with wage subsidies; and 
Á Assistance with training. 

ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 
The input received from the small business employers developed into some common 
issues.  These include: 

Inadequate Skill Levels 

Employers in northern B.C. are having difficulty finding employees that have the 
appropriate mix of knowledge, skills, experience, and attitude/work ethic.  Of particular 
significance is the fact that northern employers found young workers to be more deficient 
in all categories of skills compared to the workforce as a whole.  There is a general 
feeling among small business employers in the north that our educational and training 
institutions are not adequately preparing graduates for the work that is available in 
today’s workplace.  As a result, businesses are experiencing lost productivity and 
missed business opportunities, and business owners and their existing staff are having 
to work extra hours to make up for the slack. 

Lack of Skilled Trades Workers 

There is a serious lack of skilled trades workers in B.C.’s northern communities. 
Compounding the issue is the fact that trades are not promoted as a positive career 
option by parents and teachers and, as a result, youth aren’t attracted to pursuing trades 
training.  Another issue impacting employers in the north is the lack of easily accessible 
training for individuals who are interested in pursuing an apprenticeship program.  
Employee poaching also emerged as a significant issue in the north. 

On-the-Job Training  

Northern B.C. employers are basing many of their hiring decisions primarily on attitude 
and then are engaging in on-the-job training to bring their employees up to a skill level at 
which they can function well in their positions.  This time devoted to on-the-job training 
can be quite costly for a small firm in terms of lost productivity, lost business 
opportunities, less attention to customer service, etc.  Often, small firms lack the 
capacity to train their employees on the job properly. Many small business employers 
expressed frustration over the fact that once they have invested time and effort into 
training their employees, they will often lose them to other employers. 
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Human Resource Management Capacity 
Generally, small business owners across the north appear to lack the capacity to 
effectively recruit and retain qualified employees given the current competitive 
environment.  The majority of small businesses do not have a human resource plan in 
place and many require assistance in developing appropriate strategies that will enable 
them to tap into the existing labour pool.   

Lack of Communication 
Better communication is required between the small business community and the 
province’s educational and training institutions.  Small business employers are feeling 
disconnected from B.C.’s educational system.  They feel that educators lack a proper 
understanding of the world of small business and the types of skills that employers 
require of their employees in order to be effective in today’s competitive small business 
environment. Many employers feel that the Career and Personal Planning program 
(CAPP) and other work experience or co-op education programs, while useful, require 
some fine tuning. 

Lack of Awareness and Understanding of Programs and Services 
Many small business employers lack information about the various employment-related 
programs and services that are available to them.   A number of employers also 
expressed their interest in seeing the provincial and federal governments work with the 
business community to revisit some of these programs in an effort to make them more 
responsive to the needs of employers. 

Succession Planning 
While most business owners or managers are aware that B.C.'s population is aging and 
that this will have an impact on the pool of labour and skills that will be available to small 
businesses over the next decade, many have not had the opportunity or the time to 
identify strategies or succession plans to address the issue.  Only 20% of the 
businesses surveyed had a succession plan for their business. 

Wages/Benefits and Work Environment 
Few small business employers feel that they can afford to pay the top wages and offer 
the comprehensive health care packages that include dental and vision insurance which 
would allow them to compete with large industry for an increasingly limited supply of 
skilled workers.  Additionally, there is also a recognition that the work environment in a 
small business may not be as appealing as that in a larger firm and that employees in a 
small business have more difficulty defining a career path that will satisfy their long term 
ambitions. 

Remoteness and Isolation 
Northern rural communities are experiencing difficulty in attracting people to their 
communities because of their remoteness or isolation.   Often the difficulty may not be in 
attracting the worker, but the worker’s spouse who may not wish to move to the north 
and away from the amenities that large urban centres offer.   
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Immigrant, Aboriginal, Disabled and Older Workers 
Few employers are considering hiring immigrants as a strategy to address skills 
shortages.  Language issues were cited as a key barrier to employing immigrants.  A 
number of employers expressed frustration over the complexity of the application 
requirements for government immigration programs that were designed to encourage 
immigrants to settle in our communities.   

Small business employers in the north are also not taking advantage of opportunities 
that exist to recruit and develop workers from other non traditional sources of labour, 
such as Aboriginals, women, persons with disabilities and older workers.  Employers 
cited the fact that they lack familiarity with the agencies and the processes that would 
allow them to take advantage of these untapped labour pools. 

Recommended Action 
The following recommendations are offered.   

Creation of a Small Business Skills Advisory Group 
Ğ The business community expressed an interest and a willingness to provide input 

into the development and delivery of work skills programs and services, but did not 
feel they had a mechanism for doing so.  At the core of the issue is the need for a 
mechanism that would enable an on-going multi-stakeholder dialogue regarding 
skills and labour issues. 

Ğ Provincial and regional Small Business Skills Advisory Groups should be established 
to facilitate consultation between the small business community, government, 
education/training institutions, and business service providers on labour and skills 
issues.   

Trades/Technical Labour Shortages 

Ğ Business, labour, government and our educational system should more aggressively 
champion and promote trades and technical occupations as viable career options for 
B.C.’s youth.  Business, government and education should also place a special 
emphasis on ensuring that an adequate supply of well-trained trades workers are 
graduating from the training institutions that are located across the province. 

Ğ School Districts need to be encouraged to develop and implement new trades/ 
technical education and related programs and provide information and opportunities 
for students to explore trades and other technical career paths. 

Ğ A more effective mechanism needs to be developed for sharing information with 
small businesses about the work that is being accomplished by the provincial 
government’s newly created Industry Training Authority (ITA) and how small 
business employers can participate in apprenticeship programs.  

Ğ The technical training that is required to complete apprenticeship programs needs to 
be made available at locations that are more readily accessible, and with schedules 
that are more flexible to individuals who are working in small businesses located in 
B.C.’s rural communities.   
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On-the-Job Training 

Ğ Small businesses need to recognize that delivering training on the job is an 
investment that will pay dividends to their businesses over the long term.  They also 
need to develop greater capacity to deliver on-the-job training for their employees.  

Ğ Opportunities for collaborative training delivery models need to be explored.  Small 
businesses need to work in partnership with industry/trade associations (e.g., Retail 
B.C., go2, etc.) to ensure that the most effective training models and delivery 
methods are used to achieve maximum results.   

Ğ Government also needs to play a greater role in helping to provide small businesses 
with progressive and effective tools to stimulate their investment in training.  There is 
some urgency in ensuring that the tax credit opportunity announced in the provincial 
government’s most recent budget is implemented without further delay in order to 
expedite the training of B.C.’s current workforce. 

Ğ Small business employers need to work more closely with educational institutions to 
develop, fine tune and more effectively utilize co-operative training programs.  These 
programs provide students with an opportunity to apply their academic skills in a 
business setting, and to experience a particular industry sector with a view to 
developing their career plans. 

Ğ Small businesses need to consider establishing mentoring programs in their 
workplaces so that the older workers in their firms become role models to their 
younger workers.  Mentoring is an ideal way for small businesses to ensure they 
hang on to the huge investment they have made in developing the skills and 
expertise of their employees.  

Marketing and Promoting the North 

Ğ More strategic effort needs to be devoted to marketing and promoting the north to 
potential workers and their families. Rather than targeting the Lower Mainland, this 
marketing effort should be focused on recruiting people from other regions of the 
province, the rest of Canada, and other countries around the world.  

Human Resource Management  

Ğ Small business employers in the north need to devote more time and effort to 
developing and implementing effective human resource strategies for their 
businesses.  Local service providers can play a meaningful role in helping their local 
small businesses to develop their capacity in this area. 

Ğ Small business employers in the north need to work more collaboratively with other 
businesses and local business organizations in developing strategies to attract more 
skilled workers to their communities.   

Ğ The small businesses in northern B.C. need to work with their industry/trade 
associations to ensure that the benefits programs that they have access to not only 
satisfy the needs of their members but are competitive with the benefits packages 
offered by larger industry so that the employees of small businesses will find them 
attractive.   
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Ğ More northern small businesses need to consider developing profit-sharing plans as 
a formal way of rewarding employees for their performance.   Employee bonuses, 
which are usually paid in a single lump at the end of the year, are also an effective 
way of rewarding individual performance and compensating employees.  

Ğ Many northern small businesses also need to consider investing some of their 
energy and resources into creating a friendly and inviting workplace as another 
means of offsetting the lower wages that they generally offer.   

Greater Diversity in the Workplace 

Ğ Northern small business employers can address some of the impacts of skills 
shortages on their operations by expanding their recruitment practices to target 
underutilized sources of labour. Aboriginals, immigrants, women, persons with 
disabilities and older workers represent pools of skilled labour that are currently not 
being accessed to any great extent by small businesses.    

Ğ Canadian immigration policies and practices need to be regularly reviewed, with 
input from the business community, to ensure that they remain sensitive and 
responsive to the needs of small businesses.   

Ğ Small business employers in northern B.C. need to take better advantage of the 
Aboriginal Employment Centres and the various other Aboriginal training facilities 
and services that are available to them.   

Ğ Qualified persons with disabilities represent a largely untapped labour source. Small 
business employers in the north need to familiarize themselves with the programs 
offered by both the federal and provincial governments so that they can take better 
advantage of this pool of skilled talent.  

Ğ Small business employers need to realize that the skills and experience of older 
workers are of great value and they should begin exploring various forms of phased 
or partial retirement and flexible working arrangements (i.e., permanent part-time, 
reduced hours, fixed term contracts, home working, temporary etc.) in order to both 
recruit and retain them.    

Ğ Employers in B.C.’s northern communities should also begin the process of 
promoting and reinforcing a greater culture of diversity within their organizations 
through the development of corporate policies, education and communication in the 
workplace.   

Succession Planning 

Ğ Small businesses in northern B.C. need to understand that succession planning for 
the eventual loss of key employees is a critical issue for their business.   Finding 
potential buyers to take over their businesses when they want to retire is also 
something they need to consider ahead of time.   

Ğ Government should invest in the development of programs and services that are 
targeted at assisting businesses in creating and implementing effective succession 
plans.   
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Raising Awareness of Program and Services 
o It is critical that small business owners make the effort to become familiar with the 

various resources that are available to them in dealing with the recruitment and 
retention of qualified workers.   

o Organizations responsible for the delivery of these programs need to better coordinate 
their communication efforts with local community-based organizations such as the 
Chambers of Commerce, Community Futures Development Corporations and other 
local business associations. 
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BACKGROUND 
In September 2005, the Community Futures Development Association of B.C. released 

a report that documented the impact that the shortage of skilled labour is having on rural 

communities and regional centres in the southern portion of B.C.  As the first phase of 

the B.C. Skills Force Initiative, the study provided an in-depth look at the extent to which 

skill shortages exist, the challenges that B.C.’s small businesses are facing in acquiring 

the skilled workers they need, and the types of solutions being employed to deal with the 

skill shortage issue.  The approach taken was to consult with B.C. businesses, at the 

ground level, within the economic regions of Vancouver Island-Coast, Thompson-

Okanagan and the Kootenays.  Focus group sessions involving 239 participants from 

small businesses and small business service providers were held in the communities of 

Courtenay, Cranbrook, Duncan, Fernie, Grand Forks, Kamloops, Kelowna, Merritt, 

Nanaimo, Nelson, Osoyoos, Princeton, Sechelt and Squamish.  In addition, a 

telephone/web survey was conducted and responses were obtained from 1,318 

business owners/operators within the same regions in order to generate statistically 

reliable data on skills shortages affecting small businesses throughout the southern 

region of B.C., outside the metropolitan regions of Greater Vancouver and Victoria.   

As the second phase of this initiative, B.C. Skills Force North was undertaken to focus 

on small businesses operating in the Cariboo and northern regions of the province.  

Some of the key objectives of this phase of the project were to identify any regional 

and/or sectoral similarities and differences within the labour pool in northern B.C., and to 

compare how the labour market challenges that are being experienced by small 

businesses may differ in the north from those in the south.   It also afforded the 

opportunity to get a critical province-wide perspective on the various approaches and 

“best practices” that are being employed to address small business labour shortages. 

The fact that British Columbia is dealing with a shortage of skilled labour has been well 

documented to the extent that B.C.’s skills shortage challenges now make headlines in 

our local media on a regular basis.  The implications of this phenomenon for business 
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and our economy in general are such that the issue of skills shortages has gained 

heightened interest with employers across all sectors.1   

Numerous reports and policy papers detailing the issues and implications of a skilled 

labour shortage have been produced by both the federal and provincial governments, as 

well as by industry associations and labour organizations including the B.C. Chamber of 

Commerce, the Canadian Federation of Independent Business, the Business Council of 

B.C., the Canadian Manufacturers and Exporters, the Council of Tourism Associations of 

B.C. and the B.C. Federation of Labour.  They document that the skills shortages that 

we are faced with today are not those that result from the usual cyclical, ebb and flow of 

business activity, but are more fundamental and structural in nature.  They represent a 

new economic reality which sees us dealing with a complex mix of forces including 

demographic change, technological change and the rapid growth of new industries that, 

more than ever, rely on a supply of knowledge workers. This situation is exacerbated by 

the strong economic growth that our province is experiencing which is expected to be 

sustained for the foreseeable future.   

Demographics 

Compounding the skills shortage challenge in British Columbia and the rest of Canada is 

the phenomenon which has become known as the “demographic bomb”.  Declining birth 

rates and increased longevity have resulted in a “greying” of our population. In North 

America, an average of 350,000 people turn 50 years old every month and this trend will 

continue for the next nine years.  A report produced for the Canadian Alliance of Sector 

Councils in February 2003 underscores how this situation is expected to have a profound 

effect on our local labour market.  The study outlines how, for a number of years, 

Canada’s birth rate has been falling rapidly and, in the year 2000, stood at an all time low 

of 1.5 children per woman.  It suggests that by the year 2026, one in five Canadians will be 

                                                 
1 As identified by the B.C. Ministry of Advanced Education, the term “skills shortage” can have 
many different interpretations.  For some it implies a general, insufficient supply of “skilled” or 
“educated” labour, while for others it means an insufficient supply of “technical skills” and 
“occupational knowledge” resulting in an occupational shortage.    In this report, the term “skills 
shortage” and “labour shortage” are used interchangeably to describe the condition that exists 
when the demand for workers exceeds the supply of those qualified, available and willing to do 
the job at existing market conditions, including prevailing wages and locations. 
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65 years of age or older – up from one in eight in 2001.  As such, it has been projected 

that, over the next ten years, the number of Canadian workers aged 55 to 64 will increase 

by more than 50 percent.  Significant skilled labour shortages are to be expected when 

these baby boomers begin to exit the labour market as they turn 65.2   

By the year 2010, for the first time in our history, our workforce is expected to shrink as 

declining birthrates combined with an aging workforce see more people exiting than 

entering the workforce.  And this downward trend will only continue.  By 2011, 41% of our 

workforce will be between 45 and 65 years of age.  The significance of this situation in 

terms of its negative impact on our provincial economy is enormous. 

Implications for Small Business and B.C.’s Rural Communities 

While the above-mentioned reports flag the broad skills shortage problem that is facing 

B.C.’s businesses, they mainly provide macro level analysis and offer very little 

information regarding the specific shortages that various types of businesses either are 

experiencing now, or foresee as a future challenge in various parts of the province.  The 

most detailed information available in this regard is a recent study undertaken for the 

2010 Winter Games Human Resources Planning Committee.3   The report underscores 

the limitations that we currently face in B.C. in attempting to capture detailed labour 

supply data, since all current data sources apply to the province as a whole and do not 

detail regional distribution.  The report highlights the need for more research and 

analysis of labour demand and supply before definitive conclusions can be drawn for 

human resource/labour market planning and strategy development purposes.  

Adding to the complexity of the interwoven issues that are at play in making B.C.’s 

labour shortages a significant challenge is the fact that, over the course of the past 

twenty years, British Columbia has been emerging as a small business economy.   

                                                 
2 The Aging Workforce and Human Resources Development Implications for Sector Councils, a 
report prepared for The Alliance of Sector Councils by R.A. Malatest & Associates Ltd., February 
2003. 
3  2010 Winter Games Labour Supply and Gap Analysis (British Columbia, 2003 – 2015), a report 
prepared for the 2010 Winter Games Human resources Planning Committee by Roslyn Kunin & 
Associates, Inc., October 2003.  
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In 2004, 98 percent of all businesses in British Columbia were small businesses.4  

They employed approximately 971,000 people, representing 57 percent of all private 

sector jobs in the province.  Approximately 26 per cent of British Columbia’s annual 

Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is attributed to small business.  In 2003, small 

businesses shipped almost $8.9 billion worth of merchandise to international 

destinations, which represented about 31% of the total value of goods exported from the 

province that year5.  No matter which way you look at it, small business represents a big 

part of B.C.’s economy and the impacts that a prolonged skills shortage will have on the 

growth and productivity of our small business sector will be considerable. 

This is not to suggest the labour shortages that B.C. is facing are less significant for big 

industry.  However, the larger firms are generally better equipped than small businesses 

to deal with this type of problem.  Unlike larger firms, small businesses, for the most part, 

do not have dedicated human resource personnel to help them recruit and retain the 

workers they need.  Also, they often do not have the structures in place to be able to 

effectively deliver in-house training for their employees.  Because of their size they have 

less flexibility in dealing with job vacancies.  The vast majority (83%) of small businesses 

in British Columbia are micro-businesses with fewer than five employees.  A shortage of 

only one employee in a firm of this size can have a significant impact on the overall 

productivity of the enterprise.   

This situation also has particularly serious implications for our rural communities, since 

small businesses represent the backbone of their local economies.  The April 2002, the 

B.C. Chamber of Commerce Closing the Skills Gap report sums up the situation quite 

clearly: 

British Columbia is at a skills crossroads.  The quality and creativity of the 
workforce has become the single most competitive factor in the industrialized 

                                                 
4 The term “small business” used in this report is the one that is defined by Western Economic 
Diversification Canada and the B.C. Ministry of Small Business as “businesses with fewer than 50 
employees and businesses operated by a person who is self-employed, without paid help.” 
 
5 Small Business Profile 2005: A Profile of Small Business in British Columbia, produced by 
Western Economic Diversification Canada, the B.C. Ministry of Small Business and Revenue, 
B.C. Stats and Small Business B.C. 
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nations.  The degree to which skill shortages are averted by stakeholders will be 
a large determinant of B.C.’s economic prosperity and social health.6

In light of these issues, the Community Futures Development Association of B.C. 

(CFDA) and the B.C. Chamber of Commerce decided to combine efforts and 

investigate the issue of skills shortages and its impact on small business.  Their goal 

was to connect directly with B.C. small businesses to get their perspective on the 

issue and to engage them in helping to develop potential solutions.    

PROJECT SCOPE AND OBJECTIVES 

As with the initial phase of the B.C. Skills Force Initiative which was undertaken in the 

spring and summer of 2005, and which focused on the southern regions of the province, 

B.C. Skills Force North was developed as a partnership between the Community Futures 

Development Association of B.C. and the B.C. Chamber of Commerce.   It was founded 

on the premise that it is essential that B.C.’s business community – particularly small 

businesses operating in rural communities – together with other stakeholder groups (i.e. 

schools, colleges, training facilities, etc.) in communities throughout the province, 

become meaningfully engaged in a process that will enable them take an active role in 

finding solutions to the province’s skill shortage problems.  The approach taken was to 

consult with B.C. businesses, at the ground level, within each of the following economic 

regions of northern B.C.: Cariboo/Chilcotin, Canoe/Robson, Fraser Fort George, 

Stuart/Nechako, Northwest and Peace.   This was achieved by conducting both focus 

group sessions and telephone surveys within each region.   

The project was designed to serve as a mechanism to engage B.C.’s small businesses 

in a proactive process that will enable them to deal more effectively with the current 

challenges they are facing in acquiring the skilled workers they need to be successful.  

Through a series of focus group sessions and an extensive survey, the small business 

community was enlisted to help identify: 

1. the extent to which labour shortages exist in northern communities; 

2. their view of the current and future labour pool;  

                                                 
6 Closing the Skills Gap: A Report of the B.C. Chamber of Commerce Skills Shortages Initiative, April 2002 
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3. the skills that B.C. businesses require to be competitive;  

4. the extent to which small businesses are equipped to effectively recruit and retain 

the workers they need; 

5. solutions to the problems they are encountering in accessing the workers they 
need. 

A key focus of this project was to explore how B.C.’s northern small businesses might be 

affected by projected labour skill shortages in the future, as well as the future impact that 

an aging workforce will have on their businesses.  The activities undertaken were also 

designed to provide some insight into how B.C.’s northern businesses might better 

connect with employment service providers. The project served as a vehicle to allow the 

private sector to raise awareness of the types of employment opportunities that currently 

exist and the challenges employers face when hiring, training and retaining workers.  

More specifically, B.C. Skills Force North sought to elicit detailed information from the 

small business community in the following areas:  

• Exactly which skills are small businesses looking for that are not found in the 

available workforce? 

• Are all sectors being similarly affected?  If not – what sectors are facing which 

shortages and to what extent? 

• Are all regions of the north facing the same shortages, and to the same degree?  

• What is the role of public education in supplying skilled personnel? 

• What skills development programs and/or services are available in the various 

northern regions of the province to deal with any skills shortages? Are they 

adequate? 

• Are small businesses taking advantage of these programs and services to resolve 

their skilled labour requirements? If not, what can be done so that they do? 

• Are new types of skill development programs/services needed?  If so - what is required 

and how could these new programs/services be developed and effectively delivered?  

• What is the mechanism through which educational institutions and other service 

providers can gain knowledge of specific occupational or sector skills shortages? 

This report reflects the views of the small business owners who participated in this 

project.   
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METHODOLOGY  
Both the Government of Canada and the Province of British Columbia contributed 

funding to this initiative – through Service Canada’s Local Labour Market Partnerships 

(LLMP) Program and through the Provincial Ministry of Economic Development. 

To achieve the project deliverables, the Community Futures Development Association of 

B.C. retained the services of two contractors to act as the Project Manager and Business 

Liaison.  The Project Manager was responsible for overseeing the project’s coordination 

and management.  The Business Liaison was retained to work directly with B.C.’s small 

businesses and the agencies that serve the small business sector. 

A Project Advisory Team was assembled and comprised representatives from the 

following organizations: 

Ğ The Community Futures Development Association of B.C. 

Ğ The B.C. Chamber of Commerce 

Ğ The Community Futures Development Corporation of Fraser Fort George 

Ğ The Community Futures Development Corporation of Nadina 

Ğ The Terrace & District Chamber of Commerce 

Ğ The Prince George Chamber of Commerce 

Ğ The Ministry of Economic Development 

The role of the Project Advisory Committee was to provide input into the overall study 

methodology, to act as a liaison for participating Community Futures Development 

Corporations and local Chambers of Commerce, and to review and provide feedback on 

the project reports.   

Literature Research   

As a starting point for this project, research was undertaken to provide a brief review of 

labour market information, projections and prior research studies in British Columbia and 

other jurisdictions. The review covered issues related to skills shortages, their impact on 

business performance and approaches and best practices in alleviating skill shortages.  
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Focus Group Sessions 

Ten focus group sessions were held over the course of January and February 2006 

involving 172 participants from small businesses and small business service providers in 

the following communities: Prince Rupert, Terrace, Smithers, Houston, Vanderhoof, 

Prince George, Quesnel, Williams Lake, Dawson Creek and Fort St. John.   Local 

Community Futures Development Corporations (CFDCs) and Chambers of Commerce 

developed the invitation lists for the focus group sessions.  A broad cross section of the 

business community was invited to participate in the focus group sessions and the mix of 

participants included representatives from the following sectors: 

Á Hospitality/Tourism 

Á Forestry 

Á Mining 

Á Secondary Manufacturing 

Á Business Services 

Á High Technology 

Á Construction 

Á Retail  

Á Health and Social Services 

The format for the focus group sessions involved a PowerPoint presentation that offered 

the participants a broad overview of the skills shortage issues in B.C. including the 

projected implications of an aging workforce on businesses.  The participants were then 

asked to comment on the issues that were identified in the presentation.  Through group 

discussion, the sessions focused on identifying any current and/or projected skill 

shortages for the participating businesses.   

The focus group sessions also provided a forum for small business employers to provide 

input on potential strategies they felt could address the skill shortage and aging 

workforce issues.   Business owners were asked for their views on how educational 

institutions, training institutions and other service providers might work more closely with 

the business community to address skills shortage issues. 
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Project Website 
The B.C. Skills Force project web site www.bcskillsforce.com which was developed to 

help promote the project across the province, served as a means of disseminating 

information throughout the course of the project, and also served as a means to obtain 

additional input from the business community. 

Telephone/Web Surveys   
An integrated telephone and web survey was designed to generate statistically reliable 

data on skills shortages in small business throughout northern B.C. The survey was 

specifically designed to measure: 

• The skills B.C. businesses are looking for that are not found in the available workforce; 

• The potential impact of an aging workforce as it pertains to skill shortages for 

small business; 

• The nature and extent of skill shortages in each business sector; 

• The nature and extent of skills shortages in each geographic region; 

• The skills development, employee retention/recruitment strategies; and, 

• Training programs that are required to resolve skilled labour requirements. 

The survey company was contracted to collect a minimum of 500 completed survey 

responses. The survey collected information to enable analysis by the following industry 

sectors: 

• Accommodation and Food; 

• Health and Social Services; 

• Education Services; 

• Finance Insurance and Real Estate; 

• Trade; 

• Transportation and Utilities; 

• Construction; 

 Primary; •

 

• Manufacturing; 

• Business Services; and,

• Other 
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Survey Questionnaire and Scope 

The main objective of the survey was to measure the extent to which small businesses 

in northern rural B.C. are impacted by skills shortages, the magnitude of this impact, and 

how this has affected their business.  More specifically, the survey collected information 

on: 

• The profile of the owner’s current business labour force; 

• The current level of skill shortages their business is facing; 

• The impact of skill shortages on business employment, output, exports and 

expansion plans; 

• Strategies currently utilized to compensate for skill shortages - e.g., production 

cut backs, increased overtime, hiring from non-traditional sources, etc.;  

• What skill development programs/services are available to them, and are they 

using them; 

• How service providers can help to address the skill shortage issues; 

• What new skill development programs/services could be provided to assist them 

and how should they be delivered; 

• Their view on how the aging of the labour pool will impact their business over the 

next five years; and, 

• Other useful information in addressing current and future skill shortages and 

aging of the workforce. 

FINDINGS 

Literature Review 

The literature review that was undertaken as part of the B.C. Skills Force Initiative for 

southern B.C. confirmed the assumptions that initially spurred the development of this 

project. While there has been an increasing focus on the issue of skills shortages and an 

aging workforce at both the federal and provincial levels, much of the research has been 

at the macro level and/or has focused on specific industry sectors.  Very little attention 

has been given to the impact that these issues will have on small business.  The follow-

up research that was completed for the B.C. Skill Force North component of the project 

revealed that research on the impact of skilled labour shortages on small business 
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remains spurious.  The unique factors facing small businesses in northern and rural 

areas are not receiving the degree of focus required to formulate effective and 

responsive solutions to these skill shortage issues. 

While the general aging of the Canadian population is likely to have an enormous impact 

on the labour force in the coming decade, Canadian research on older workers is quite 

limited and what is available suggests that more research needs to be done.  The 

literature also suggests that effort needs to be applied in the development of youth 

strategies and older worker retention strategies and that research needs to be done in 

order to establish Canadian “best practices” in these areas.7

The available research notes the fact that some small businesses encounter skill 

shortages as a result of staff turnover due to their inability to offer more attractive 

compensation packages and positive career progression with their firms.  Other studies, 

including a report produced by Human Resources Development Canada in May 20028, 

have identified a number of options that could be applied to address skills shortages and 

maximize the retention of workers.  These include: 

Ğ Flexible work scheduling and reduction of hours 

Ğ Self-funded absences 

Ğ Researching youth interests and targeting recruitment advertising to 

those interests 

Ğ Actively encouraging older workers to participate in workplace training 

programs including computer technology 

Ğ Engaging older workers in providing instruction and education to other workers 

Ğ Job sharing 

Ğ Family care support 

The most detailed analysis of the labour market conditions in B.C. was produced in 2003 

for the 2010 Winter Games Human Resources Planning Committee.  The report 

                                                 
7 The Aging Workforce and Human Resources Development Implications for Sector Councils, a 
report prepared for The Alliance of Sector Councils by R.A. Malatest & Associates Ltd., February 
2003. 
8 Challenges of an Aging Workforce – An Overview of the Issue, May 2002, pgs 3-4,  
    http://www.sdc.gc.ca/en/lp/spila/wlb/pdf/overview-aging-workforce-challenges-en.pdf 
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identified the industries with the largest number of expected openings over the next 

twelve years to be accommodation, food and recreation services, retail trade, health 

services and construction.  The report concluded that “the coming increase in 

employment growth will place new pressures on the labour supply of the province in both 

metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas.  Combined with demographic changes and the 

mounting global competition for talent already occurring, this increased demand poses a 

very significant   challenge to the province’s ability to adjust.  Notwithstanding the 2010 

Winter Games, the convergence of major economic, demographic, and globalization 

forces will definitely create new demands upon our labour market that requires 

systematic longer term human resource planning.”9   

In British Columbia the Ministry of Skills Development and Labour initiated a consultation 

process with the private sector to determine to what degree skill shortages exist, are 

anticipated and what strategies are being developed to address the issue.10  One sector 

specifically identified for consultation was small business.  That report indicates that 

while certain skills were currently in short supply the looming skill shortage in a number 

of areas was the major concern. The report further indicated that some skill shortage 

issues are the result of staff turnover due to the inability of most small businesses to 

offer career progression. 

Business and labour organizations in B.C. (i.e., the B.C. Chamber of Commerce, the 

B.C. Business Council, Canadian Federation of Independent Business, Canada West 

Foundation, and the B.C. Federation of Labour, among others) have also issued reports 

and/or commented on skill shortage and aging workforce matters.  While the specific 

definition of the issue and suggested strategies are at times different across these 

organizations, they all suggest that there are substantial public policy issues that must 

be addressed. 

                                                 
9 2010 Winter Games Labour Supply and Gap Analysis (British Columbia, 2003 – 2015), A 
Summary of the Roslyn Kunin & Associates, Inc. Technical Report prepared for the 2010 Winter 
Games Human Resources Planning Committee, October 2003. 
10 Summary Report – Skill Shortage Meetings -B.C. Ministry of Skills –Development and Labour – 
January 2003, pg 8 
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The skills shortage issue is no less significant in the U.S.  The Employment Policy 

Foundation, a non-profit research entity issued a report entitled the American Workplace 

Report 2001 11 in which it states that future labour and skill shortage threatens America’s 

economic prosperity.   It predicts the possibility of a shortfall of five million workers by 

2011.  It further states that the shortage in the United States may reach 36 million by 

2031 and that failure to close the labour supply gap will lower gross domestic product 

(GDP) growth from the projected levels by at least 3% in ten years.   

Beyond North America, three jurisdictions stand out as being progressive in addressing 

small business skills shortages – United Kingdom, Australia and New Zealand.  Each 

has invested significant resources in identifying future skill requirements, measuring the 

economic impact of skill shortages, and developing labour force utilization strategies.   In 

the UK, the Sector Skills Development Agency has been established by government to 

focus attention and fund research into skill needs and capacity. It also fosters the 

sharing of “best practices” across the various sectors.  Sector Skills Councils have been 

created with the purpose of addressing skills and productivity needs within individual 

sectors throughout the UK.  They are employer led with trade union, professional bodies 

and other stakeholder participation.  There are currently 21 such Sector Skills Councils 

covering a diverse range of sectors from retail to oil and gas.   These Councils are also 

focusing on national occupational standards and vocational qualifications. 

In Australia, the federal Department of Education, Science and Training has developed 

and commenced implementation of a National Skills Shortages Strategy. 12  There are 

eleven sectors targeted in the strategy.  One of particular interest is the rural sector 

where the initiative is striving to achieve flexible development of cross industry skills and 

competencies. 

The complete Literature Review report is attached as Appendix A. 

                                                 
11 The American Workplace 2001: Building America's Workforce for the 21st Century" August 
29, 2001, Employment Policy Foundation 

 
12 National Skills Shortage Strategy – Department of Education, Science and Training – 2005, 
http://www.getatrade.gov.au/default.htm 
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Focus Group Sessions 

The focus groups that were held in the ten northern communities identified above were 

well attended with a total of 172 participants involved in the sessions.  The participants 

were primarily small business employers, but also included representatives from local 

Chambers of Commerce, Community Futures and other business service providers.  

The focus group sessions were open and frank discussions that provided a small 

business perspective on the skill shortage challenges they are facing, as well as 

suggestions for ways in which northern B.C.’s current skills shortage situation can be 

addressed. 

Recurring Themes  

While input obtained from the focus group participants, as well as the emphasis they 

placed on different issues varied somewhat from one community to the other, there were 

nonetheless some recurring themes that surfaced across all of the focus group sessions.  

These have been summarized and grouped under the following categories: 

a. Employer Labour Needs 

b. Skills and Education 

c. Attitudes 

d. Infrastructure 

e. Human Resource Strategies 

f. Succession Planning 

g. Community Based Initiatives 

a.  Employer Labour Needs: 

- Increasingly it is becoming more difficult for businesses to fill vacant positions 

- Approximately 40% to 50% of the employers stated they are having difficulty 

finding employees for vacant positions in their businesses 

- Employers are looking for both skilled and unskilled employees 

- There is a general need for experienced professionals: i.e., engineers, 

accountants, investment/finance, etc. 
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- The need for employees with trades skills is critical for a number of employers: 

i.e., welders, electricians, carpenters, plumbers, etc.  

- There is a growing need for apprentices.  How apprenticeship programs are 

promoted and delivered is a significant concern and warrants attention   

- Firms involved in forestry (particularly silviculture) and hospitality find it difficult to 

find part-time workers and seasonal workers  

- Employers are having to compromise by simply hiring any available workers they 

can find rather hiring than the ones with the skills they want 

- It is difficult to find employees who are willing and able to do physically 

demanding labour 

- Competition between employers has driven-up wage costs to levels that small 

businesses are finding difficult to afford 

- Small business employers have difficulty competing with larger employers who 

can offer better wages and benefits 

- Small business owners who train apprentices often end up losing these workers 

to larger companies 

- Employers are having difficulty finding younger workers who are reliable and 

have appropriate skills, a positive attitude, and a good work ethic 

- Large and small businesses have an interdependent relationship.  Accordingly, 

there is a need for greater collaboration in the areas of recruitment, 

compensation packages and apprenticeships 

b.  Skills and Education: 

- Younger workers need better life skills training 

- The school system is not adequately preparing students for the work place 

setting. High school curriculum places too much emphasis on preparing students 

for university rather than preparing students for workplace careers such as trades 

- Career and Personal Planning (CAPP) and other cooperative career education 

programs are seen as essential for developing workplace skills in youth.  

However, employers feel that these programs are not seen as a high priority by 
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the school system and often they are not delivered in an effective manner.  

Programs such as CAPP need to be fine-tuned to better meet the needs of 

businesses 

- The Accelerated Credit Enrollment Industry Training (ACE IT) program is an 

example of a work place skill development program that is working 

- An open channel of communication needs to be established between the school 

system and the business community.  There needs to be a mechanism to allow 

the small business community to communicate their skill needs to the school 

system 

- Career planning needs to be introduced at an earlier age – i.e. the elementary 

school level 

- Businesses today need to increase their investment in internal training programs 

for their staff 

- There should be financial support provided to help businesses to train their 

employees (i.e. tax credits).  Government needs to implement training subsidy 

programs that are easy to access by small business  

- First Nations communities have unique challenges in addressing workplace skill 

development.  First Nations need increased resources and better access to skill 

development programs (such as trades training) 

- There needs to be a concerted effort to provide First Nations communities with 

skill development programs targeted at early childhood 

c.  Attitudes: 

- Because basic skills are lacking, employers hire workers that they can find with 
the right attitude 

- Today’s younger workers lack an appropriate workplace attitude.  Younger 
workers typically lack the following basic life skills: 

o essential skills such as numeracy, literacy  
o proper work ethic 
o appropriate dress code 
o pride in their work 
o people skills needed to provide good customer service  
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- There is a need to raise the profile and stature of the trades as a positive career 

option for younger workers.  Trades are viewed as being low in status and 

“rough” work as compared to skilled, technical and “professional” 

- Small business owners feel frustrated in their experiences with apprenticeship 

programs.  Often, they invest the time and training in apprentices only to lose 

them to higher paying positions with other businesses once they have their trade  

- Older workers tend to be set in their ways of doing work and are often not willing 

to update their training 

- Drug abuse is a significant issue that is effecting the productivity of workers  

- The strong labour demand has resulted in employees expecting higher wages 

and improved working conditions 

- Today’s younger workers have different career expectations – they are looking 

for work balance and quality of life  

- The expectations of recent university graduates regarding the type of work and 

pay level available to them is too high.  Their expectations are not realistic given 

the fact their skills are only entry level 

- Employers feel that it should not be their responsibility to invest their time and 

financial resources in training employees to learn basic life skills  

d.  Infrastructure: 

- Employees need to have easier access to local apprenticeship training. Trades 

schools are not that accessible for rural northern communities.  Employees have 

to go to major centres rather than having access to training locally 

- Delivery of trades training needs to become more flexible to meet the needs of 

employers. Programs need to be designed with shorter training periods away 

from work and have evening and weekend training offered 

- First Nations need more support to assist in basic skills development 

- Lack of affordable housing is an issue in some areas 
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- Employers need assistance with immigration programs – i.e., help in working 

through the immigration process.  The immigration process needs to be changed 

to allow employers to have easier access to skilled immigrants 

- There is a lack of services to support immigrants who may want to move to the north 

- A better system is required to recognize and accredit immigrants’ credentials that 

they have acquired in their native country 

e.  Human Resource Strategies: 

- Businesses are recognizing that there has been a fundamental shift from an 

“employer’s” market to an “employee’s” market 

- Small businesses have difficulty recruiting/training/retaining the right workers 

- Employers don’t have the time and/or skills to develop an effective human 

resource strategy 

- Recruiting workers from outside of northern B.C. is difficult – available workers 

would rather stay in metropolitan centres  

- Employers need assistance in how to effectively market vacant positions 

- Partnerships between Aboriginal organizations and small businesses are needed 

to help attract and retain Aboriginal workers 

- Employee ownership or profit sharing programs need to be considered by more 

employers.  More performance-based incentives are needed for employees 

- Employers need to build employee loyalty through job satisfaction, competitive 

benefits, and good employee relations  

- More employers need to offer flexible work schedules for their employees 

- Employers need to create a positive work environment to retain and recruit 

employees 

- Small business employers need to consider developing a professional 

development plan for their employees  

- Compensation Issues: 

o Small  businesses are unable to offer the same kind of packages as 

larger employers 
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o Small businesses find it hard to compete for skilled people 

o It is difficult for small businesses to match the wages of larger unionized 

shops 

o Cheaper cost of living in rural areas is an advantage 

f.  Succession Planning: 

- Most business owners are not thinking about succession planning at this point.  

Although business owners are concerned about the potential loss of older 

workers, many small businesses have not developed succession plans 

- Mentorship programs need to be established for older employees to help train 

younger, less skilled employees 

- Most employers have no formal strategy in place to deal with aging workers 

- Early planning is critical to establish an effective succession plan 

g.  Community Based Initiatives: 

- A number of communities identified the need to develop a promotional program 

to recruit skilled workers to their communities 

- Development of an immigration attraction program is needed 

- Locally developed and delivered HR management training programs are needed 

- There is a need for the creation of a local small business advisory group that will 

focus on the skills shortage issues and facilitate dialogue with business, 

education and service providers 

- Creation of workplace skill partnerships between Aboriginal and business 

community is needed 

- Partnerships between large industry and small business are needed to retain and 

recruit workers 

- Increased cooperation between communities in the north is needed to promote 

the area to potential workers  

A copy of the complete set of notes from the focus group sessions is attached as 
Appendix B. 
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TELEPHONE/WEB SURVEY RESULTS 

Representativeness of Responses 

Based on the project team’s past experience in obtaining survey responses from busy 

small business enterprise owners/managers, a relatively large number of business 

contacts were planned. To ensure a minimum of 500 completed responses, a sample of 

approximately 2,900 B.C. employers was prepared from a database of over 115,000 

provincial businesses maintained by the survey company and from businesses who are 

members of the local Chambers of Commerce in the target regions.  A total of 515 

useable responses were received in the survey.   

The two areas with the greatest proportion of respondents were the Fraser/Fort George 

region with 38% of respondents and the Northwest region with 25%. 

 
Region of Respondent

Peace, 16%

Fraser / Fort 
George, 38%

Cariboo / Chilcotin, 
19%

Northw est, 25%

Canoe / Robson, 
3%

Stuart / Nechako, 
4%

Figure 1: 
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As the table below indicates, the survey respondents represent a wide range of industry 

sectors, with the most popular sectors being the retail and wholesale trade sector (20%), 

transportation and utilities sector (10%) and construction (10%) 

 

Figure 2: 

 

Industry of Respondent

Food and accomodation, 
7%

Health and social 
services, 5%

Education services, 2%

Finance insurance and 
real estate, 5%

Retail and w holesale 
trade, 20%

Transportation and 
utilities, 10%

Construction, 10%

Primary industry, 8%

Manufacturing, 4%

Business services, 5%

High tech , 2%

Other, 21%
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The responses by sector analysis showed some notable differences from the population 

distribution. Most of the sectoral groups responded in a representative fashion. However, 

there was an over-representation of transportation and utilities respondents, and an 

under-representation of business services respondents. Detailed industry sector data 

are only available at the provincial level. Consequently, these differences in the 

representation may be due to differential response rates in these sectors or due to 

differences in the distribution of sectors in the northern rural communities and the overall 

province. 

Table 1: 

Sector Percentage of 
Respondents 

BC Stats, 
2004 

Food and accommodation 7% 7% 

Health and social services 5% 9% 

Education services 2% 1% 

Finance insurance and real estate 5% 8% 

Retail and wholesale trade 20% 18% 

Transportation and utilities 10% 5% 

Construction 10% 11% 

Primary industry 8% 6% 

Manufacturing 4% 5% 

Business services 5% 18% 

High tech  2% n/a 

Other 21% 12% 

 

Even more so than in the southern regions of the province, the small businesses that 

responded to the northern survey were well established firms, with 88% having been in 

operation five years or more (see Figure 3).  The majority of respondents were from 

smaller companies with 10 or less employees, while 31% of the respondents had 

between 10 and 50 employees. This generally mirrors the provincial average – 98% of 

businesses in B.C. have 50 or fewer employees, compared to 95% of the respondents in 

this survey. 
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Figure 3: 

 
Number of Employees

Less than 5, 37%

5 to 9, 27%

10 to 19, 18%

20 to 50 , 13%

More than 50, 5%

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Job Vacancies 
 
Over one-third or 34% of respondents reported that they had job vacancies in “difficult to 

fill” positions. These findings mirror very closely the findings of the southern rural B.C. 

survey. This compares generally with the recent survey by the Canadian Home Builders’ 

Association of B.C. which found that, of 150 home builders throughout the province, 43% 

identified a “difficult to fill” vacancy.  Also, another recent survey found that 41% of 

tourism employers with 10 or more employees identified finding skilled, qualified workers 

as their top priority.13

The larger the respondent’s business, the more likely they were to identify vacancies in 

“difficult to fill” positions. While one-fifth of companies with less than five employees 

reported “difficult to fill” positions, almost half of businesses with 20 to 50 employees and 

                                                 
13 See the Go2 website: 
http://www.go2hr.ca/NewsandEvents/BCTourismEmployersHaveTroubleHiring/tabid/660/Default.
aspx. 
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almost 85% of businesses with more than 50 employees indicated they had “difficult to 

fill” positions. Those companies with five to nineteen employees had “difficult to fill” 

vacancies in the vicinity of 30% to 40%. 

There were few sectoral differences in terms of job vacancies for “difficult to fill” 

positions. The two areas that were notably above the average were Food and 

Accommodation (58%) and High Tech (56%), while Education Services was notably 

below (11%).  In comparison, the southern rural B.C. survey had a much more even 

distribution, and the Construction and Manufacturing sectors were higher in the ranking 

with 42% and 38% respectively. 

Figure 4 

 

Job Vacancies in Difficult to Fill Positions by Industry
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While many respondents said that all positions were “difficult to fill”, there were some 

notable trends – for instance, the skilled trades were mentioned often, as was the need 

for drivers or technical drivers. However, another grouping that was prevalent was part-
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time/casual work including sales staff, pointing to a much broader deficiency. 

Respondents also referred to a general lack of experienced applicants. 

 

Areas of High Turnover 
The Peace Region was more likely to report areas of high turnover (38%) than the 

average, while Fraser/Fort George was considerably less likely at 18%. 

Figure 5: 

 
Areas of High Turnover by Region
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There were some significant differences among the industry by sectors. A much fewer 

number of enterprises in Education (11%) and Finance sectors (14%) reported high staff 

turnover. The two sectors with the most areas of high turnover were Food and 

Accommodation (40%) and Retail and Wholesale Trade (32%). In the southern rural 

B.C. survey, the three sectors with the most areas of high turnover were Primary 

Industry (42%), Food and Accommodation (40%) and Construction (40%).  

See Figure 6 below. 
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Figure 6: 

Areas of High Turnover by Industry
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Reasons for Difficulties in Filling Jobs 

The most frequently reported reason for difficulties in filling jobs was the lack of qualified 

staff (43%), followed by competition from other companies (16%) and difficulties 

attracting people into a particular type of career (15%). Few respondents noted 

difficulties related to lack of training programs, community infrastructure, training costs or 

the work environment – all of these categories received less than 10% of responses. In 

the southern rural B.C. survey, the lack of qualified staff was also the top response, but 

competition was not cited as often (only 8%). 

While all regions identified a lack of qualified staff as a major issue, there were many 

more responses related to competition in the Peace Region, while the Stuart/Nechako 

Region was much more likely than other regions to cite community infrastructure. 

There were few notable sectoral differences in the reasons that jobs were “difficult to fill”. 

Food and Accommodation respondents noted the lack of qualified staff much less than 

other sectors, whereas compensation issues were much more relevant for Education, 

Retail and Wholesale Trade and High Tech sectors. The High Tech sector was also 

more likely than other sectors to cite the high costs of training. 
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Shortages of Specific Skills Sets 

The principal skill shortages identified for all workers were technical skills (16%) and 

computer skills (14%).  The areas with the fewest issues were the basic skills of 

arithmetic, reading and writing, as well as supervisory and project management skills. In 

the southern rural B.C. survey, the results were different: life skills were the most 

identified skill shortage, followed by technical skills and problem-solving skills. 

A significant portion of respondents indicated that “other skills” were not adequately met 

by job applicants.  When pressed for more information in this regard, the major issues 

identified were: 

Á Lack of specific qualifications 

Á Attitude issues – including interpersonal skills. 

Figure 7: 
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For younger workers, the major issue was life skills, with 41% of employers citing them 

as a concern. Other major issues included the ability to work independently, technical 

skills and problem solving. Compared to all workers, employers found younger workers 

to be more deficient in all categories. 

Respondents were also given a chance to provide more detail for the ‘other’ category. 

For young workers, the major skill shortages identified in the ‘other’ category were:  

Á Work ethic/self-motivation 

Á Experience 

Á Lack of qualifications or training 
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Impact of Skills Shortages 

The responses showed significant economic impacts on companies as well as impacts 

on customers and employees. The greatest impact reported was limited production 

levels (21%) followed by the need for staff/owners to work more hours (20%).   The least 

cited impacts were limited expansion plans (9%) and slowing exports (4%).   Limited 

production levels was also the most common response in the southern rural B.C. survey 

with reduction in customer service as the second most cited impact. 

In terms of the ‘other’ impacts identified by respondents, the major trends were:  

Á More training time needed; 

Á Need to look farther to find qualified employees; and 

Á Greater workloads for existing employees, even outside their field. 

The impacts of skills shortages were experienced differently among businesses in each 

region. Concern about customer service was more prevalent in the Northwest Region, 

while in the Stuart/Nechako area, the need for staff/owners to work more hours was a 

bigger issue.  There were also some notable sectoral differences with regards to the 

impacts of skills shortages. Business Services respondents were more likely to note 

extra hours for staff/owners than other sectors as were Food and Accommodation 

respondents who also noted the reduction in customer service more than other 

respondents. 

Strategies for Dealing with Skills Shortages 
Only 17% of respondents identified that they had a human resources plan and 20% of 

respondents noted that they had a succession plan for the business owner. This is much 

lower than in the southern rural B.C. survey, where more than a third of respondents had 

a human resource plan and 44% reported that there was a succession plan in place. 

Human resources plans were more prevalent in primary industry companies and finance, 

insurance and real estate companies, while none of the high tech companies identified 

that they had a human resource plan. Finance insurance and real estate companies 

were also most likely to have a succession plan, followed by construction companies, 

while none of the education services companies had a succession plan.   
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Across all regions, the most prevalent strategy identified for addressing skills shortages 

was in-house training with 29%. Use of flexible work schedules (8%) and greater use of 

apprentices (6%) were next. Hiring immigrants (1%) was the least frequently chosen 

option. Overall, the pattern of responses was very similar to that in the southern rural 

B.C. Survey.  

Respondents who identified ‘other’ strategies were asked to provide examples. The most 

often provided examples were: 

Á More extensive hiring efforts, including looking continually; 

Á Subcontracting; and 

Á More cross training or making use of current employees. 

There were few major differences among industry sectors in the strategies used for 

dealing with skills shortages. The High Tech sector was much more likely to use 

compensation to address skill shortage issues, while Construction and Transportation 

were much more likely to use apprentices than other sectors. Food and Accommodation 

and Health and Social Services were much more likely to hire interns or co-op workers.  

Impact of an Aging Workforce 

The two most common impacts identified by respondents were the limiting of production 

levels and requiring staff or business owners to work more hours, both with 9%. There 

was minimal impact (2%) on exports. In the southern rural B.C. survey, the top three 

responses (i.e., more staff hours, limited production levels, and reduced customer 

service) all rated more than 10%. 

The respondents who answered ‘other’ were asked to provide more information. The 

principal responses in this area were: 

Á Loss of knowledge and experience; 

Á Older workers may not be able to handle the workloads; and 

Á Retirement and health issues reduce the workforce. 

Responses varied somewhat by region. Respondents in the Canoe/Robson Region were 

more likely to respond that an aging workforce slows exports and limits production 

levels. As well, respondents in the Northwest and Peace regions were more likely to 

identify impacts in customer service, more staff hours, and production levels, while 
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respondents in Canoe/Robson and Stuart/Nechako were more likely to say that there 

were impacts on their exports. 

There were some sectoral differences in how the impacts of an aging workforce were 

felt. Business Services respondents were more likely to note missed business 

opportunities, while High Tech respondents were much more likely to note impacts on 

customer service. Construction and Business Services were more likely to note the 

impact on production levels, while Financial Services respondents were much more 

likely to note other impacts at 70%. 

Strategies for Dealing with an Aging Workforce 
Respondents again identified in-house training (20%) as a key strategy for dealing with 

an aging workforce, as well as ‘other’ strategies (18%), greater use of flexible work 

schedules (10%), and greater use of apprentices (7%). All other strategies identified 

represented 5% or less of respondents. Again, the southern respondents followed the 

same pattern, with in-house training totaling 37% of the responses. 

Respondents who answered ‘other’ were asked for more information. The most common 

strategies identified by these respondents were: 

Á Hiring unqualified or younger staff  

Á Using the older staff for their expertise and transferring to younger staff 

Respondents also noted that they felt it was harder to deal with older workers as they 

are more set in their ways. 

There were some notable sectoral differences with regards to the strategies used to deal 

with an aging workforce. Construction, Manufacturing and Transportation and Utilities 

companies were much more likely to use apprentices than other sectors, while the High 

Tech sector showed a much greater likelihood to use compensation packages in 

response to the aging workforce. Education respondents were much more likely than 

other sectors to hire interns and older workers. 

Assistance in Addressing Challenges of Recruiting Employees 
One-third of respondents identified ‘other’ services/programs rather than the predicted 

choices. Of the predicted responses, tax credits (29%) and more relevant training in 

schools (30%) were seen as the most helpful. More appropriate immigration was seen 
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by respondents as the least helpful with 2%. In the southern rural B.C. survey, the 

pattern was similar, although there was a lower level of identified strategies: for instance, 

tax credits received 22% while more relevant training received 18%.  

Respondents who answered ‘other’ were asked to provide more information. The most 

common themes in those responses were: 

• Incentives to recruit workers to the north 

• Stabilization programs to assist with seasonal nature of work 

• More training and apprenticeship programs, as well as more promotion of 

these programs 

There were some interesting regional differences. No respondents from the 

Canoe/Robson Region identified an employment referral service, assistance with 

developing compensation packages, or more relevant post-secondary training, but were 

much more likely to identify more appropriate immigration and ‘other’ forms of 

assistance. Everything else was fairly evenly clustered, although there seems to be 

greater interest in the Northwest and Peace Regions for partnerships between schools 

and business. 

There were also some notable differences in sectoral responses. Education Services 

respondents were more likely to note employment referral services, assistance with 

competitive compensation packages and more relevant post-secondary training than 

other sectors. Business Services respondents were more likely to note tax credits for 

training, while High Tech respondents had strong responses to more relevant post-

secondary education and apprenticeships, as well as partnering with schools. Both the 

Transportation and Manufacturing sectors also noted the need for better apprenticeship 

programs. 
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Assistance in Addressing Challenges of Retaining Employees 
Tax credits for training was the most popular predicted response with 21%. The next 

most popular responses were assistance in developing competitive compensation 

packages and more relevant training, with 16% and 15% respectively. In the southern 

survey, tax credits were also the most popular response, but assistance in developing 

competitive compensation packages was the least popular response.  

Respondents who identified ‘other’ forms of assistance were asked to provide more 

information. The main themes in these responses were: 

• Assistance to provide better pay and incentives to employees 

• More funding for training 

• More localized help to deal with infrastructure and other regional issues. 

There were very few notable differences between regions in terms of the types of 

assistance to address challenges of retaining employees.  However, the High Tech 

sector was more likely to identify tax credits for training, and more relevant training in 

both schools and colleges/universities than other sectors, except for Education services, 

which was by far the most likely sector to identify more relevant college/university 

training. 

 
Assistance in Addressing the Challenges of Utilizing the Potential of Immigrants 
Respondents were asked what forms of assistance would help to better utilize the 

potential of immigrants. Of the predicted responses, the most popular form of assistance 

was more employment-focused language training (27%) followed by assistance in 

assessing foreign credentials. The least-identified form of assistance was diversity 

training for current staff, with only 8%. 

Respondents who answered ‘other’ (34%) were asked to provide more information. The 

most commonly noted forms of assistance were: 

Á Language programs; 

Á Programs to assist with ‘red tape’; 

Á Programs to assist in helping immigrants acclimatize to the community; 

Á Assistance with wage subsidies; and 

Á Assistance with training. 
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ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 

Based on the input provided by the small business employers who participated in  

the 10 focus group sessions, combined with the responses that were obtained from  

the telephone/web survey, a number of common issues/challenges were identified.  

These have been summarized as follows: 

Inadequate Skill Levels 

As in the southern regions of the province, employers in northern B.C. are having 

difficulty finding employees that have the appropriate mix of knowledge, skills, 

experience, and attitude/work ethic to fill the positions that they have available in their 

businesses.  Of particular significance is the fact that northern employers found young 

workers to be more deficient in all categories of skills compared to the workforce as a 

whole.  There is a general feeling among small business employers in the north that our 

educational and training institutions are not adequately preparing graduates for the work 

that is available in today’s workplace.  As a result, businesses are experiencing lost 

productivity and missed business opportunities, and business owners and their existing 

staff are having to work extra hours to make up for the slack that is caused by vacant 

positions that remain unfilled due to the lack of appropriately skilled workers. 

Northern employers echoed the sentiments of business owners in other parts of the 

province suggesting that schools today are placing too much emphasis on academic 

training and not enough attention is being paid to ensuring that all students acquire some 

fundamental skills such as problem solving and life skills (i.e., attitude and punctuality), as 

well as some basic technical skills such as the operation of basic tools and equipment.   

In addition, employers generally feel that recent graduates, whether they are from high 

school, college or university, have unrealistically high expectations regarding the level of 

position and remuneration they can expect to receive upon entering the workforce - 

especially considering the low level of skill sets and lack of practical experience that they 

have to offer.  For the most part, employers feel that workers entering today’s workforce 

have not developed the kind of entrepreneurial spirit that is required to function in a small 

business environment.  They also feel that workers don’t fully understand or appreciate the 

opportunities and earning potential available to them in the small business sector. 

B.C. Skills Force North  -  Final Report  -  May 2006      34 
 



 

Lack of Skilled Trades Workers 

There is a serious lack of skilled trades workers in B.C.’s northern communities, even 

more so than in the southern regions of the province.  This is due in large part to the 

huge demand for skilled workers in the hyperactive oil and gas sector in the province’s 

Northeast region, and the recently revitalized mining sector emerging across the north.  

Forestry operations that have accelerated as a result of the Mountain Pine Beetle 

infestation have also been acting as a significant draw on the province’s supply of trades 

and technical workers.  Employers believe this situation is exacerbated by the fact that, 

for all intents and purposes, technical training has been eliminated as a focus of our 

province’s high school system, where “shop” training is no longer widely available to 

students.  Compounding the issue is the fact that, in response to the prevailing values in 

our society and the growth of high tech and information technology industries, trades are 

no longer considered to have the same status as professional jobs.  As such, trades are 

not promoted as a positive career option by parents and teachers.  As a result, youth 

aren’t attracted to pursuing trades training. 

Another issue impacting employers in the north is the lack of easily accessible training 

for individuals who are interested in pursuing an apprenticeship program.  Employees 

would like to see more trades training options made available in their local communities 

as opposed to regional centres as the costs involved in sending an employee away to a 

larger centre for training (i.e., both the direct costs, as well as the costs in terms of lost 

productivity of having an employee away from the workplace for extended periods of 

time) make it an extremely difficult proposition for small businesses. 

Employee poaching also emerged as a significant issue in the north, especially involving 

skilled trades workers.  Competition for available skilled workers is fierce and that trend 

is only expected to worsen.  Many employers also expressed the frustration that they 

have experienced in going to the effort of investing their time and financial resources in 

taking on and training an apprentice, only to see that person leave their business to take 

on a position with a larger employer once they had obtained their ticket.   Small 

businesses are at a distinct disadvantage in their ability to offer compensation packages 

that are competitive with those offered by large industry. 
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On-the-Job Training  

Because of the lack of available skilled workers, as with their southern counterparts, 

northern B.C. employers are basing many of their hiring decisions primarily on attitude 

and then are engaging in on-the-job training to bring their employees up to a skill level at 

which they can function well in their positions.  However, while they may accept that on-

the-job-training is an effective way to develop the basic skills they need in their workers, 

delivering the training can be quite onerous for a small business.  The process is usually 

fairly time consuming, taking either the business owner or a senior level person in the 

firm away from their productive time at work.  As a result, this time devoted to on-the-job 

training can be quite costly for a small firm in terms of lost productivity, lost business 

opportunities, less attention to customer service, etc.   

Often, small firms lack the capacity to train their employees on the job properly because 

of a lack of either financial or human resources, or both.  And, as indicated earlier, many 

small business employers expressed frustration over the fact that once they have 

invested time and effort into training their employees, they will often lose them to other 

employers. 

Human Resource Management Capacity 

Generally, small business owners across the north appear to lack the capacity to 

effectively recruit and retain qualified employees given the current competitive 

environment.  The majority of small businesses do not have a human resource plan in 

place and many require assistance in developing appropriate strategies that will enable 

them to tap into the existing labour pool.   They lack knowledge in areas such as:  

Ğ Where to find potential employees and how to attract them  

Ğ developing attractive compensation packages 

Ğ developing career paths and a work environment that will appeal to their 

employees 

Ğ developing older worker strategies and tapping into non-traditional 

sources of labour 

Ğ the types of programs and services available to them as employers 
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Lack of Communication 

Better communication is required between the small business community and the 

province’s educational and training institutions.  As we discovered in the southern 

regions of the province, small business employers are feeling disconnected from B.C.’s 

educational system.  They feel that educators lack a proper understanding of the world 

of small business and the types of skills that employers require of their employees in 

order to be effective in today’s competitive small business environment.  They feel that 

today’s high school and college graduates are not adequately equipped for the jobs that 

are available.  

Programs such as the provincial government’s Career and Personal Planning program 

(CAPP) and other work experience or co-op education programs that are offered in 

various school districts are viewed in a positive light by small business owners and are 

considered useful in developing workplace skills in youth.  However, employers feel that 

these programs are not regarded as a high priority by the school system and often they 

are not delivered in an effective manner.  While the small business owners are 

interested in working with their local schools to “fine tune” these programs so they can 

be more effective learning experiences for the students, there does not appear to be an 

avenue to do so.   Most employers feel that they have little or no access to a 

communication channel with their local schools that will allow them to share information 

about their businesses, the types of skills they are looking for in their employees and 

ways that the business community and schools can work more closely together to 

prepare students for the world of work. 

Lack of Awareness and Understanding of Programs and Services 

As indicated above, many small business employers lack information about the various 

employment-related programs and services that are available to them.  While some 

employers may have heard of programs such as the Targeted Wage Subsidy Program, 

the Foreign Worker Program or the Provincial Nominee Program, many have little or no 

understanding of the scope of these programs, where to get information about them, or 

how to apply.   A number of employers also expressed their interest in seeing the 

provincial and federal governments work with the business community to revisit some of 

these programs in an effort to make them more responsive to the needs of employers. 
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Succession Planning 

Less than a fifth of northern businesses identified that they had a human resources plan 

and only 20% noted that they had a succession plan for the business owner. This is 

much lower than in the southern regions of the province, where more than a third of 

respondents had a human resource plan and 44% reported that there was a succession 

plan in place.  While most business owners or managers are aware that B.C.'s 

population is aging and this will have an impact on the available pool of labour and skills 

that will be available to small businesses over the next decade, many have not had the 

opportunity or the time to identify strategies or succession plans to address the issue.  

Work will need to be done with these businesses to evaluate the impact that an aging 

workforce will have on their operations, and to begin the process of developing 

implementing strategies to deal with the loss of knowledge and experience that will occur 

as this older worker group moves on. 

Wages/Benefits and Work Environment 

One issue that resonated loudly in all of the focus group sessions across the north was 

the fact that, in general, employees of small firms are paid lower wages, receive fewer 

benefits, and have less job security than their counterparts working in large companies.  

Few small business employers feel that they can afford to pay the top wages and offer 

the comprehensive health care packages that include dental and vision insurance which 

would allow them to compete with large industry for an increasingly limited supply of 

skilled workers.  Additionally, there is also a recognition that the work environment in a 

small business may not be as appealing as in a larger firm and that employees in a small 

business have more difficulty defining a career path that will satisfy their long term 

ambitions. 

Remoteness and Isolation 

Another theme that was expressed in many of the focus group sessions in the northern 

rural communities was the difficulty that they experience in attracting people to their 

communities because of their remoteness or isolation from the larger urban centres.   

Often the difficulty may not be in attracting the worker, but the worker’s spouse who may 

not wish to move to the north and away from the wide range of amenities that larger, 
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less remote centres offer.  Many of the employers expressed frustration with the fact that 

not enough is being done to market or promote the northern communities for the 

opportunities they afford to live, work and recreate in a healthy environment and as great 

places to raise a family. 

Immigrant, Aboriginal, Persons with Disabilities and Older Workers 

Of particular significance is the fact that there are several potential sources of labour that 

are not being tapped by employers in the north.   For one, few employers are 

considering hiring immigrants as a strategy to address skills shortages.  Language 

issues were cited as a key barrier to employing immigrants.  Employers also cited 

difficulties in attracting immigrants to the north since few northern communities offer the 

support services that immigrants look for when they are considering relocating their 

families. 

As in the south, northern employers also expressed their concern that many immigrant 

workers who are well qualified in their homelands are unable to work in B.C. because 

their foreign academic and/or professional credentials are not recognized here and the 

process to obtain certification to work in Canada is lengthy.  Also, a number of 

employers expressed frustration over the complexity of the application requirements for 

government immigration programs that were designed to encourage immigrants to settle 

in our communities.   

Small business employers in the north also do not appear to be focusing on 

opportunities that exist to recruit and develop workers from other non traditional sources 

of labour, particularly Aboriginals, as well as women, persons with disabilities and older 

workers.  Employers cited the fact that they lack familiarity with the agencies and the 

processes that would allow them to take advantage of these untapped labour pools. 
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RECOMMENDED ACTION 

There can be no mistaking the fact that B.C. is experiencing a serious shortage of skilled 
labour – across all sectors and in all regions of the province.  As time moves forward, 
with an aging workforce leaving the workplace and with continued positive growth in the 
provincial economy that is predicted to be sustained over the foreseeable future, the 
difficulty of finding skilled workers will only become more severe.  In short, next to the 
Mountain Pine Beetle infestation, skills shortages coupled with an inadequate labour 
supply represent the most significant challenge currently facing B.C. communities. 

Small business owners must realize that they will need to focus on and be creative in 
developing innovative solutions to finding the skilled help they need if they expect to be 
able to sustain their operations and maintain viable businesses.  However, the business 
community is not alone in having to deal with the impacts of the shortage of skilled 
labour in our province.  As indicated earlier in this report, the small business sector 
represents a significant part of our province’s economy, employing close to one million 
British Columbians, and their success or failure in dealing with a shortage of skilled 
labour will have a significant impact on our society as a whole.  

The skill shortage issue is complex and its resolution will not be a simple matter.  
Businesses, government and our educational and training institutions need to 
understand that they must come together now to develop effective strategies to deal with 
the implications of an aging workforce and an inadequate supply of skilled workers.  If no 
action is taken, the result will be critical labour shortages over the next 10 to 15 years.   

The following are suggested recommendations on how business, government, and 
service providers can undertake a strategic approach to the skills shortage issue.   

Creation of Small Business Skills Advisory Groups – A Mechanism for Dialogue 

Ğ Small business employers would like the opportunity to have greater input into the 

development of school curriculum and share their perspectives on the skills required 

in today’s small business environment. While the small business community fully 

recognizes that there are other socio-economic factors that contribute to the 

development of culture and knowledge in our society and that schools have a difficult 

challenge in preparing students for their future careers, they firmly believe that B.C.’s 

public education system is not producing the skills required for the workplace.    
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Ğ The information obtained from the northern focus groups and follow-up survey 

mirrored the findings in the southern regions of the province in revealing that small 

business owners feel disconnected from government, public education/training 

institutions and service providers when it comes to the development of workplace 

skills. The business community has expressed a strong interest and a willingness to 

provide input into the development and delivery of work skills programs and services, 

but they do not feel they have a way of doing so.  At the core of the issue is the need 

for a formal mechanism for on-going dialogue regarding skills and labour issues 

between these organizations and the small business community. 

Ğ Small Business Skills Advisory Groups should be established on a regional basis to 

facilitate consultation on labour and skills issues between the small business 

community, government, education/training institutions, and business service 

providers.  Local organizations such as the Community Futures groups or local 

Chambers of Commerce could play a lead role in helping to establish these groups, 

as well as play a facilitating role in helping to coordinate their ongoing activities.  

Care should be taken to develop these regional Small Business Skills Advisory 

Groups based on representation from existing networks. 

Ğ The function of these Small Business Skills Advisory Groups would be to: 

o advise government on skills and labour supply issues 

o provide input into current government programs and services 

o implement an on-going feedback process to small business owners 

o identify potential areas of labour market research 

o develop policy recommendations 

o develop dialogue between public education and small business 

o provide follow-up to those agencies that are responsible for implementing and 

delivering programs and services 

o raise awareness of skills and labour initiatives within the province    

o foster partnerships between small business, education, and service providers  
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Ğ A provincial Advisory Group would also need to be established to focus on common 

work force issues that apply across the regions. The rationale for having both 

provincial and regional groups is that, while there were a number issues identified 

through this research that were common across all communities, there were also a 

number of issues specific to particular regions.   

Trades/Technical Labour Shortages 

Ğ Competition for skilled trades and technical workers is fierce in communities across 

the north.  Since this trend is not expected to subside in the foreseeable future, 

business, labour, government and our educational system should more aggressively 

champion and promote trades and technical occupations as viable career options for 

B.C.’s youth.  Many of today’s youth are inhibited from considering these types of 

occupations because they are often viewed in our society as not worthy or desirable 

careers.  Creative and innovative messaging needs to be delivered through the 

media and other channels that promote a positive image of the trades and technical 

professions.     

Ğ Business, government and education should place a special emphasis on ensuring 

that an adequate supply of well-trained trades workers are graduating from the 

training institutions that are located in regional centres across the province. 

Ğ School Districts need to be encouraged to develop and implement new trades/ 

technical education and related programs and provide information and opportunities 

for students to explore trades and other technical career paths. 

Ğ A more effective mechanism needs to be developed for sharing information with 

small businesses about the work that is being accomplished by the provincial 

government’s newly created Industry Training Authority (ITA) and of how small 

business employers can participate in apprenticeship programs (See the Creation of 

Small Business Skills Advisory Groups section above).  The ITA also needs to 

ensure that the industry training programs that are being developed are flexible and 

responsive to the needs of small businesses by actively engaging small businesses 

in the design and development of these programs.  
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Ğ The technical training that is required to complete apprenticeship programs needs to 

be made available at locations that are more readily accessible, and with schedules 

that are more flexible to individuals who are working in small businesses located in 

B.C.’s rural communities.   

On-the-Job Training 

Ğ On-the-job training is an effective way to develop employee skills and increase 

productivity since it is planned, organized, and conducted at the employee's worksite 

and is geared to the particular needs of a specific workplace.  Small businesses 

need to recognize that delivering training on the job is an investment that will pay 

dividends to their businesses over the long term.  Employers, however, need to 

develop greater capacity to deliver on-the-job training for their employees in order to 

maximize its effectiveness and reduce the costs in terms of lost time and productivity 

to their businesses while the training is being delivered.  

Ğ Opportunities for collaborative training delivery models need to be explored.  Small 

businesses need to work in partnership with industry/trade associations (e.g., Retail 

B.C., go2, etc.) to ensure that the most effective training models and delivery 

methods are used to achieve maximum results.  Local service providers such as the 

Community Futures Development Corporations, local Chambers of Commerce and 

community colleges can play a facilitating role in helping the small businesses in 

their communities deliver appropriate training to their staff. 

Ğ Government also needs to play a greater role in helping to provide small businesses 

with progressive and effective tools to stimulate their investment in training.  Because 

of the significant costs that training staff can impose on small businesses, assistance 

in the form of tax credits has been identified as an incentive for encouraging more 

businesses to make the investment required to provide training and skills programs 

in their workplaces.  In the provincial government’s budget announced earlier this 

year, $90 million was allocated for new training tax credits, contingent on discussions 

and strategic alliances with industry.  There is some urgency in ensuring that this tax 

credit program is implemented without further delay in order to expedite the training 

of B.C.’s current workforce. 
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Ğ Small business employers need to work more closely with educational institutions to 

develop, fine tune and more effectively utilize co-operative training programs.  

Educational institutions also need to develop more effective methods of delivering 

work experience programs.  Co-op and work experience programs provide 

employers with the opportunity to nurture relationships with students through their 

work experience before they graduate and to provide valuable guidance in helping 

students develop their skills.  From the students’ perspective, these programs 

provide them with an opportunity to apply their academic skills in a business setting, 

and to experience a particular industry sector with a view to developing their career 

plans. 

Ğ Small businesses need to consider establishing mentoring programs in their 

workplaces so that the older workers in their firms can pass on their knowledge and 

experience to their younger workers. Assistance should be provided to help small 

businesses develop and implement mentoring models that will enable older workers 

to pass on their skills and offer support and encouragement. Mentoring is an ideal 

way for small businesses to ensure they hang on to the huge investment they have 

made in developing the skills and expertise of their employees. The process can 

benefit both the older and younger workers. Employers can move older workers 

away from physically demanding work into a more supervisory role and offer them a 

fresh challenge towards the end of their career, as well as greater flexibility in the 

hours they work and the kind of work they do. Younger workers benefit from having 

the reassurance that they are receiving the attention and guidance from someone 

with years of experience. 

Marketing and Promoting the North 

Ğ More strategic effort needs to be devoted to marketing and promoting the north to 

potential workers and their families. Communities need to work in partnership with 

the business on a regional basis to promote the region’s assets and the benefits of 

living and working in B.C.’s northern communities.  Rather than targeting the Lower 

Mainland, this marketing effort should be focused on recruiting people from other 

regions of the province, the rest of Canada, and other countries around the world.  
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Human Resource Management  

Ğ Small business employers in the north need to devote more time and effort to 

developing and implementing effective human resource strategies for their 

businesses.  The ability to recruit, train and retain good employees is essential to any 

company’s long term success. By hiring correctly, an organization is able to acquire 

the talent it needs and can enjoy the benefits of increased productivity and morale.  

B.C.’s small business employers need to develop their capacity to design and 

implement effective recruitment, training and compensation strategies in order to 

ensure that they are employing the proper techniques and developing the innovative 

packages that will allow them to attract and retain skilled workers.  Local service 

providers can play a meaningful role in helping their local small businesses to 

develop their capacity in this area. 

Ğ Small business employers in the north need to work more collaboratively with other 

businesses and local business organizations in developing strategies to attract more 

skilled workers to their communities.  They also need to think more strategically 

about the media that they use if they are to be effective in attracting a more diverse 

cross-section of the labour market.  Again, assistance in this area can be provided by 

local small business service providers. 

Ğ In today’s competitive job market, employee benefits represent a significant element 

of marketplace competition - part of a total compensation package that is used to 

attract and retain employees. The variety and generosity of benefits that a business 

can offer typically depends on the size of the business, its resources and bargaining 

power in the benefits arena.  The small businesses in northern B.C. need to work 

with their industry/trade associations to ensure that the benefits programs that they 

have access to not only satisfy the needs of their members but are competitive with 

the benefits packages offered by larger industry so that the employees of small 

businesses will find them attractive.  Opportunities to “piggy back” onto benefit 

programs that are offered by some of the larger industry players in the north should 

also be explored.  
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Ğ To retain skilled employees, more northern small businesses need to consider 
developing profit-sharing plans as a formal way of rewarding employees for their 
performance.   For example, offering shares in the company is an effective way to 
compensate loyal employees; employers can also take advantage of programs such 
as the Employee Share Ownership Program, which creates a further tax credit 
benefit for their employees.  Employee bonuses, which are usually paid in a single 
lump sum at the end of the year, are also an effective way of rewarding individual 
performance and compensating employees for meeting their goals. 

Ğ Many northern small businesses also need to consider investing some of their 
energy and resources into creating a friendly and inviting workplace as another 
means of offsetting the lower wages that they generally offer.  There is a need to 
develop ways that employers can share “best practices” in this area.  

Greater Diversity in the Workplace 

Ğ Northern small business employers can address some of the impacts of skills 
shortages on their operations by expanding their recruitment practices to target 
underutilized sources of labour. Aboriginals, immigrants, women, persons with 
disabilities and older workers represent pools of skilled labour that are currently not 
being accessed to any great extent by small businesses.   Employers need to 
develop strategies for increasing the labour force participation of these under-utilized 
groups.    

Ğ The federal and provincial governments can facilitate the hiring of immigrant workers 
by streamlining and eliminating some of the barriers that exist in the immigration 
process for foreign skilled workers.  Canadian immigration policies and practices 
need to be regularly reviewed, with input from the business community, to ensure 
that they remain sensitive and responsive to the needs of small businesses.   

Ğ Aboriginal youth represent the fastest growing cohort of youth in our labour force 
today.  In particular, small business employers in northern B.C. need to take better 
advantage of the Aboriginal Employment Centres and the various other Aboriginal 
training facilities and services that are available to them.  Closer communication and 
collaboration between these service providers and local businesses needs to be 
established so that a wide range of creative employment programs and training 
initiatives can be created.  
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Ğ Qualified persons with disabilities represent a largely untapped labour source. Yet, 

while some companies are already having trouble finding employees to fill their jobs, 

the unemployment rate for people with disabilities continues to be high. Small 

business employers in the north need to familiarize themselves with the programs 

offered by both the federal and provincial governments so that they can take better 

advantage of this pool of skilled talent.  

Ğ Given the province’s aging workforce, northern employers need to change how their 

workers retire, identifying key people the business can’t afford to lose and arranging 

for them to stay on part-time.  Small business employers need to realize that the 

skills and experience of older workers are of great value and they should begin 

exploring various forms of phased or partial retirement and flexible working 

arrangements (i.e., permanent part-time, reduced hours, fixed term contracts, home 

working, temporary etc.) in order to both recruit and retain them.   Small businesses 

will also need to adapt their remuneration packages for older workers who have 

different requirements than their younger counterparts.  Supporting the participation 

of older workers in business will not only assist small businesses in maintaining skills 

and experience in the face of a diminishing labour supply, it will also serve to provide 

them with the capacity to better align their work force with an aging customer base. 

Ğ Employers in B.C.’s northern communities should also begin the process of 

promoting and reinforcing a greater culture of diversity within their organizations 

through the development of corporate policies, education and communication in the 

workplace.  Organizations like the Employment Access Strategy for Immigrants 

(EASI) need to work more closely with the small business community located outside 

of the Lower Mainland to provide guidance and assistance in this regard.  Their on-

line Employer Resource Guide at lookingahead.bc.ca/employer/ offers some useful 

tips for recruiting and retaining skilled immigrant workers. 
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Succession Planning 

Ğ Small businesses in northern B.C. need to understand that succession planning for 
the eventual loss of key employees is a critical issue for their business.   Finding 
potential buyers to take over their businesses when they want to retire is also 
something they need to consider ahead of time.  Unfortunately, these businesses’ 
short-term operational priorities combined with a lack of knowledge about how to 
properly succession plan have made it such that few business owners have 
undertaken to implement any type of effective succession plan.  Business service 
providers need to work with small businesses owners across the north to initiate the 
process of developing successful succession plans for their businesses.  

Ğ Government should invest in the development of programs and services that are 
targeted at assisting businesses in creating and implementing effective succession 
plans. This can be achieved through the development of a core program.  Developed 
in consultation with small business, this program could be designed with a general 
training module that can be applied to any small to medium-sized business.   

Raising Awareness of Program and Services 

Ğ In operating any business, a business owner has the responsibility to gather 
information that is pertinent to the successful operation of his or her business.  Given 
today’s lean job market, it is especially critical that small business owners make the 
effort to familiarize themselves with the various resources that are available to them 
in dealing with the recruitment and retention of qualified workers.  There is, however, 
a general lack of awareness by small businesses in the north of the wide variety of 
programs and services that are available to assist them in addressing skill shortages.  
While government departments and service providers go to great lengths to connect 
with the business community, different approaches are needed to insure the 
information that is being disseminated is reaching its intended audience.  Small 
business owners need greater awareness of programs and services such as:  

o Industrial Training Authority 
o Targeted Wage Subsidy Program 
o Employment Assistance Search Providers 
o Federal Immigration Program 
o Cooperative Work Experience Programs 
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Ğ Organizations responsible for the delivery of these programs need to better 

coordinate their communication efforts with local community-based organizations 

such as the Chambers of Commerce, Community Futures Development 

Corporations and other local business associations. 
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PROVINCE-WIDE SUMMARY 

The following section provides an overview of the combined results of both the southern 
B.C. Skills Force Initiative survey conducted in the summer of 2005 and the northern 
B.C. Skills Force survey presented above in this report. 

Industry of Respondents 
The major respondent groups were from Retail and Wholesale (20%), Construction 
(12%) and Food and Accommodation (11%). 
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The responses by sector analysis showed some notable differences from the population 
distribution. Most of the sectoral groups responded in a representative fashion. However, 
there was an over-representation of food and accommodation respondents, and an 
under-representation of business services respondents. Detailed industry sector data 
are only available at the provincial level. Consequently, these differences in the 
representation may be due to differential response rates in these sectors or due to 
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differences in the distribution of sectors in the metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas. 
Also, part of the difference could be due to how the sectors are categorized for the 
survey (for instance, High Tech is a “Special Sector” and is not part of the Statistics 
Canada’s main groupings). As well, respondents were able to choose more than one 
sector, which may have influenced the distribution.  

 

Sector Percentage of 
Respondents 

BC Stats, 
2004 

Food and accommodation 11% 7% 

Health and social services 4% 9% 

Education services 2% 1% 

Finance insurance and real estate 4% 8% 

Retail and wholesale trade 20% 18% 

Transportation and utilities 6% 5% 

Construction 12% 11% 

Primary industry 4% 6% 

Manufacturing 7% 5% 

Business services 8% 18% 

High tech  2% n/a 

Other 18% 12% 
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Region of Respondent 
 

The interior provided the largest group of respondents, representing 39% of all 
respondents. Canoe/Robson and Stuart/Nechako had the lowest number of respondents 
reflecting a smaller population base of businesses in these regions.  

 

 

Region of Respondent
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Why Jobs are Difficult to Fill 
The most likely reason for difficulty in filling jobs was the fact that no qualified staff were 
available, followed by ‘other’ reasons and the difficulty of attracting people into a specific 
type of career.  

The least likely cited reasons were the cost of training staff, the community infrastructure 
and the work environment, each accounting for less than 5% of responses.  
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Difficult to Fill Job Vacancies by Industry 
Food and Accommodation, Construction and Manufacturing respondents were the most 
likely to say that they had difficult to fill job vacancies, while the more ‘white collar’ 
sectors such as Education Services, Finance, Insurance and Real Estate and Heath and 
Social Services had the lowest rates of difficult to fill job vacancies.  
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Skill Shortages 
The identified skill shortages were different for younger workers than for workers over 30 
years old14. Older workers were seen to have more issues with computers and project 
management, while younger workers were most likely to be identified as having poor life 
skills, and lack the necessary technical skills. However, life skills were also seen as 
lacking in older workers, pointing to an area for improvement. 
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14 For the southern survey, the choices were Younger Workers (15-30) and All Workers. For the 
purposes of this report, All Workers are assumed to be older than 30 years old.  
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Impact of Skill Shortages 
The principal impact of skill shortages was the limits that they place on production levels. 
The least likely cited response was the slowing of exports and the curtailing of expansion 
plans, although these lower levels of response are more likely due to their limited 
applicability to many respondents, who are either domestically oriented or are not 
planning on expanding.  
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Strategies for Addressing Skill Shortages 
The most popular strategy for addressing skills shortages was in-house training, 
followed by greater use of flexible work schedules and greater use of apprentices. The 
least popular response was hiring more immigrants, with only 2%. 
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Impact of Aging Workforce 
There was a huge set of ‘other’ impacts of an aging workforce cited. The most cited 
expected impact of an aging workforce was that it requires staff/business owners to work 
more hours. Again, curtailed expansion plans and slowing of exports were the two least 
likely cited impacts.  
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Strategies for Addressing Aging Workforce 
The most popular strategy for addressing an aging workforce was in-house training, 
followed by greater use of flexible work schedules. Again, hiring more immigrants was 
the least likely cited strategy, with only 2%. 
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