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Executive Summary 

Precarious Employment in Ontario: Results of Statistical Analysis   
This report looks at four indicators of precarious employment in Ontario (all census divisions) and 

rural Ontario (non-metro census divisions) for non-students over the age of 15. These indicators 

are involuntary part-time work, low-wage work, fixed-term and contract work, and unincorporated 

self-employment with no paid help.  

Our four indicators of precarious employment tell us different things about employment 

circumstances. Involuntary part-time work is the only indicator explicitly linked to an un-desired 

circumstance for the respondent. Low-wage work (calculated as less than 1.5 times the minimum 

wage) is linked to income and may be associated with poverty; the trends overtime for this 

indicator are partially driven by changes to minimum wage. Fixed-term and contract work as an 

indicator of precarious employment speaks to the longevity of a work arrangement and is not an 

indicator of job quality or income necessarily. Unincorporated self-employment with no-paid help 

as an indicator is meant to capture those who have become self-employed out of necessity. This 

indicator does not include those who engage in undocumented self-employment or the 

underground economy.  

We look at the numbers and percent for each indicator in terms of level and change by: sex, age, 

and by highest level of educational attainment. Most of the data tabulations span from 1997 to 

2016. Note that individuals can be counted multiple times across indicator categories. Below is a 

summary of our findings.

Ontario 
In 2016 in Ontario, 327 thousand workers were employed in an involuntary part-time position, 

counting for 6% of paid employees. Just under 1.5 million workers were employed in a low-wage 

job, counting for 27% of paid employees. In Ontario, the most abundant form of self-employment 

continues to be unincorporated with no paid help. In 2016, around 550 thousand workers were 

self-employed (unincorporated with no paid help), counting for 8% of total employed. 433 

thousand employees were working fixed-term or contract jobs, counting for 8% of paid employees.  

The four indicators produce different trends over time. Involuntary part-time work, low-wage work, 

and self-employment (unincorporated with no paid help) all saw increases in number and percent 

during the recession. The exception is fixed-term or contract jobs which had a downward trend in 

both number and percent during the recession; this suggests a ‘last in, first out’ scenario for 

contract workers during tough economic times. Since the recession, involuntary part-time work 

has declined in both number and percent, but not to pre-recession levels. Low-wage jobs has 

remained at recession levels (although this trend may be a product of changes to the minimum 

wage). Self-employment (unincorporated with no paid help) has continued to increase in terms of 

numbers but has declined in terms of percentage in recent years. Fixed-term or contract work 

continues an upward trajectory in terms of numbers and remains relatively stable at a pre-

recession level in terms of percentage.  

In Ontario there are more females working precariously than males according to our indicators. 

Females are also more likely than males to work precariously. Females had both higher numbers 

and higher percentages for the involuntary part-time, low-wage, and fixed-term or contract 

indicators (with percentage gaps between females and males of 4%, 9%, and 1.5%, respectively). 
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The exception is self-employment (unincorporated with no paid help); males are less than 2% 

more likely to be self-employed (unincorporated with no paid help) than females. 

The core labour force (those aged 25-54) is the age group with the highest numbers across our 

four precarious employment indicators. In terms of percentages, young non-student people (aged 

15-24) are more likely to work precariously according to our indicators. Youth have a higher 

incidence for the involuntary part-time, low-wage, and term or contract indicators. 16% of non-

student youth are employed involuntarily part-time and this incidence seems to be decreasing. 

7/10 youth work a low-wage job—50 percentage points higher than the core labour force. About 

17% of youth have fixed-term or contract jobs. The exception is the self-employment 

(unincorporated with no paid help) indicator where youth have the lowest incidence. These 

percentages suggest the employment opportunities for young people are reduced. 

Workers with lower levels of educational attainment are more likely to work precariously, 

according to our indicators. The general trend is that those with higher education levels have a 

higher incidence for the involuntary part-time, low-wage, and self-employed (unincorporated with 

no paid help) indicators (with some outliers). The exception is for fixed-term or contract work; the 

general trend for this indicator (higher education levels have a higher incidence) seems to be the 

reverse of what we see for the other indicators

Non-Metro Ontario

In 2016 in non-metro Ontario, 50 thousand workers were employed in an involuntary part-time 

position, counting for 8% of paid employees. 200 thousand workers were employed in a low-wage 

job, counting for 30% of paid employees. In 2016, around 80 thousand workers were self-employed 

(unincorporated with no paid help), counting for 10% of total employed. 50 thousand employees 

were working fixed-term or contract jobs, counting for 7% of paid employees. For the involuntary 

part-time, low-wage, and self-employed (unincorporated with no paid help) indicators, the 

incidences are about 2% higher than what we see for the same indicators at the level of Ontario. 

The exception is the fixed-term or contract indicator which has a lower incidence in non-metro 

Ontario.  

In non-metro Ontario, the four indicators of precarious employment produce trends over time that 

are similar to the trends of Ontario overall. In non-metro Ontario, involuntary part-time work, low-

wage work, and self-employment (unincorporated with no paid help) all saw increases in number 

and percent during the recession. Again, the exception is fixed-term or contract jobs which had a 

downward trend in both number and percent during the recession.  

In non-metro Ontario there are more females working precariously than males according to our 

indicators. Females are also more likely than males to work precariously. Females had both higher 

numbers and higher percentages for the involuntary part-time, low-wage, and fixed-term or contract 

indicators (with percentage gaps between females and males of 6.5%, 12%, and 1.5%, 

respectively). The gap between females and males is higher in non-metro Ontario than Ontario as 

a whole for the involuntary part-time and the low-wage indicators. The exception is self-

employment (unincorporated with no paid help); males are less than 2% more likely to be self-

employed (unincorporated with no paid help) than females.  

In non-metro Ontario the core labour force (those aged 25-54) is the age group with the highest 

numbers across our four precarious employment indicators. In terms of percentages, the 15-24 

and 65+ age groups are more likely to work precariously according to our indicators. 15% of non-

student youth are employed involuntarily part-time and this incidence seems to be decreasing. Just 
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under 7/10 youth work a low-wage job—45 percentage points higher than the core labour force. 

12% of youth have fixed-term or contract jobs. Non-metro youth as a group are employed less 

precariously than their Ontario counterparts according to our indicators. 

In non-metro Ontario, workers with lower levels of educational attainment are more likely to work 

precariously, according to our indicators. The general trend is that those with higher education 

levels have a higher incidence for the involuntary part-time, low-wage, and self-employed 

(unincorporated with no paid help) indicators (with some outliers). The exception is for fixed-term 

or contract work; the general trend for this indicator (higher education levels have a higher 

incidence) seems to be the reverse of what we see for the other indicators. These trends are very 

similar to those of Ontario. For involuntary part-time work, the higher education and lower education 

clusters are more pronounced for non-metro than for Ontario as a whole. 

Summary Tables  

The following four tables summarize key discussion points within this document. Each table 

presents one of the four indicators (involuntary part-time work, low-wage work, unincorporated self-

employment with no paid help, and term or contact work) and reports on each of the four evaluators 

(instance, sex, age, and educational attainment) for Ontario and non-metro Ontario. 

For a copy of this report in its entirety, please contact Valencia Gaspard, University of Guelph 

School of Environmental Design and Rural Development Phone: 519 824 4120 x53619; E-mail: 

gaspardv@uoguelph.ca  
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Table 1 Summary of Involuntary Part-Time Work Evaluators for Ontario (all census 

divisions) and Non-Metro Ontario. 

Indicator Evaluator All of Ontario Non-Metro Ontario 

 

 

 

Involuntary 
Part-Time 

Work 

 

Indicator 
linked to 

undesired 
outcome for 

the 
respondent; 

identifies 
workers 
who are 
working 
part-time 

jobs 
because 
they can 

not find full-
time work. 

Level and 
percent 

Upward shift in number 
and percent during 2008 
recession fall out. 

 

Current slowing decline of 
both number and percent. 

 

In 2016, 327 thousand 
workers employed in an 
involuntary part-time 
position, counting for 6% 
of paid employees. 

Percentage increase during 
2008 recession fall out less 
drastic than for all of Ontario. 

 

Current slowing decline of 
both number and percent. 

 

In 2016, 50 thousand workers 
employed in an involuntary 
part-time position, counting 
for 8% of paid employees. 

Sex 

More females than males 
work involuntarily part-
time jobs.  

 

Females (9%) more likely 
than males (5%) to work 
an involuntary part-time 
job. 

More females than males 
work involuntary part-time 
jobs. 

 

Females (11%) more likely 
than males (4%) to work an 
involuntary part time job. 

Age 

More core labour force 
workers (aged 25-54) 
work involuntary part-time 
jobs than the other age 
categories. 

 

Youth more than twice as 
likely to work an 
involuntary part-time job. 

More core labour force 
workers (aged 25-54) work 
involuntary part-time jobs 
than the other age categories. 

 

 

Youth twice as likely to work 
an involuntary part-time job. 

Education 

University graduates have 
a lower incidence of 
involuntary part-time work. 

The Community College 
Diploma category has the 
highest number working an 
involuntary part-time job 
(20,000 in 2016) and the 
percentage of this category 
follows the trend of the lower 
education categories. 

 



6 

Precarious Employment in Ontario: Results of Statistics Canada Data 

Table 1 Summary of Low-Wage Work Evaluators for Ontario (all census divisions) 

and Non-Metro Ontario. 

Indicator Evaluator All of Ontario Non-Metro Ontario 

 

Low-
Wage 
Work 

 

Low-
wage 

jobs are 
defined 
as jobs 

with 
wages 

less than 
1.5 times 

the 
minimum 

wage; 
trends 

over time 
for this 

indicator 
are 

partially a 
reflection 

of 
changes 

to the 
minimum 

wage. 

Level and 
percent 

In 2016, 1.4 million workers 
employed in a low-wage 
position, counting for 27% 
of paid employees. 

In 2016, 200,000 workers 
employed in a low-wage 
position, counting for 30% of 
paid employees. 

Sex 

There are more females 
than males engaged in 
low-wage work.  

 

Females (32%) more likely 
than males (23%) to work a 
low-wage job. 

There are more females than 
males engaged in low-wage 
work.  

 

Females (36%) more likely 
than males (23%) to work a 
low-wage job. 

Age 

More core labour force 
workers (aged 25-54) work 
low-wage jobs than the 
other age categories. 

 

Seven out of 10 workers 
aged 15-24 worked a low-
wage job in 2016. 

 

Youth remain just under 
three times as likely to 
work a low-wage job (when 
compared to the core 
labour force). 

Number of employees working 
a low-wage job increased most 
dramatically for the core labour 
force (aged 25-54) during the 
2008 recession (up to 140, 
000) but this number has been 
declining since 2012.   

 

Just under seven out of 10 
workers aged 15-24 worked a 
low-wage job in 2016. 

Education 

Individuals with low levels 
of educational attainment 
more likely to report a low-
wage job. 

Employees with lower levels of 
educational attainment are 
more likely to report a low-
wage job. 
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Table 2  Summary of Self-Employment (unincorporated with no paid help) 
Evaluators for Ontario (all census divisions) and Non-Metro Ontario. 

Indicator Evaluator All of Ontario Non-Metro Ontario 

 

 

Self-
Employment, 

unincorporated 
with no paid 

help 

 

Indicator meant 
to capture 

those who ‘hang 
out their shingle’ 

and move into 
self-employment 
out of necessity. 

Level and 
percent 

Increased in percentage 
starting in 2005 and has 
seen a slight decline 
since about 2012. 

In 2016, around 550 
thousand workers were 
self-employed 
(unincorporated with no 
paid help), counting for 
8% of total employed. 

General downward trend in 
both number and percent 
since 1997. Both number 
and percent raised slightly 
after 2008 recession and 
remain steady since then. 

In 2016, 80 thousand 
workers were self-
employed (unincorporated 
with no paid help), counting 
for 10% of total employed. 

Sex 

More males than 
females are self-
employed 
(unincorporated with no 
paid help). Males are 
more likely than females 
to be self-employed 
(unincorporated with no 
paid help). 

Incidence for both males 
and females increased 
slightly during the 2008 
recession. 

More males than females 
are self-employed 
(unincorporated with no 
paid help). Males are more 
likely than females to be 
self-employed 
(unincorporated with no 
paid help). 

Incidence for both males 
and females increased 
slightly during the 2008 
recession. 

Age 

More core labour force 
workers (aged 25-54) 
are self-employed 
(unincorporated with no 
paid help) than the other 
age categories. 
Decreasing instance of 
individuals aged 65+. 

Number declining for core 
labour force (aged 25-54); 
this is not the case for all of 
Ontario. The incidence for 
those aged 55-64 and 
those aged 64+ is slightly 
higher than for the same 
age categories in all of 
Ontario. Incidence for 65+ 
decreasing. 

Education 

Workers with lower 
levels of educational 
attainment are more 
likely to be self-
employed 
(unincorporated with no 
paid help). 

Workers with lower levels 
of educational attainment 
are more likely to be self-
employed (unincorporated 
with no paid help). 
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Table 3 Summary of Term and Contract Work Evaluators for Ontario (all census 
divisions) and Non-Metro Ontario. 

Indicator Evaluator All of Ontario Non-Metro Ontario 

 

 

 

 

 

Term and 
Contract 

Work 

 

Indicator 
captures the 
uncertainty 
of the short-
term nature 
of a work 

arrangement. 

Level and 
percent 

From 1997-2016, the 
general trend for both 
number and percentage 
has been an overall 
increase. Dramatic 
decrease during fall of out 
2008 recession.  

The number and percent 
of fixed-term or contract 
paid employees in 
Ontario in 2016 was 
433,000 and 8%, 
respectively. 

Slight decline in both number 
and percent during the 2008 
recession, followed by an 
increase and then another 
decline starting in 2012. 

Number and percent of term 
and contract workers have 
returned to pre-recession 
levels of 50,000 and 7%, 
respectively. 

Sex 

More females than males 
have a term or contract 
job. Females (9%) more 
likely than males (7.5%) 
to work a term or contract 
job.  

More females than males 
have a term or contract job. 
Females are more likely (8%) 
to work a term or contract job 
than males (6.5%). This is 
the same gap for all of 
Ontario. 

Age 

Although the number of 
workers aged 15-24 who 
work a term or contract 
job is relatively low 
compared to that of the 
core labour force, the 
percentage of young 
people working a term or 
contract job is the highest 
(about 17%). 

Although the number of 
workers aged 15-24 and 65+ 
who work a term or contract 
job is relatively low 
compared to the core labour 
force, these groups are more 
likely to work term or contract 
jobs (12% and 16% 
respectively). 

Education 

Higher education levels 
have higher instances. 
Paid employees with a 
university degree above a 
bachelor’s degree (over 
11%) are more likely to 
have a term or contract 
job.  

Reverse of low-wage and 
involuntary part-time work 
trends. 

Paid employees with a 
university degree above a 
bachelor’s degree (over 
10%) are more likely to have 
a term or contract job. 

 

Reverse of low-wage and 
involuntary part-time work 
trends. 

 


