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Executive Summary

The goal of the research project was to identify obstacles to greater employer

participation in apprenticeship programs in Waterloo Region and Wellington County and to

recommend strategies to address the obstacles. In order to develop the most dependable data, the

project conducted dialogues with local employers about the skilled trades and apprenticeships.

The project restricted itself to those trades and apprenticeships related to manufacturing and

construction.

As a result of dialogues with 81 employers, the following obstacles to greater

participation were identified. Especially important was the view of most employers that many of

the applicants for apprenticeships lacked the interest, commitment, aptitude or academic

preparation to undertake the work. While there were not systemic shortages (yet) of skilled

trades workers, they felt there was a serious shortage of quality applicants to renew the labour

force. These issues did not appear to be part of a longer-term strategic focus among smaller

employers.

Overall, employers felt reasonably satisfied with the apprenticeship programs, although

they commented that the specification of the skills may be too inflexible, and the promotion of

the trades still insufficiently aggressive. Some asked for increased direct subsidization, although

others asked for help for the apprentices with regard to their fees. Many of the employers asked

for increased support for the schools and colleges to improve their training facilities.

These observations were used to develop the following recommendations.
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Recommendation 1

That the Task Force develops an inventory of training tools to help employers

select more effectively the best candidates for apprenticeship positions; if such

appropriate tools do not exist, that the Task Force encourages them to be created;

that the Task Force promotes and encourages the use of these tools.

Recommendation 2

That the Task Force develops an inventory of training tools that specifically help

employers understand the type of training environment most conducive to high

potential apprentices, (these training tools might be combined with the ones

suggested in Recommendation 1); if such appropriate tools do not exist, that the

Task Force encourages them to be created; that the Task Force promotes and

encourages the use of these tools.

Recommendation 3

That the Task Force promotes and encourages employers to use apprenticeship

assessment tools and services; that the Task Force encourages the creation of  Local

Industry Committees.

Recommendation 4

a) That the Task Force describes and markets its activity as direct aids to
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increased profitability, not as an HR tool and not as part of “an

apprenticeship promotion.” Excellence in employees is, of course, a direct

aid to profitability.

b)  That the Task Force promotes and encourages the use of employer assessment

and training tools under the title

“Hire Profitability”

and that all associated marketing messages reflect this title and theme.

Recommendation 5

That the Task Force considers conducting research into the attitude, characteristics and

observations of the existing apprentices, especially with respect to issues affecting

training, work environment and retention.

Recommendation 6

a) That the Task Force explores ways to improve the availability of up-to -

date training facilities at both the secondary and college levels.

b) That the Task Force raises the concern to senior governments that the

employers expressed the need for increased private and public support for

training facilities at secondary schools and colleges.

Recommendation 7

a) That the Task Force encourages the elementary and secondary schools and their

counsellors to redouble their efforts to emphasize that skilled trades are only for
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those who are motivated and well prepared with appropriate academic skills, and

that the financial rewards of the skilled trades are earned through work that is

physically and academically demanding.

b) That the Task Force also encourages the schools to continue to promote the

skilled trades as work that is satisfying and worthy, independent of income. With

respect to the construction trades generally, and the outside construction trades in

particular, the message should include the argument that their work is more visible

and permanent than that of many other careers, including those of university

graduates.

c) That the Task Force encourages a high-level dialogue between the

employers and the local Boards of Education about how their curriculum

and counselling can more strongly emphasize the issues discussed in

Recommendations 6(a) and (b), including changes to the mandatory career

development course; about how the messages in the above

recommendations can best be directly communicated to parents and

students; about how the employers themselves can better promote the

skilled trades.

Recommendation 8

a) That the Task Force explores the experience of “transition” programs such as

those at McMaster University and Mohawk College, and at St. Clair College.

b) That the Task Force encourages Conestoga College to investigate a new college
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status for apprenticeships programs.

Recommendation 9

a) That the Task Force promotes the development and delivery of

materials/presentations that describe how apprenticeships can be

customized for individual technologies or employers in light of changing

legislation. For efficiency this can be included with a general overview of

the apprenticeship process and sources of guidance for those few who are

not well informed regarding the apprenticeship process.

b) That the Task Force encourages the development of a directory of appropriate

trade and industry associations that would allow employers to seek out the advice

and experiences of others.

c) That the Task Force raises the concern to senior governments that the employers

expressed their need for flexibility regarding the skilled trades and the need to

allow for customization of the apprenticeship requirements by individual

employers.
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1.0 Introduction to the Project

1.1 Goal of the Project

The goal of the research project was to identify obstacles to greater employer

participation in apprenticeship programs in Waterloo Region and Wellington County. The

Employer Recruitment Strategy Task Force commissioned Essential Economics Corporation to

conduct this research and recommend how the obstacles that were identified could be overcome.

Since the construction trades provide an essential economic service and since manufacturing is a

powerfully distinguishing characteristic of the economies of Waterloo Region and Wellington

County, the project restricted itself to these trades and their associated apprenticeship programs.

Resources did not permit the consideration of other trades, valuable though they also are to the

local economies.

1.2 The Methodology of the Project

The project was shaped by the assumption that the best way to understand the

employers’ participation in and their reaction to apprenticeship programs was to ask them

directly. In order to extract the highest quality information and to maximize the number of

employers involved in the research, a series of personal dialogues were conducted. (Mail-in

surveys cannot match the depth of response achieved with personal conversations.)

The interviewing researchers conducted a directed interview/dialogue with each

employer. In a directed interview, the interviewer is aware of the overall objective of the project

and leads a conversation sparked by a limited number of open-ended questions. It is the

interviewer’s responsibility to keep the employer on the subject and to record the answers. In

addition, the interviewer responds to the employer’s comments and invites further discussion



10

when the interviewer judges that further value would be provided. The goal is to extract as much

relevant material as possible, where relevance is largely decided by the employer, and across as

broad a range of observations as the employer chooses.

This approach is in contrast to a tightly scripted interview where the employer would

have to respond within a prescribed format.

The interviewers asked the employers to describe themselves and their use of skilled

trades, including apprentices. The employers were then drawn into a discussion about the

specifics of the apprenticeship programs, and such benefits or problems as they saw them. They

were also asked how the programs might be improved.

The researchers were chosen based on their professional designations as engineers, their

familiarity with these particular industries and their experience as senior educators in applied

skills. (See Section 1.4).

There is a danger when conducting interviews/dialogues that the interviewer

unintentionally “biases” the results. This can happen particularly if the questions are or appear

to be “leading”. Indeed, even the asking of a question can introduce bias by suggesting to the

respondent that the issue in question is “important.” Respondents may then tailor their reactions

accordingly, speaking of something as being important when they do not really believe it is. Care

was therefore taken to avoid this difficulty.

This possibility is particularly relevant for a study about perceived obstacles. The

responding employer must be afforded every opportunity to describe obstacles and offer

suggestions for improvement, without undue cues about what the obstacles might be. In this

context, it often becomes more important to note what the employers do not say, as what they

do refer to.
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The advantage of such an open-ended approach is that it allows the employers to

respond with their own sense of priority and with as much detail as they want. However, the

cost of this greater quality of response is that exact representativeness cannot be claimed.

Because the employers answered in their own ways, the answers are not strictly comparable;

therefore, we cannot say that a particular percentage of employers responded in exactly the same

way.

Instead, the answers are clustered into broadly similar responses, and the number of

“similar” responses provides an overall characterization of the frequency of a category of

response. Thus, a certain set of responses can be described as shared by “all almost” employers,

or that it was “frequent” or “common”. If the observation refers to “some” employers, the

observation was clearly held by a significant number of employers, although not necessarily a

majority of those responding.

1.3 Members of the Employer Recruitment Strategy Task Force

The Employer Recruitment Strategy Task Force was created to improve the quality of

the Waterloo-Wellington labour force by increasing the supply of apprenticeship positions. The

goal is to prevent a future shortage of the skilled trades. The members of the Task Force are:

Waterloo-Wellington Training and Adjustment Board

The Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities

Human Resources Development Canada

Conestoga College

City of Kitchener Economic Development Department
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Skills Canada-Ontario

Business and Education Partnership of Waterloo Region

Waterloo Region District School Board

Waterloo Catholic District School Board

Wellington Catholic District School Board

Upper Grand District School Board

Guelph Career Education Council

Local Job-Connect Agencies.

1.4 The Dialogue Team

The research team for this project included Larry Smith (Essential Economics

Corporation and the University of Waterloo), Tony Martinek, P.Eng (BESTech and Conestoga

College), and two highly experienced Conestoga College faculty members, Stelian George-Cosh,

P.Eng and Dagmar Martinek, P.Eng.



13

2.0 Description of the Responding Employers

The 81employers who participated in the interviews/dialogues (the responding

employers) were either construction or manufacturing companies. They represent employers

ranging from smaller to larger, those strongly supportive of apprentices and those less so, and

those from differing marketplaces. Moreover, 35 employers refused to participate or said they

had no time to do so. This is a relatively large number of refusals for a community of this size.

The Number of Employers Interviewed

In Construction: 17

In Manufacturing: 63

In other Industry:   1
81

In Waterloo Region: 65

In Wellington County: 15

In other jurisdiction:   1
81
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3.0 Observations

The employers who were interviewed (the responding employers) provided a wide range

of observations, some of general consequence and others concerning very specific issues. Many

of the employers also differed with each other. The following observations therefore note the

degree of agreement or disagreement among the responding employers.

The differences in opinion among the employers appeared related to two particular

circumstances. First, the size of the employers played a large role in determining many of their

views on apprenticeships. However, the difference in views did not reflect a sharp distinction

between large and small; rather, the difference appeared as gradations of opinion along a

continuum of size from larger to smaller. For example, it was not the case that the employers’

interest in longer-term issues was present in larger employers and absent in smaller employers.

Instead, the employer’s interest in longer-term issues rose in degrees as a function of the

increased size of the employer. Thus, a medium-size employer was usually more interested in

longer-term issues than the smaller employer, and the larger employer tended to be even more

interested.

Second, there were distinct differences in opinion between the manufacturing and

construction employers on selected issues.

3.1A Skilled Trades Shortage

Since this report is designed ultimately to contribute to the supply of the skilled trades, it

is appropriate to begin with the employers’ views on this shortage. There is a significant

difference between manufacturing and construction employers.



15

3.1B The Manufacturing Perspective

The interviews provided little evidence that the majority of the manufacturing employers

are facing an immediate and overt shortage of skilled trades workers. This is to say that they do

not describe themselves in the position of having continuing unfilled job openings for skilled

trades workers, including apprentices. When they have an opening, they hire the best they can,

and take on apprentices as necessary. Not surprisingly, since the demand for all workers is

derived from the demand for the products the worker produces, employers respond to their own

market conditions, to the demand for their own goods or services. As a consequence, someone

wishing to enter the skilled trades does not automatically face a situation where there is an excess

of openings compared to the supply of applicants. In other words, the employers are not facing a

situation where they feel the urgent need to take on more apprentices.

It should also be noted that since apprentices become productive only over time, the

employer is to some extent taking on employees in advance of need. Either the employer expects

the demand for his product to rise and the apprentice represents a long-term net addition to the

employer’s payroll, or the apprentice has been hired to accommodate a future retirement or

termination and thus represents no net change in the payroll.

This stance is consistent with the observation that the majority of employers do not

appear to treat either a shortage of skilled workers or a shortage of quality skills as a matter of

strategic concern. This does not mean that they treat their workers or their human resources (HR)

policies casually. But they do not describe any special measures they are using to improve the

supply of skilled labour or more highly skilled labour. There is little discussion of implementing

measures to deal with either longer-term or more immediate labour force impacts. For example,
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they generally do not describe alternative ways to recruit better applicants for apprenticeships,

or better ways to evaluate those applicants that they do attract. Indeed, there are few suggestions

about initiatives that they, the employers, are taking to deal with skills shortages generally, or

about apprentices in particular.

It would be fair to say that, in the majority of cases, the employer’s first concern is the

profitable operation of the business — producing and selling the product. And thus, it may be

that all other issues, including HR policies, remain of secondary, less strategic concern. Indeed,

the fact that a significant number of employers declined to participate in this project suggests a

lack of priority to HR matters in general, and skilled trades in particular.

3.1C Demographic Considerations

Since one of the reasons to hire apprentices is to replace a retiring worker, the

demographic status of the Waterloo-Wellington labour force is relevant. These communities are

among some of the most rapidly growing communities in Canada, as the result of heavy in-

migration from other parts of Canada and from other countries. For example, approximately 60

percent of the local supply of college graduates have arrived from other communities. This in turn

produces a relatively young labour force. Thus, it becomes less urgent to replace retiring workers.

Consistent with this observation, the local manufacturing employers do not describe

themselves facing an immediate retirement “crisis.” They describe their labour force as relatively

balanced over the age ranges.

As a result, employers in general do not feel “forced” to respond to the retirement issue.

In other words, it is a problem for tomorrow.
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3.1D Larger and Smaller Employers

While neither larger nor smaller employers generally describe an immediate and absolute

shortage of skilled trades workers, they do differ markedly with respect to their preparation for

future labour needs.

The larger and longer-established older employers tend to reflect a longer-term view and

the need to deal with their workforce of tomorrow. They exhibit a much stronger sense of their

need to “grow” their labour force from within and over time. And, of course, they may have the

resources to hire in advance of need, and to maintain an HR department

For example, the larger employers usually have a clear understanding of their present

labour force. They plan explicitly to accommodate their need to replace retirees, often noting the

degree to which they hire local school graduates or immigrants to Canada. With more

sophisticated HR policies and stronger future orientation, these larger employers appear to be

taking good advantage of their apprenticeship opportunities.

By contrast, the smaller employers appear at a disadvantage in this regard, with the

obstacles to their participation relatively higher. This suggests that strategies to overcome

obstacles to apprenticeship should be particularly focused on the smaller employer.

3.1E The Construction Perspective

The construction industry perspective on the absolute shortage of skilled trades varied

from that of the manufacturers. This should not seem surprising since these industries are

structurally different. Construction is basically project-based and manufacturing is process
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driven. Construction works on their customers’ sites, manufacturing in their own facilities. And

while manufacturing can control much of its working environment, construction workers have to

cope with weather and other factors outside their control. Also, the nature of the skilled trades

can be quite different in construction compared to manufacturing. Finally, the construction

industry faces much more volatile demand for its services. Its typically “boom-bust” marketplace

is highly dependent on macroeconomic circumstances such as changing interest rates.

As a result, of this volatility, the construction trades more commonly encounter an

absolute shortage of workers at certain times; however, at other times their demand for skilled

labour weakens.

Moreover, these absolute shortages do have a local economic effect. Typically a

construction company has no choice but to deliver its project later than planned or later than

desirable from the customer’s point of view. But it does not mean that the project is not

completed: the customer is simply forced to wait. As well, a construction company often does

not suffer a competitive disadvantage since if the skills are in true short supply, the company’s

competitors are also affected.

Also, it does not appear that the delay in completing construction projects has tangibly

impaired the local economy. The regional economy continues to grow strongly compared to the

standard for Ontario.

As a result, it is inappropriate to develop a supply of skilled trades to staff to “peak

demand”. First, this would of course result in significant numbers of skilled persons unemployed

during “low demand” periods. Second, these intermittent shortages do not appear to have a

serious local economic impact. In other words, the construction industry is likely to be

chronically faced with some degree of absolute skilled trades shortages associated with “peak-
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demand”.

Of course, the construction trades could also be associated with an underlying shortage of

skilled trades workers, meaning there is a shortage even when the demand for construction

weakens.  Separating these two effects is very difficult to do persuasively.

In addition, the construction trades face a shortage of high-quality applicants for

apprenticeships, as does manufacturing. (See Section 3.2)

Complicating all the issues affecting the construction industry and its workers is the

delegation of responsibility for training through the apprenticeship process. Construction

companies (construction contractors or property developers) frequently do not employ the

skilled trades directly, using instead the sub-contractors who do hire the construction skilled

trades. But this means that the construction contractor   the larger company by

revenue imposes the challenges of hiring and training on the smaller company. And since the

smaller company must frequently win a tender process, the smaller player faces another source

of volatile demand, beyond what is otherwise happening in the overall industry.

Moreover, since the construction contractors are also responding to a bid-tendering

process, they feel under immediate pressure to keep costs low. With all the players having to win

bid after bid, there is a natural hesitation to commit to training, which necessarily requires the

assumption of continuing success. As the employers correctly pointed out, training is expensive.

It is thus economically feasible only if its benefits are harvested over time: invest now and benefit

later. But if the future is uncertain, the training incentive declines sharply. In addition, the smaller

size of many subcontractors makes the training of the construction trades even more problematic.

3.1F The Nature of the Skilled Labour Shortage
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Today?

Excluding construction, the employers do not in general report an absolute shortage of

skilled workers. And even in construction, the shortage is not preventing the companies from

servicing their customers, albeit with some delay. This would seem inconsistent with much

commentary about acute skill shortages in Canada. There are a number of reasons why this is not

as inconsistent as it may seem.

It is to be regretted that, in some of the debates that surround this issue, the distinction

between a skills shortage today or one tomorrow is blurred. In the highly dynamic Canadian

economy, with technology and marketplace shifting rapidly, there will always be pockets of

sudden and sharp shortages of newly required advanced skills. This circumstance is inevitable and

far different from the argument that there is or will be a systemic shortage of skills.

Evidence for a present and systemic shortage of skilled persons remains tenuous, if this is

defined as a large and continuing number of unfilled and publicly known job openings. This was

not even the case during much of the surge in the information technology sector in the late 1990s.

Nor, largely speaking, does it appear true today.

Moreover, even assuming representativeness, surveys of employers are not as clear about

such shortages as appears at first consideration. For example, the Fall 2000 APMA (Automotive

Parts Manufacturers’ Association) Compensation and Human Practices Survey reported that “25

percent of companies could not fill skilled trade positions.”  However, that proportion was based

on the number of companies that were recruiting that year. Of all the companies responding, 33

percent did not recruit (presumably they had the employees they needed) and 50 percent found

the employees they wanted. This means that 83 percent of the companies did not face a

“shortage” that year. Of the 17 percent of the total that did not fill their positions, it does not



21

follow that they were not approached by qualified applicants. They could, and some certainly

did, fail to fill the positions because they believed the level of the applicants’ skills were not

acceptable, or the applicants declined the job because of pay or other conditions. As a practical

matter, the absence of a labour shortage cannot mean that every company has met all its

immediate labour needs.

In addition, there is no evidence that an absolute skilled labour shortage has been an

economic obstacle to growth in Canada. Indeed, the Canadian economy continues to grow faster

than the other G-7 countries, including the United States. With strong economic performance and

exports at or near record levels, Canada’s supply of skilled labour appears to be, at the least,

adequate.

If, however, employers are asked about whether the skills of the present workers are

adequate to the needs of the marketplace, the answer is, in many circumstances, a resounding no

(See Section 3.2). Therefore, there is a skills shortage if it is defined as a shortage of  higher skill

(not, as the need for another skilled person).

Unfortunately, the second distinction is also frequently lost in the commentary about

labour shortage. But it is not a semantic argument of no practical consequence. If the shortage is a

shortage of persons to fill an advertised open position, then the policy response is clear: train

more persons. By contrast, if the problem is that the level of skill of the existing or entering

worker is inadequate, then the appropriate response is to train both existing and entering workers

differently. The problem is a shortage of skills, not workers. The answer is not necessarily to

increase the number of persons in any particular occupation; rather, it is to improve the training

for those in the occupation and those entering it. This argument applies to all occupations,

including the skilled trades.
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To add to this challenge, many employers do not advertise some of their open positions,

preferring to hire through internal or informal contact. However, at the same time they are arguing

that their present and entering workers do not have the level of skill they really need. However,

instead of advertising aggressively, they often appear to “make do” with the level of skill they

have easy access to. Since it appears that employers do not wish to be “burdened” by too many

applicants, their ability to hire an excellent candidate, or even to know if one exists, is inherently

constrained by their own choices.

From a macroeconomic point of view, the employers’ desire for higher skill levels

translates into workers whose productivity could be higher than it is. Since productivity (output

per worker) is lower in Canada than in the United States, closing this productivity would raise

Canadian living standards. But raising output per worker does not necessarily increase the

demand for workers.

Tomorrow?

While there may not be an absolute shortage of skilled trades today, there could be one in

the future. A variety of projections present this as a plausible danger. However, even in this

regard, policy recommendation must be cautious. It must be emphatically noted that labour

projections are inherently uncertain, if not contentious. The problem is that so many factors

must be addressed.

For example, much comment has concerned the state of labour supply when the post-war

baby boomers (those born between about 1945 and 1960) retire. They do indeed constitute an

abnormal proportion of the total population, and it is easy to expect that their departure from the

labour force could be disruptive. However, the leading edge of the boomers are seven years from

normal retirement (65 years old). And the bulk of the retirements will occur over the next two
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decades. The last of the boomers will be retiring in 2025, and that is true only if they do leave at

65 years old. Already many persons are choosing to work part-time between 65 and 70 years

old. And even this aspect of the forecast must assume that the social practice of retirement does

not change or disappear over the coming decades. In other words, the boomers are not leaving the

labour market anytime soon. Thus, a young person today does not face the immediate

opportunity of replacing a boomer.

While the boomers will in fact retire eventually, it is yet so far in the future it is difficult

to accurately predict all the other factors that affect what skills will be in demand when, and how

many persons will be needed by occupation. Even for persons graduating from school or training

today, it is not clear what the labour market holds for them a mere 10 years forward.

In order to forecast labour market conditions accurately, one has first to anticipate

changing technology. This is one of the single most powerful affects on labour market needs.

Technology defines the worker’s skill set, even as it absorbs some of the worker’s skill into the

machinery (accountancy).  It can render a career obsolete in a decade (receptionist) and create a

new one in five years (webmaster). It redefines jobs by adding and subtracting functions (project

manager) and the skilled trades are in no way immune to these processes.

Skilled trades must be altered as technology continues to produce machines that maintain

themselves, as construction techniques change, as robotics advance, as expert systems enter

future use — to name only a few possibilities.

In addition, the birth rate, educational participation rate, employment participation rate,

immigration rate, and economic growth rate need to be anticipated.
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Geographically

The debate about skill shortages is also subject to geographical considerations. There may

be communities in Canada that do have a critical and absolute shortage of skilled workers,

including in the skilled trades. But the problem may be that workers elsewhere do not know that

these opportunities exist; or if they are aware that these jobs are available in another community,

they may choose not to live there.

Fortunately, the economies of Waterloo-Wellington do not appear to be in that position.

As discussed in Section 3.1C, these communities enjoy rapid in-migration. This may well be

consistent with shortages elsewhere.

3.2 Quality of Skilled Workers

The single most common set of observations from the responding employers involved

their almost unanimously unfavourable reaction to the quality of the persons who apply for

apprenticeships.  The language the employers used was emphatic, and similar phrases were

repeated. They frequently spoke of the lack of mathematical skills or literacy. Many employers

commented that applicants for apprenticeships frequently exhibited the lack of a work ethic or a

sense of workplace discipline. They suggested that many applicants exhibited inappropriate

attitudes and an unwillingness to accept authority or direction. As well, employers observed that

applicants often appeared to be ineffective students with little interest in learning. Generally

speaking, the quality of the apprentices they have hired did not attract praise.

While the employers left no doubt whatsoever about their belief that many of the

prospective applicants were unsuitable, there were differences among the employers about the

nature and kinds of deficiencies.

One selection of employers was much clearer about the requirements, and they saw them
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as a consistent set of requirements, each reinforcing the other. They spoke of general initiative

and a desire to learn. They looked for inner direction and pride in work. They looked for such

intangible yet essential attributes as a fundamental affinity for and pleasure in applied

technology. In the words of one such employer, they wanted apprentices who were “tool-

happy.”

By contrast, other employers were less clear or logically consistent. For example, some

employers commented on the lack of a work ethic, but it was not exactly clear what they meant.

Work ethic can include such orientations as an ability to work hard following orders, work hard

on one’s own initiative, pride in workmanship or being punctual. Employers seemed to see these

issues from their own perspective; one emphasized mathematical skills and the other basic

literacy. Unfortunately, even quality applicants for apprenticeships might have trouble knowing

what particular aspect of their background or orientation they needed to emphasize.

Some employers go so far as to say that they do not hire apprentices directly from

secondary school. They want them to have some workplace experience first, to be seasoned to

the realities of the marketplace. A number of employers frequently just hire those who are

readily available. They then use the probationary period on the shop floor to “weed out” those

who are unsuitable as either labourers or apprentices.

These reactions appear plainly inconsistent with the employer’s own observations.

Largely speaking, they asked for academic skills at the secondary school level. But a good student

who has graduated from school and wants to be an apprentice is most unlikely to want to spend

several years working at an apparently low-end job, before being considered for an

apprenticeship position. Indeed the better the applicants, say with a work ethic and ambition to

do well, the more likely they are to view this work experience as an unacceptable delay in getting
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the actual apprenticeship work experience they really want. Almost equally unattractive to them

is the need to work as a labourer on the shop floor as part of a weeding out process.

Unfortunately, this unwillingness by the applicant (or their outright refusal) might actually seem

to the employer to be the absence of “work ethic”.

This kind of approach by the employer can be seen as plainly inconsistent with their

stated desire for “better applicants”. Unfortunately, this is not the only instance in which the

employers’ reaction seemed at odds with their objectives.

However, there is one circumstance in which the preference for an internal candidate for

apprenticeship may be feasible. This situation could arise in a larger company whose reputation

for superior work conditions and wages for all its employees makes a “pre-qualification” period

of employment acceptable to high-quality applicants.

While it appears that the number of applicants for apprenticeship positions has

increased, the employers are not apparently seeing an improvement in the quality of those

applicants, at least from the point of view of seeing a higher number of “good” candidates. This

observation appears surprising since an increase in the pool of applications should produce a

greater number of quality applicants. There are a number of reasons that could explain this

apparent effect. It might well be that the pool of applicants has risen as relatively more young

persons see an apprenticeship as a job choice by default, perhaps a highly paid one. But they

have not the interest, commitment, aptitude or academic preparation to undertake the work.

It is equally possible that the number of quality applicants has risen but that employers

are failing to correctly perceive this, or that their selection procedures are failing to identify

correctly the quality of the applicants for apprenticeships.

We do not have persuasive evidence to determine which or both of these situations apply.
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Nevertheless, there is a strong sense from the employers that even while they have the

best available applicants, many of these applicants are no more than adequate, less promising

than they would wish. Such “compromise” hires appear to be closer to the norm than those of

unquestioned potential.

However, as discussed in Section 3.1F, a significant number of employers say they get

“too many” applicants when they advertise. As a result, some no longer advertise. This is

inconsistent with a desire to find the best possible candidate. It also suggests that some of the

employers do not really know how many good applicants are available and/or how to identify

them from a pool of applicants.

It should be noted that the larger employers shared this orientation to a lesser degree than

their smaller counterparts.

3.3 Training

The observations some of the employers suggested that their training environments might

not always meet either their needs or those of the apprentices. In some situations the apprentices

appear to receive minimal training. Instead of being shown, they are told to do.  Contact with an

experienced mentor/trainer is limited. Training materials appear cursory or absent. Feedback is

often only critical and never supportive or appreciative. Academic work is not integrated with

workplace experience. Training appears to be by default, effectively throwing the apprentice into

the deep, and shouting swim.

These employers do not exhibit an understanding of modern training practices, preferring

instead to improvise based on “instinct” or past practice. There is a lack of perception that there
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are other ways to train, never mind better ways. And they frequently seem unwilling to commit

the resources to explore alternatives or use outside assistance.

Part of the problem may arise because employers have thus far dealt with less promising

apprentices. Their training procedures may therefore reflect the training environment used with

those apprentices less adept or committed. This is in addition to the possibility that because of a

lack of strategic focus on HR, the training environment might be deficient in some aspects. As a

result, an inappropriate training environment may well be resented by those most suited to the

work, and it may in fact give them a distorted view of the nature of the career they have chosen

to pursue. In other words, an inappropriate training environment may “turn off” some of the best

apprentices, and thus aggravate the supply of high quality skilled trades.

By contrast, other employers, often but not always those larger, exhibited a much more

effective training environment. Such employers argued that there were no bad apprentices, only

bad trainers.

3.4 Retention

A very common observation by the employers involved the retention of apprentices both

before and after they finished their program. The greatest concern centered on the loss of those

who had been successfully trained. Once qualified the worker left, with the employers feeling

that they had incurred all the cost and received no reward.

Employers in general seemed to believe it was largely a matter of money, as workers left

for a “few extra dollars”. The prestige of larger employers, it was felt, also put the smaller

companies at risk as well.

Interestingly, larger and smaller companies complained about this “poaching”.  But the
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larger players appear to treat it as part of the “game”. Sometimes they win and sometimes they

lose. The smaller companies clearly felt that they could not afford to lose too often.

Employers suggested a number of remedies, most which, like employment contracts,

would have been impractical, unenforceable or contrary to public policy. It was suggested that

for limited period the licence could be associated with the employer and the worker.

Many of the employers concerned about poaching did not seem to understand that

retention was much more than the issue of money or prestige. By contrast, some employers did

seem to understand that the retention of skilled trades workers is no different from the challenges

of retaining any desirable worker.

The latter group of employers understood that in many kinds of work situations, money

is not the first priority. The social environment of the workplace, the interesting nature of the

work, the opportunity to advance one’s skill, use one’s initiative, and being treated with respect

are all important factors.

In a study conducted by the Industry-Education Council of Hamilton (Apprentice

Retention in the Skilled Trades, 2001), the importance of these factors are again documented.

This study demonstrated that, among other issues, apprentices want to be appreciated and enjoy

working with their co-workers; they look to job satisfaction and want constructive feedback;

they want to feel pride in their work and be given responsibility; they want access to training and

a safe workplace environment. These factors are similar to those cited in almost all careers.

Since, as the study noted, 85 percent of apprentices were satisfied with their choice of

skilled trade, it is clear that retention is driven by satisfaction with a particular employer, not

with the career. Asked why they stayed with their current employer, apprentices said that wages

and benefits ranked sixth most important factor affecting their decision.
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3.5 General Reaction to the Apprenticeship Programs

While the employers made a wide range of suggestions for improving the apprenticeship

programs, there were no strong, specific and consistent sets of complaints about the programs. In

other words, the majority of the employers did not express a comprehensive criticism of the

programs, did not express the view that the apprenticeship programs were systematically failing

to achieve their objectives.  By contrast, their suggestions for improvement were exactly that —

improve on an existing base, not rebuild the programs from the ground up. Indeed, employers

frequently expressed their general satisfaction with the apprenticeship programs.

3.6 Flexibility of the Skill Set

A repeated complaint did involve the perceived rigidity of the apprenticeship programs

with respect to the particular set of skills being certified. Employers pointed out that both

changing technology and the distinctive requirements of their businesses meant that some skills

required of apprentices were irrelevant, while other critical skills were not part of the

requirements. They emphasized the dynamic nature of technology and their need to be able to

respond quickly. Their observations specifically referred to two kinds of issues.

First, changing technology meant that new apprenticeship specializations need to be

quickly created, and that some existing apprenticeships need to have their prescribed set of skills

updated.

For example, they felt that EDM Wire Cutting Operator was a necessary new

certification, together with Pattern Mould Maker and Glass Blower. It was also felt that the

distinction between plumber and pipe fitter was neither logical, nor serviceable. Others argued
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that organizational skills should be part of at least some apprenticeships, and greater computing

skills in others. However, some employers did not seem to recognize that a higher level of skill

would be accompanied by the expectation of higher wages.

Second, the employers also wanted the specification of all the programs to allow them

greater flexibility to customize the process to their own particular needs. This greater flexibility

would allow them to accommodate changing technology more quickly.

Employers did not generally appear knowledgeable about how to advance these particular

concerns to the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities.

3.7 Knowledge of the Apprenticeship Programs

While some employers did exhibit a lack of knowledge about the apprenticeship

programs, there was not widespread ignorance about the programs or their administrative details.

3.8 Cost of the Apprenticeship Programs

While employers frequently referred to apprenticeship programs as costly, whether from

wasted materials to supervisory time, it was not part of a unanimous argument for greater public

support. It was as if the employers merely wished to remind the listener that the cost of the

programs should be kept in mind in any discussion about apprentices. However, other employers

said that they found apprenticeships affordable, that the apprentices earned their keep quite

quickly.

Still other employers, especially those smaller, did argue for greater public support.

By contrast, some employers expressed the view that increased public support for the

employers would be wasteful, or that the support program would be abused. Those employers
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arguing for public support did agree that there was potential for abuse and suggested that support

be conditional on successful completion by the apprentice.

Moreover, when employers did suggest public support, it was often to help pay the

apprenticeship fee. However, a number of employers believed that it was important for the

apprentices to pay their own fee. The need to do so, it was suggested, added to their motivation

and focus.

3.9 Training Facilities

Employers frequently observed that training facilities at secondary schools and colleges

were outmoded, and seriously limited the training available to apprentices and prospective

apprentices. They reiterated that these were technology workers, and that it was hard enough to

stay abreast of technology even with modern equipment. Without it, there was a severe gap in

their training.

The employers asked for increased public and private support for training facilities at

secondary schools and colleges.
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3.10 Pressure

All employers expressed some sense of the competitive pressures they felt, and some

said that conditions were becoming more difficult. Not surprisingly the smaller employers felt

they were under the greatest pressure; some expressed the view that they were under siege by

both larger companies and foreign competitors. The clear implication was that they felt their

resources and room to manoeuver were limited, including their ability to find and afford

apprentices.

3.11 Promotion of the Trades

Many employers expressed a strong preference for more promotion concerning the

desirability of the skilled trades in secondary schools. Some did not seem to be aware that there

has been considerable effort already applied to this goal.

However, employers often did not offer any detailed views of how this should be done,

or they differed on what should be communicated. Some wanted the prospective income to be

emphasized; others thought the income figures used in some promotional programs were

exaggerated and gave young people an unrealistic impression. Others suggested students need to

understand the need for appropriate academic preparation for many of the trade skills.

3.12 Apprentice/Worker Ratio

A number of employers felt strongly about the ratio of apprentices to workers imposed

by labour requirements and/or by their union contract. Several saw it as an unnecessary and

inappropriate limitation on their ability to train; they indicated that if the ratio were changed to

allow relatively more apprentices per worker, they would increase the number of apprentices

they hire.
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4.0 Recommendations

The observations of the employers have provided a rich and diverse source of insights

from which the following recommendations have been developed. They include actions within the

direct scope of the Employer Recruitment Strategy Task Force and those that are the

responsibility of others. The recommendations are not necessarily listed in priority order.

4.1 The Mandate of the Employer Recruitment Strategy Task Force

In order to contribute to the local economy’s prosperity and competitiveness, the Task

Force has focused on increasing the number of apprentice positions available to job seekers.

Based on the observations of the employers, it appears that the major obstacle is the employer’s

belief that many of the applicants for apprenticeship do not have the interest, commitment,

aptitude or academic preparation necessary to successfully complete the program.

Thus, the best way to induce employers to continuously and enthusiastically participate

in apprenticeship programs is to help them find and select the highest potential applicants. The

surest way to increase the number of apprenticeships is for employers to see how well and how

quickly apprentices can become not just productive employees, but excellent employees.

Recommendation 1

That the Task Force develops an inventory of training tools to help employers

select more effectively the best candidates for apprenticeship positions; if such

appropriate tools do not exist, that the Task Force encourages them to be created;

that the Task Force promotes and encourages the use of these tools.
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When the best candidate enters the program, the best skilled trade worker emerges.

This recommendation is not a narrow attempt to increase participating employers or

apprentice positions in the short run. Rather, it speaks to the excellence of the labour

force, as applicable to the skilled trades as to any other career domain. With the other two

brands of post-secondary education, the colleges and the universities, actively seeking the

“best” students, it is hard to see why apprentices should be treated differently. “Best”

should, of course, be applicable to the work requirements; but interest, commitment,

pride in work and relevant aptitude and preparation apply to all.

While the Task force would have to investigate what approaches would be most effective

in such training tools, several elements are clear. First, with many employers, especially the

smaller ones, under heavy competitive pressure and facing limited time and resources, it seems

clear that written materials alone would not have enough immediacy of impact to effect change.

This then suggests an intensive workshop/seminar with a very pragmatic theme.

4.2 Employers’ Contribution to Training

Recommendation 1 will increase the supply of apprenticeships only by having the best

apprentices turn into excellent employees. While high potential in an apprentice is an essential

condition, it is not sufficient. The apprentice must also be afforded an appropriate training

regimen. And there is a danger that the employer might not provide the most suitable training

environment.

Recommendation 2

That the Task Force develops an inventory of training tools that specifically help
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employers understand the type of training environment most conducive to high

potential apprentices (these training tools might be combined with the ones

suggested in Recommendation 1); if such appropriate tools do not exist, that the

Task Force encourages them to be created; that the Task Force promotes and

encourages the use of these tools.

4.3 Assessing Apprentices

While one way to improve apprenticeship opportunities is to help employers

learn how to select apprentices more effectively, another way is to offer direct help to

employers in the form of an applicant assessment tool or the assessment itself.

Such tools and assessment services are already provided by both public and

private agencies. However, the employers’ observations make clear that these assessment

tools are not well known or well used. Of course, it is difficult for employers to actually

know how good the applicants for apprenticeships are unless they are being assessed

formally, and as important, consistently. If used, assessment tools or services could

certainly improve the frequently ad-hoc nature of choosing an apprentice.

Unfortunately, the existing tools and services do not appear to have a sufficiently

high profile to induce widespread use. Moreover, different tools may be used by different

agencies to the same purpose. Thus, it would be most helpful if a tool could be

standardized for use by as many agencies as possible. Of course, the tools would have to

be customized for each principal skilled trade. But the same assessment tool for, say, tool

and die maker should be used by all involved. In this way, the credibility of the tool is

increased and employers may be expected to use them in the recruitment and selection
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procedures. Ideally, the employers ask for or require that each applicant undergo a

validated assessment.

Services that help conduct the assessment would be especially useful for the smaller firm

who hires fewer apprentices and does so infrequently. It would provide the smaller firm an

evaluation that would be conducted by an experienced agency according to a prescribed

procedure.

It should be recognized that a number of employers might choose not to participate. Some

would see it as an unnecessary or unwarranted intrusion into their independence of action.

However, these assessments are no more than an entry into the employer’s own process.

Other employers might believe that there are no dependable assessment tools for “good

workers”. All you can do, they would suggest, is rely on your “gut reaction” in an interview

and/or just hire the best of the lot, throwing them into the workplace to see who floats to the top.

A rebuttal to this approach would note the raw inefficiency of such a process and draw attention

to the more methodical practices of the larger employers.

Of course, the most effective way to encourage rigorous assessment is to directly involve

employers in the process of developing, selecting, and promoting these assessment tools. A

greater degree of employer involvement also provides the opportunity to create a clearinghouse

for information about the demand and supply of apprentices — critical information for local

labour market planning.

Other communities have put in place Local Industry Committees to address some of

these concerns.

Recommendation 3
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That the Task Force promotes and encourages employers to use apprenticeship

assessment tools and services; that the Task Force encourages the creation of  Local

Industry Committees.

4.4 Support of the Employers

The above recommendations cannot be implemented successfully without the active co-

operation of the employers. They must see the value in using/participating in these anticipated

training tools. At the least they must be prepared to commit their time to the training tools;

ideally they could also make a significant contribution to their cost. In order to appreciate the

value of the HR issues, not usually seen as a strategic priority, tools must be cast as the part of

the acknowledged first priority — making a profit.

Recommendation 4

a) That the Task Force describes and markets its activity as direct aids to

increased profitability, not as an HR tool and not as part of “an

apprenticeship promotion.” Excellence in employees is, of course, a direct

aid to profitability.

b) That the Task Force promotes and encourages the use of employer assessment

and training tools under the title

“Hire Profitability”

and that all associated marketing messages reflect this title and theme.

4.5 The Perspective of the Apprentice
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 The above recommendations could be more effectively implemented if the attitudes and

observations of the apprentices were better known. This is particularly the case given that the

employers frequently disagreed with each other about the characteristics and attitudes of the

apprentices.

Recommendation 5

That the Task Force considers conducting research into the attitude, characteristics and

observations of the existing apprentices, especially with respect to issues affecting

training, work environment and retention.

4.6 Training Facilities

Any initiative to strengthen apprenticeships is impaired when training takes place

with outmoded equipment.

Recommendation 6

a) That the Task Force explores ways to improve the availability of up-to-

date training facilities at both the secondary and college levels.

b) That the Task Force raises the concern to senior governments that the

employers expressed the need for increased private and public support for

training facilities at secondary schools and colleges.

4.7 Secondary Schools and Career Counselling

In view of the many employers that had an unfavourable view of the suitability of many
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of the applicants, and of how strongly they felt, it appears that there are actions that secondary

schools and career counsellors may need to take to eliminate obstacles to the successful

placement of apprentices.

While the schools, together with community initiatives, have worked hard to create a

more favourable view of the skilled trades for both students and apprentices, and while there

appears to be an increase in those who wish to pursue such careers, it also appears that many

unsuitable applicants are being attracted to these careers.

This is in spite of the fact that, in general, the schools and its counselors are pointing out

that the skilled trades apprentices need appropriate academic preparation and attitudes.

Nevertheless, the latter observations do not seem to be as effective as they need to be. Indeed,

the rigours of the requirements to be a successful apprentice appear to require a much more

insistent and repeated message. There can be no doubt that telling a young person something once

offers no assurance that the message is believed, remembered or acted upon.

It may also be noted that there is a temptation for career counsellors who need to see too

many students to direct the academically struggling or academically uninterested students to

“working with their hands”. The problem, however, is that some of these students have no

serious interest in work of any kind. Of course, the more these unmotivated students flood into

the apprenticeship market, the more they interfere with the ability of those who are motivated

and able to pursue careers in the skilled trades, and who would do so excellently. Furthermore,

certain characteristics of these unsuitable applicants may unfavourably colour the community’s

perception of the desirability of skilled trades as a career.

While it is appropriate and accurate to point out to young persons that the skilled

trades can generally offer a good income, it is unhelpful if this is the only message about the
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trades that is communicated or received. Rather, the financial rewards involved in the skilled

trades must be matched in emphasis and repetition by the need to meet demanding work

standards. This message alone may reduce the number of unsuitable applicants. Otherwise,

the schools and the communities are putting themselves in the position of encouraging

applicants of any quality to apply to the trades, as the default job. Perhaps it is time to tell

all students that for those who choose not to work at their studies, choose not to work at

literary, numeracy and learning, there are few jobs of any potential available.

Recommendation 7

a) That the Task Force encourages the elementary and secondary schools and their

counsellors to redouble their efforts to emphasize that skilled trades are only for

those who are motivated and well prepared with appropriate academic skills, and

that the financial rewards of the skilled trades are earned through work that is

physically, mentally and academically demanding.

b) That the Task Force also encourages the schools to continue to promote the

skilled trades as work that is satisfying and worthy, independent of income. With

respect to the construction trades generally, and the outside construction trades in

particular, the message should include the argument that their work is more visible

and permanent than that of many other careers, including those of university

graduates.

c) That the Task Force encourages a high-level dialogue between the

employers and the local Boards of Education about how their curriculum

and counselling can more strongly emphasize the issues discussed in

Recommendations 6(a) and (b), including changes to the mandatory career
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development course; about how the messages in the above

recommendations can best be directly communicated to parents and

students; about how the employers themselves can better promote the

skilled trades.

4.8 College-level Status

To further improve the perceived status of the skilled trades, it may be helpful, where

appropriate, to integrate the apprenticeship students more closely into the community college

programs, and to develop a stronger college “designation” for the apprentices.

There is a clear need to move apprenticeships into the more academic set of skills

discussed by the employers. Moreover, in order to attract the best candidates to the skilled

trades, the apprentice must be able to see this designation as a step in a process that provides for

the continuing refinement and reshaping of skills. This process must logically involve a clear and

feasible transition to college and university certification. Of course, a college or university

graduate must also be able to move without undue difficulty to the other designations, including

to the skilled trades.

Recommendation 8

a) That the Task Force explores the experience of “transition” programs, such as

those at McMaster University and Mohawk College, and at St. Clair College.

b) That the Task Force encourages Conestoga College to investigate a new college

status for apprenticeships programs.
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4.9 Flexibility and Adaptation

The pace of technology and the rapidly shifting marketplace put a high premium on the

ability of companies and their workers to adapt to changed technological needs quickly. As

discussed in Section 3.6, the employers provided two sets of observations. First, they felt the

need for new apprenticeship specializations, and for some existing apprenticeships to have their

prescribed sets of skills updated. Second, they wanted the ability to customize all apprenticeship

programs to the specific needs of the company or industry. Generally, they also did not appear

to know how to advance these concerns to the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities.

Recommendation 9

a) That the Task Force promotes the development and delivery of

materials/presentations that describe how apprenticeships can be

customized for individual technologies or employers in light of changing

legislation. For efficiency this can be included with a general overview of

the apprenticeship process and sources of guidance for those few who are

not well informed regarding the apprenticeship process.

b) That the Task Force encourages the development of a directory of appropriate

trade and industry associations that would allow employers to seek out the advice

and experiences of others.

c) That the Task Force raises the concern to senior governments that the employers

expressed their need for flexibility regarding the skilled trades and the need to

allow for customization of the apprenticeship requirements by individual

employers.


