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Summary



This bulletin decomposes the job creation
data from recent years to compare the extent
of job creation in the government and private
sectors.



We find that the public (government) sector accounts for a large majority (86.7 percent)
of all net new jobs created since the start of the
pandemic.



Meanwhile, there has been almost no net
job creation in the private sector (including self-employment). Net jobs increased in
the private sector by just 0.4 percent between
February 2020 and July 2022 compared to an
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increase in net jobs of 9.4 percent in the government sector.



An adjustment for population growth shows
that the share of adults above the age of 15 employed in the private sector has fallen from 49.3
percent to 48.2 percent during this period.



It is clear that the government sector is disproportionately driving Canada’s labour market recovery. Private sector total employment
is now only slightly above pre-pandemic levels
and once an adjustment is made for population
growth, private sector employment is in fact
lower than it was in February 2020.
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Introduction
Some of the most commonly used economic
indicators suggest that the Canadian labour
market has largely recovered from the 2020
COVID-19 pandemic. The country’s unemployment rate, for example (the share of individuals
seeking jobs but unable to find work), currently
sits at a historic low (Statistics Canada, 2022a).
Further, total employment has increased during the economic recovery such that the employment rate is now just 0.3 percentage points
lower than in 2019.
This bulletin decomposes the job creation data
from recent years to compare the extent of job
creation in the government and private sectors. We find that despite a growing population

there has been minimal private sector job creation even when self-employment is included.
Nearly all net job creation from pre-pandemic
levels has occurred in the public sector.

Comparing employment recovery in
Canada’s private and public sectors
In the spring of 2020 with the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, Canada’s labour market
suffered a relatively brief but extraordinarily
severe shock. Over just two months from February to April 2020 total employment in Canada fell by almost 3 million jobs, representing a
contraction of 15.7 percent. The unemployment
rate climbed from 5.7 percent to 13 percent
during this same two-month period.

Figure 1: Canada’s Employment Rate and Unemployment Rate, Seasonally Adjusted,
February 2020 to July 2022
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Source: Statistics Canada (2022b).
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However, the broadest and most commonly
used indicators of labour market performance
suggest that Canada’s labour market has recovered from this shock. For the most recent
month of data, Canada’s unemployment rate
and its employment rate had both fallen back
either to or below pre-pandemic levels. Numerous media reports have noted Canada’s
low unemployment rate and high aggregate
employment levels (Lundy, 2022). Meanwhile,
prominent politicians including the prime minister have frequently touted the high aggregate
job creation rates across the Canadian economy (Trudeau, 2021, December 6).

Figure 1 shows the change in Canada’s unemployment rate and employment rate from
February 2020 to July 2022. The number of
employed persons used to calculate the employment rate includes full- and part-time
workers.

Figure 2: Total Job Creation by Sector,
Number of Jobs, February 2020 to July
2022

Figure 3: Total Job Creation by Sector,
Percentage Change, February 2020 to
July 2022
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However, we can break these data down further and in doing so have identified a marked
difference in the performance of the public
and private sectors. Statistics Canada defines
the government sector to include government
business enterprises and government-funded
establishments such as public schools. Between
February 2020 and July 2022, total private sec-
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tor employment (including self-employment) in
Canada increased by a negligible 56,100 jobs, an
increase of approximately 0.4 percent.
By contrast, job creation in the public sector
has been robust. Over the same period, government sector employment rose by 366,800 jobs,
an increase of 9.4 percent (see figures 2 and 3).
These data show that the government sector
was responsible for 86.7 percent of job creation
between February 2020 and July 2022.
One useful way to visualize the evolution of
Canada’s labour market since the onset of the
pandemic is to compare public and private (including self-employed) employment over time
throughout this period, with the data presented as an index where the starting value for
each series is set at 100. This produces a more

straightforward picture of the direction of the
scale of the change in the two sectors given
their desperate sizes, and allows us to see how
employment trends have evolved throughout
the period rather than looking only at the two
endpoints.
Another way to consider the effect of these developments on Canada’s labour market is to consider the public sector’s share of all jobs in the
economy. At the start of the period under analysis (February 2020), public sector jobs represented 20.3 percent of all jobs in the economy.
By the most recent month of data, July 2022, this
share had increased to 21.8 percent.
To help put these numbers in context, consider
that during this same period Canada’s population increased. The population over age 15 grew

Figure 4: Public and Private Employment (Including Self-Employment), index=100,
February 2020 to July 2022
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by 2.7 percent over this time. This means that
if near-zero employment growth—such as that
which occurred in the private sector (including self-employment)—had taken place across
the entire economy, Canada’s employment rate
would have fallen over this period of analysis.
The share of the adult population either selfemployed or employed in the private sector fell
from 49.3 percent in February 2020 to 48.2 percent in July 2022. During the same period, the
share of the adult population employed in the
government sector increased from 12.6 percent
to 13.4 percent. This means that once an adjustment is made for population size, employment
in the private sector including self-employed
individuals remains meaningfully below pre-recession levels.

Conclusion
Canada’s unemployment rate is historically low,
and its aggregate employment level and employment rate have both recovered to pre-recession levels. Media reports and some politicians have frequently cited these statistics to
support claims of a robust labour market recovery in Canada.
However, an examination of trends in the public
and private sectors of the Canadian economy
reveals a more complicated picture. The public
(government) sector accounts for a large majority (86.7 percent) of all net new jobs created
since the start of the pandemic. This despite
the fact that the government sector represents
just 21.8 percent of jobs in the economy.
Meanwhile, there has been almost no net job
creation in the private sector (including selfemployment). Net jobs in the private sector increased by just 0.4 percent between February
2020 and July 2022 compared to an increase in
net jobs of 9.4 percent in the government sector.
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Once we adjust for population growth over this
period (2.7 percent for individuals over the age
of 15), Canada’s private sector job performance
is even less impressive. The share of adults
above the age of 15 employed in the private sector has fallen from 49.3 to 48.2 percent during
this time.
These statistics show that Canada’s labour market recovery is being disproportionately driven
by the government sector. Total employment
in the private sector is now only slightly above
pre-pandemic levels and once an adjustment is
made for population growth, private sector employment is in fact lower than it was in February 2020.

References
Statistics Canada (2022a). Labour Force Survey, July 2022. Statistics Canada. <https://
www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/220805/dq220805a-eng.htm>, as of August 5, 2022.
Statistics Canada (2022b). Table 14-10-0287-01:
Labour Force Characteristics, Monthly, Seasonally Adjusted and Trend-Cycle, Last 5 Months.
Statistics Canada. <https://www150.statcan.
gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1410028701>,
as of August 5, 2022.
Statistics Canada (2002c). Table 14-10-028801: Employment by Class of Worker, Monthly, Seasonally Adjusted and Unadjusted,
Last 5 Months (x 1,000). Statistics Canada.
<https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=1410028801>, as of August 5,
2022.
Trudeau, Justin (@JustinTrudeau). “Thanks to
your hard work and the hard work of Canadians across the country, Canada’s unemployment rate is the lowest it’s been since
the start of the pandemic. In fact, more than
154,000 jobs were created last month - and in

FRASER RESEARCH BULLETIN 5

Comparing Government and Private Sector Job Growth in the COVID-19 Era

total, more than 1 million jobs have been recovered.” December 6, 2021. [Twitter Post].
<https://twitter.com/justintrudeau/status/1467922313404370950>, as of August 8,
2022.

Acknowledgments
The authors would also like to express their
appreciation to the anonymous reviewers
of this paper. Any remaining errors or omissions are the sole responsibility of the authors. As the researchers have worked independently, the views and conclusions
expressed in this paper do not necessarily
reflect those of the Board of Directors of
the Fraser Institute, the staff, or supporters.

Milagros Palacios is the Director of
the Addington Centre for Measurement at the Fraser Institute. She
holds a BSc in Industrial Engineering from the Pontifical Catholic
University of Peru and an MSc in
Economics from the University of
Concepción, Chile.
Ben Eisen is a senior fellow in Fiscal and Provincial Prosperity Studies
at the Fraser Institute. He holds a
BA from the University of Toronto
and an MPP from the University of
Toronto’s School of Public Policy and
Governance.

Copyright © 2022 by the Fraser Institute. All rights
reserved. Without written permission, only brief passages may be quoted in critical articles and reviews.
ISSN 2291-8620
Media queries: For media enquiries, please contact
our communications department via e-mail: communications@fraserinstitute.org; telephone: 604.714.4582.
Support the Institute: call 1.800.665.3558, ext. 574
or e-mail: development@fraserinstitute.org
Visit our website: www.fraserinstitute.org

fraserinstitute.org

FRASER RESEARCH BULLETIN 6

