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Ontario 360 is a project of  University of  Toronto’s Munk 
School of  Global Affairs and Public Policy. Its purpose is to 
scan Ontario’s challenges and opportunities and develop evi-
dence-based public policy ideas to inform and shape the Ontario 
government’s own policy planning and development. Ontario 
360 is independent, non-partisan, and fact-based. It provides a 
neutral platform for policy experts to put forward clear, action-
able policy recommendations to promote a growth and opportu-
nity agenda for Ontario. 

The Ontario 360 project is grateful for financial support from 
the W. Garfield Weston Foundation and The Donner Canadian 
Foundation. We also recognize the support of  the University 
of  Toronto and the Munk School of  Global Affairs and Public 
Policy as the Ontario 360 project’s intellectual and administrative 
home. The support of  these partners enables us to commission 
evidence-based research and facilitate dialogue between policy 
experts and policymakers in the Province of  Ontario. Our advi-
sory council, authors, and Munk School faculty, students, alumni, 
and supporters do not necessarily endorse or affirm the policy 
recommendations advanced by the different contributors.
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1.	 Test, replicate and scale sector-focused training that builds 
on the SkillsAdvance Ontario pilot program to target skills-
training to sectoral needs.

2.	 Explore the feasibility of Career Pathways including 
supporting Ontario post-secondary institutions to build 
stronger relationships with employment service providers 
and employers. This could take the form, for instance, of 
providing more flexible funding options that enable post-
secondary institutions to offer shorter credential programs 
as well as invest in student support services and employer 
engagement capacity.

3.	 Build ecosystem for demand-informed models including 
supporting the creation of business-led training networks 
involving various stakeholders such as post-secondary 
institutions, employment service providers, employers, 
industry associations, and labour unions to design and 
deliver localized skills-training programming.

4.	 Adopt aspects of Australia’s model for more proactive 
employer engagement in order to better inform skills-
training priorities and support the connection between 
employers and jobseekers.

5.	 Learn what works through outcome-based metrics with a 
particular focus on sustainable employment linkages.

Summary Of Recommendations
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The world of  work is changing. Changes in technology, demographics, and 
the environment are shaping the jobs of  the future and the skills that workers 
will need to succeed in these jobs. While many early predictions about 
automation and mass layoffs were exaggerated, there is little doubt that the 
changing labour market is putting new pressures on Ontario’s employment 
and training system.

Is the system ready to meet these challeng-
es? In this paper we argue that significant 
changes are needed to make Ontario’s 
employment and training system more 
flexible, responsive, and resilient to the 
future world of  work. Our goal is to ensure 
that all Ontarians, including especially 
those most likely to be affected by techno-
logical changes and other disruptive trends, 
receive the support they need to navigate 
the changing world of  work – while also 
making the system more responsive to the 
rapidly changing needs of  employers and 
local economies. Meeting this goal will 
require active collaboration among em-
ployers, citizens, educational institutions, 
and governments. It will also require a 
system-wide approach that embraces ex-
perimentation, testing and a commitment 
to scaling what works. 

The question of  how to future-proof  
Ontario’s employment and training is 
particularly timely given that the pro-
vincial government is in the midst of  a 
major transformation to its employment 
services. This transformation will have 
far-reaching implications for adults 
seeking career advice and guidance and 
provides an opportunity for new thinking 
on how to prepare Ontarians to thrive in 
the changing world of  work.

Our paper is organized into four sections. 
We begin with some context on Ontario’s 
changing labour market and the pressures 
these changes are creating for our employ-
ment and training system. Next, we turn 
to the evidence base on skills development 
to identify approaches that could strength-
en Ontario’s employment and training 
system. We specifically highlight sec-
tor-based training models, a demand-led, 
evidence-based approach to skills training 
that connects training with employer and 
labour market needs, as a promising strate-
gy. We also highlight where we have knowl-
edge gaps and need to experiment to learn 
what works. Following this, we analyze 
Ontario’s current state employment and 
training system to highlight strengths, gaps, 
and opportunities for change.

In the final section, we offer five recom-
mendations for strengthening Ontario’s 
employment and training system. The rec-
ommendations focus on adapting, testing 
and scaling evidence-informed approaches 
to employment and training that will better 
equip workers, jobseekers and employers to 
meet the challenges of  the future. Together 
our recommendations offer a blueprint 
for a more flexible, responsive, and for-
ward-looking employment and training 
system that will prepare workers and em-
ployers in Ontario for the future of  work. 

Introduction
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A changing labour market

Ontario will face significant labour mar-
ket disruptions in the coming decades, 
driven by changes in technology, automa-
tion, and demographic shifts. The impacts 
of  these disruptions are already being felt, 
with the closure of  Oshawa’s General 
Motors plant being just one of  many 
high-profile examples. Once one of  the 
biggest auto assembly plants in the world, 
General Motors operated in Oshawa for 
100 years, employing almost 23,000 work-
ers at its peak. While that number has 
declined significantly over the recent de-
cade, the upcoming loss of  almost 3,000 
jobs will still be a major blow to Oshawa’s 
economy. While GM has developed a 
forward-looking strategy to become home 
to a test track for autonomous vehicles, 
this strategy combined with a heroic effort 
to repurpose the assembly plant into a 
parts operation will still only save a few 
hundred jobs. 

Of  course, labour market disruption will 
not affect all regions in the same way. A 
combination of  aging demographics and 
outmigration has already contributed 
to marked demographic and econom-
ic differences between urban and rural 
places. Populations are stagnant or even 

declining in many rural and remote areas. 
Employment, labour force participation, 
and income will likely continue to be 
lower than in urban areas. Recent analysis 
by the Brookfield Institute suggests that 
these gaps may deepen. As part of  their 
Employment in 2030 project, they un-
dertook an analysis of  future skills needs 
in Ontario drawing on existing litera-
ture, consultations with stakeholders and 
labour market experts, and data analysis. 
Their findings suggest that Ontario’s in-
dustrial heartland – small manufacturing 
cities and towns in southwestern Ontario, 
which have already been hard hit – will 
be most susceptible to automation in the 
future. Their analysis also highlights other 
places such as Leamington and Norfolk, 
which have significant proportions of  
employment in agriculture, forestry, and 
fishing, as similarly vulnerable to further 
disruption.1

Labour market disruption will also affect 
workers differently. A large body of  inter-
national research on returns to education 
has long pointed to differences educa-
tional attainment as a major source of  
divergent employment outcomes around 
the world.2 Ontario fits the international 

Context

1Craig Lamb and Matt Lo, “Automation Across the Nation: Understanding the Potential Impacts of  Technological Trends 
Across Canada:, Brookfield Institute, June 2017. https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/RP_BrookfieldInsti-
tute_Automation-Across-the-Nation.pdf.

2Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), “What are the earnings premiums from education?”, 
Education At A Glance 2011: OECD Indicators, OECD Publishing, September 2011; OECD, “What are the earnings 
advantages from education?”, Education At A Glance 2015: OECD Indicators, OECD Publishing, November 2015; and 
OECD, “What are the earnings advantages from education?”, Education At A Glance 2017: OECD Indicators, OECD 
Publishing, September 2017.

https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/RP_BrookfieldInstitute_Automation-Across-the-Nation.pdf
https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/wp-content/uploads/RP_BrookfieldInstitute_Automation-Across-the-Nation.pdf
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pattern. The median annual earnings for 
Ontario workers with a bachelor’s degree 
or higher are nearly 50 percent higher 
than for their counterparts with just a 
high school diploma. Workers without 
postsecondary qualifications also fair 
poorly on other indicators such as the 
employment rate and labour force partic-
ipation rate.  

Moreover, while the participation rates of  
women without credentials have always 
been relatively low, recent analysis by 
Sean Speer suggests that we should be 
particularly concerned about the plight of  
working age men without postsecondary 
credentials. He presents striking data illus-
trating how this group has been, and will 
likely continue to be, particularly hard-hit 
by labour market changes. While Ontario’s 
overall labour force participation rate for 
the working-age population has remained 
steady, the participation rate for non-ed-
ucated men has fallen by roughly 10 per-
centage points in Ontario since 2000.3

This growing gap matters. While Ontario 
is a leader in Canada and around the 
world in educational attainment, it is easy 
to forget that approximately 35 percent 
of  Ontarians ages 25 to 64 – about 
2.5 million Ontarians - do not have a 
post-secondary qualification (see Figure 
1).4 While younger cohorts are more likely 
than older cohorts to have qualifications, 
even among the 35 to 44 age group – a 
group that traditionally has had time to 
finish their initial education and establish 
themselves in the labour market – 34 per-
cent of  men and 25 percent of  women in 
this age group do not have qualifications. 
Also note that as Figure 1 shows, males 
have lower post-secondary attainment in 
all age groups except for the 55-64 group. 

Together, these changes will have signif-
icant implications for Ontario’s employ-
ment and training systems – creating 
both challenges and opportunities that 
should compel decision-makers to act. 
The remainder of  the paper explores 
the evidence base on how to best to 
respond to these challenges and assesses 
the extent to Ontario is well-positioned 
to adapt and incorporate these practices 
into its ecosystem.

3 Sean Speer, “Forgotten People and Forgotten Places: Canada’s Economic Performance in the Age of  Populism”. Macdonald 
Laurier Institute, August 2019. http://macdonaldlaurier.ca/files/pdf/MLI_Speer_ScopingSeries1_FWeb.pdf.

4Statistics Canada, “Education Highlight Tables, 2016 Census”, February 2019. https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-re-
censement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/edu-sco/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=11&Geo=00&SP=1&view=1&age=2&sex=1.

http://macdonaldlaurier.ca/files/pdf/MLI_Speer_ScopingSeries1_FWeb.pdf
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/edu-sco/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=11&Geo=00&SP=1&view=1&age=2&sex=1
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/edu-sco/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=11&Geo=00&SP=1&view=1&age=2&sex=1
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Figure 1 | Educational Attainment of  Working Age Ontarians By Age Group And Sex, 
Census 2016 Data5

Implications for Ontario’s employment and  
training system 

Ontario’s labour market is already putting 
pressure on the employment and training 
system to be more responsive than the 
current system. New challenges will re-
quire a system that is much better able to 

support Ontarians in providing ongoing, 
flexible education and training in partic-
ular and navigating the changing labour 
market in general.  

  Statistics Canada, “Education Highlight Tables, 2016 Census”, February 2019. https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-re-
censement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/edu-sco/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=11&Geo=00&SP=1&view=1&age=2&sex=1.

https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/edu-sco/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=11&Geo=00&SP=1&view=1&age=2&sex=1
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/edu-sco/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=11&Geo=00&SP=1&view=1&age=2&sex=1
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The importance of  an employment and 
training system that supports lifelong 
learning has long been recognized in 
Canada.6 But the changing labour market 
makes the stakes even higher. 

While Canada is a leader in providing 
high-quality K-12 and postsecondary 
education, it has long been a laggard in 
workplace training and lifelong learning. 
Less than one-third of  Canadians receive 
job-related, non-formal education. On 
average, working Canadians receive only 
49 hours of  job-related training per year, 
compared to an OECD average of  58 
hours. Canada also spends 0.07 percent 
of  GDP on training, well below the 
OECD average of  0.13 percent.7

There is also evidence that those who are 
most likely to need training are the least 
likely to receive it. People in rural and 
remote locations, those without postsec-
ondary qualifications, and individuals 
with lower literacy levels, are less likely 
to participate in upskilling or reskilling 
opportunities.8

Greater and more effective investments 
in lifelong learning are needed to help 
Canadians prepare for the future world 
of  work and help Ontarians in all regions, 
industries, and stages of  their working life 
make informed career choices and access 
flexible, effective training options that 
will prepare them for jobs in in-demand 
sectors and occupations. 

All of  this raises the question of  why has 
Canada not invested more heavily in job 
training? One possible explanation is 
that government sponsored training has 
gained a bad reputation for being ineffec-
tive and misaligned with employer needs. 
Indeed, this was the conclusion reached 
by Canadian economist Stephen Jones in 
his 2011 research paper commissioned by 
the Task Force on EI Reform. In this pa-
per he argues that the returns to training 
for displaced workers are low and that on 
a cost-benefit basis, the body of  evidence 
does not show that training pays off for 
most of  the displaced population.9 In the 
next section, we argue that while the ev-
idence does suggest that training is not a 
panacea, the story on the effectiveness of  
skills training is actually more nuanced. 

6 Paul Cappon, “Connecting the dots on lifelong learning: Canada’s new Composite Learning Index”, Policy Options, 
November 2006. https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/the-front-runners/connecting-the-dots-on-lifelong-learn-
ing-canadas-new-composite-learning-index/; and Council of  Ministers of  Education, Canada, “Learn Canada 2020”, 
Joint Declaration Provincial and Territorial Ministers of  Education, April 2008. https://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/
Publications/Attachments/187/CMEC-2020-DECLARATION.en.pdf.

7 Daniel Munro, “Skills, Training and Lifelong Learning”, Public Policy Forum, March 2019. https://ppforum.ca/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2019/03/SkillsTrainingAndLifelongLearning-PPF-MARCH2019-EN.pdf. 

8 Ibid. 
9 The Mowat Centre and Stephen Jones, “The Effectiveness of  Training for Displaced Workers with Long Prior Job Tenure”, 

Mowat Publication No. 27, September 2011.
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/mowatcentre/the-effectiveness-of-training-for-displaced-workers-with-long-prior-job-tenure/.

https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/the-front-runners/connecting-the-dots-on-lifelong-learning-canadas-new-composite-learning-index/
https://policyoptions.irpp.org/magazines/the-front-runners/connecting-the-dots-on-lifelong-learning-canadas-new-composite-learning-index/
https://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/187/CMEC-2020-DECLARATION.en.pdf
https://www.cmec.ca/Publications/Lists/Publications/Attachments/187/CMEC-2020-DECLARATION.en.pdf
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/SkillsTrainingAndLifelongLearning-PPF-MARCH2019-EN.pdf
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/SkillsTrainingAndLifelongLearning-PPF-MARCH2019-EN.pdf
https://munkschool.utoronto.ca/mowatcentre/the-effectiveness-of-training-for-displaced-workers-with-long-prior-job-tenure/
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Does training work?

In an upcoming paper for the Institute for 
Research and Public Policy, we conduct a 
comprehensive review of  the evidence on 
the effectiveness of  training. The upshot of  
our analysis is that while some important 
and large-scale rigorous studies have found 
no impact for skills training, other rigorous 
studies have showed that training works 
(see Box 1 for selected examples in this 
body of  evidence). 

Taken together, studies from the US and 
Canada suggest that skills training is not a 
silver bullet, let alone a universally effec-
tive solution to displacement and unem-
ployment. Rather, studies suggest a more 
nuanced picture: skills training can benefit 
certain groups, under specific conditions. 

So what explains this variation? Simply 
put, not all training is created equal. The 
way training is designed and delivered 
matters, as does the context in which the 
training operates. Our analysis suggests 
that positive outcomes tend to be associat-
ed with two criteria. First, training should 
be aligned with the local labour market to 
prepare participants for employment in 
in-demand occupations. Second, training 
should align with the interests of  the target 
population. Potential participants must see 
the target occupation as a good match for 
their skills and interests.

Getting skills training right is complex. 
Great care and attention are needed to 
design skills training programs that give 
workers the skills they need to obtain 
work that is both in-demand and a quality 
match. For practitioners and policy-mak-
ers, then, the most pressing question is how 
to foster training approaches that meet 
these criteria. 

In this section we discuss two specific 
training strategies that have the potential 
to support Canadians on their lifelong 
learning journeys and ensure that training 
is aligned with labour market need:

•	 Sector-based models

•	 Career Pathways models

We review the evidence supporting the 
effectiveness of  these models as well as the 
findings and lessons learned about how to 
successfully implement them.  

The evidence base 
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Box 1 | Evidence on The Effectiveness of Skills Training

Several rigorous large-scale studiesi, primarily in the US, have studied the impact of  
skills training. An evaluation of  the Job Training Partnership Act (1982-1998) in the US 
found no evidence for the effectiveness of  skill training on employment and earnings, 
although later analyses using more sophisticated methodsii nuanced these findings to 
suggest that training was effective in some contexts and for some participants. 

The evaluation of  the Adult and Dislocated Worker Programs (2011) in the US similarly 
found no evidence for the effectiveness of  training interventions in improving employ-
ment outcomes. Researchers noted that poor alignment with local labour market needs 
and political economy considerations may have contributed to underwhelming outcomes.
iii 

Other US studies suggest a more promising picture of  skills training outcomes. For ex-
ample, Jacobson et. al. (2002) estimated the impact of  attending community college on 
the employment and earnings of  displaced workers in Washington state in the 1990s. 
They linked administrative earning records with community college transcripts. Their 
study included 97,000 workers displaced in the state before 1996, 16,000 of  whom had 
completed at least one community college credit. The study found that completing the 
equivalent of  an academic year raised long-term earnings by 9 percent for men and 13 
percent for women.iv

Similarly, an evaluation of  Canada’s Labour Market Development Agreements (2012-
2017 cycle) found that skills development services increased the likelihood of  employ-
ment by 4-5 percent for participants, and increased earnings as well. The evaluation 
demonstrated that skills development has roughly the same size impacts on employment 
outcomes as targeted wage subsidies, but is more effective than standard employment 
assistance services. In terms of  earnings gains, the picture is broadly similar.v 

iLeigh, D. (1990). Does training work for displaced workers? A survey of  existing evidence. W.E. Upjohn Institute for Em-
ployment Research, Kalamazoo.

iiHeckman, J., & Jeffrey A. Smith. (2000). “The Sensitivity of  Experimental Impact Estimates (Evidence from the National 
JTPA Study)” in Youth Employment and Joblessness in Advanced Countries, University of  Chicago Press, January 2000.

iiiFortson, K., D. Rotz, P. Burkander, A. Mastri, P. Schochet, L. Rosenberg, S. McConnell, & R. D’Amico. (2017). “Pro-
viding Public Workforce Services to Job Seekers: 30-month Impact Findings on the WIA Adult and Dislocated Worker 
Programs”, Mathematica Policy Research, May 2017.

ivJacobson, L., LaLonde, R., and Sullivan, D. (2002). Estimating the Returns to Community College Schooling for Dis-
placed Workers, U.S. Department of  Labor, Washington DC.

vEconomic and Social Development Canada. (2017). “Evaluation of  the Labour Market Development Agreements: Syn-
thesis Report”, Strategic and Service Policy Branch, ESDC.
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Sector-based models: aligning training with labour  
market needs

As early as the 1980s, workforce practi-
tioners in the US began to ask the ques-
tion of  whether working more closely with 
employers could make training programs 
more effective. This experimentation gave 
rise to sector-based training models. These 
models focus on delivering training that 
enables workers to transition into in-de-
mand jobs in growth sectors and/or make 
career progress within these sectors. 

Sector-based models emerged out of  the 
insight that if  training is more carefully 
tailored to existing jobs, the trainees will 
have much better chances of  obtaining 
them. If  employers were satisfied with 
these trainees, they would in turn be more 
likely to hire from the training program in 
the future.10

Building on this insight, workforce practi-
tioners began to experiment with a “dual 
customer” approach in which employers 
as well as workers are considered to be 
clients. Practitioners focused on specific 
industry sectors so that they could develop 
deep industry expertise and better under-
stand employer needs. Working closely 
with employers and industry associations 
ensured that candidates built the right skills 
to succeed in in-demand jobs, and obtain 
the credentials and licensing necessary.  

Sector-based models generally require 
coordination with multiple partners in-
cluding employers, industry associations, 
workforce boards and training providers. 

Some sector-based models rely on an 
intermediary organization or training 
broker who recruits industry partners, 
identifies skills needs, develops training 
programs, and oversees the recruitment, 
training and placement of  participants.  

Sector-based models were first used in the 
health and elderly care sectors in the US 
in the 1980s, but have since been used in 
a variety of  sectors, including IT, manu-
facturing, construction, transport and lo-
gistics.  The model has been used to train 
disadvantaged adults and youth, as well 
as workers dislocated from previous jobs. 
The models have been implemented most 
widely in the US and embraced by state 
and local governments across the country. 

Sector-based models hold great appeal 
in the context of  the changing world of  
work. As skills needs and labour market 
demands rapidly shift, employment and 
training providers will need to work more 
closely with employers to understand and 
respond to these shifts. 

Evidence for sector-based models

Multiple rigorous studies have found that 
sector-based training can have positive 
impacts on participant employment and 
earnings. 

One of  the most significant investi-
gations into the effectiveness of  sec-
tor-based models is the WorkAdvance 
Demonstration. WorkAdvance is a 

10Maureen Conway and Robert P. Giloth, Connecting People to Work: Workforce Intermediaries and Sector Strategies, 
Aspen Institute, June 2016. https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2014/06/Final-Version-Connecting-Peo-
ple-to-Work.pdf.

https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2014/06/Final-Version-Connecting-People-to-Work.pdf
https://assets.aspeninstitute.org/content/uploads/2014/06/Final-Version-Connecting-People-to-Work.pdf
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sector-focused model with a specific focus 
on career advancement. The model is 
currently being implemented by four 
providers across the US and is being 
evaluated using a randomized controlled 
trial design with over 2,500 study partici-
pants for a five-year follow-up period. At 
the three-year follow-up point, program 
participants earned 12 percent more on 
average than workers in a control group 
who did not participate in WorkAdvance, 
which translates to an additional $1,865 
(USD) in earnings per year.11

The impacts of  WorkAdvance for the 
long-term unemployed were larger than 
average. For these workers, WorkAdvance 
increased earnings by 14 percent, or 
about $1,930 (USD) per year.  

WorkAdvance is not the only rigorous 
study of  sector-based training that has 
shown positive impacts on employment 
and earnings. The Sectoral Employment 
Impact Study, a randomized controlled 
trial study evaluating three sector-fo-
cused programs across the US, found 
that the earnings of  program partic-
ipants were 29 percent higher than 
the control group, translating to about 
$4,500 more in earnings.12 

Michaelides et al. summarized results 
from evaluations of  three sector-based 
models in Ohio that focused on health-
care, manufacturing, and construction. 
The quasi-experimental evaluation found 
that all three programs were effective in 
helping graduates obtain employment a 
year after training completion.13

Implementing sector-based models

Sector-based models are not without their 
challenges. While several experiments 
have demonstrated positive results, the 
effectiveness has not been uniform. Even 
within the WorkAdvance study, there was 
variation in the degree to which differ-
ent sites produced positive impacts for 
participants. 

Evidence suggests four factors are import-
ant to the successful implementation of  
sector-based models:

•	 Understanding of  employer needs - A 
thorough understanding of  current 
and future skills needs is key to suc-
cess. The demand for skills must be 
sufficiently strong relative to supply 
to justify training; likewise, efforts are 
required to identify emerging skills 
needs.

•	 Understanding of  worker needs - 
Sector-based models must consider 
not only the “demand side” context 
but the “supply side” context as 
well – the current state of  training 
programs, stakeholder interests, and 
whether there is a sufficient supply 
of  interested, suitable participants 
who could not already access similar 
training through other means. 

•	 Relationships and ecosystem dynam-
ics - Collaboration and close relation-
ships between employers, training 
providers, and intermediaries are a 
critical success factor. These relation-
ships are local, context-dependent, 

11 Ibid. 
12 Sheila Maguire, Joshua Freely, Carol Clymer, Maureen Conway, & Deena Schwartz, Tuning In to Local Labor Markets: 

Findings from the Sectoral Employment Impact Study, Public/Private Ventures, July 2010. https://ppv.issuelab.org/
resources/5101/5101.pdf.  

13 Marios Michaelides, Peter R. Mueser, Kassim Mbwana, & Scott Davis, “Quasi-experimental impact study of  NFWS/SIF 
workforce partnership programs: Evidence on the effectiveness of  three workforce partnership programs in Ohio”, Nation-
al Fund for Workforce Solutions, March 2015.

https://ppv.issuelab.org/resources/5101/5101.pdf
https://ppv.issuelab.org/resources/5101/5101.pdf
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and time-consuming to develop. This 
means a sector-based model may 
require several years of  development 
before becoming successful.14

•	 Agility and labour market dynamics 
- Shifts in local labour market condi-
tions that affect particular industries 

or occupations can impact the 
effectiveness of  sector-based training 
models. Sector-based programs must 
have a strong, forward-looking under-
standing of  labour market conditions 
and the flexibility and agility to adapt 
to sudden shifts, to be successful. 

Career Pathways: creating accessible lifelong learning 
pathways

As sector-based models have spread across 
the United States, practitioners have 
begun to experiment with variants of  the 
model that incorporate new partners and 
types of  training. One model that has 
gained prominence since the 1990s is the 
Career Pathways model. 

Like other sector-based models, Career 
Pathways is focused on preparing indi-
viduals for in-demand jobs. The model 
focuses specifically on aligning post-sec-
ondary training with labour market need 
by organizing training into a series of  
modular steps that align with successive-
ly higher credential and employment 
opportunities. 

Career Pathways programs often seek to 
provide “on and off ramps” between the 
labour market and educational institu-
tions at various points along the pathway, 
to meet the needs of  both younger and 
older students and workers, including 
those who are either disadvantaged or 
dislocated from earlier jobs.  

Like other sector-based models, Career 
Pathways requires the active engagement 
of  employers to succeed. Employer input 
helps ensure that training and credentials 
align with specific, in-demand employment 
opportunities. The modular nature of  the 
approach means that training can be more 
easily adapted to respond to changing 
skills needs, and is more accessible to adult 
learners seeking access to quality training 
at different stages in their career. 

The Career Pathways model has been 
widely adopted in the US across multiple 
levels of  government. The US federal 
government has recently institutionalized 
the approach by integrating a fund-
ing framework for the model into the 
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity 
Act. A number of  states, including 
California, Washington, Oregon, and 
Kentucky (ACTE 2019), have developed 
their own Career Pathways approach-
es, as have numerous cities (New York, 
St. Louis, and San Diego) and training 
providers, such as colleges and industry 
organizations. 

14Mark Elliot and Anne Roder, “Workforce Development and Random Control Trial Evaluations”, Economic Mobility 
Corporation, 2015.
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Evidence for Career Pathways

Two large-scale demonstration proj-
ects in the US are studying the im-
pacts of  Career Pathways: Pathways 
for Advancing Careers and Education 
(PACE) and Health Profession 
Opportunity Grants (HPOG).  

The PACE project is evaluating nine 
Career Pathways projects using a ran-
domized controlled trial design. Thirty-
month evaluation results were published 
in 2019 and reported promising impacts 
on educational attainment and earnings. 
One of  the projects, the Year Up pro-
gram, found that programs experienced 
a 53 percent gain in initial earnings over 
the control group, and a 40 percent gain 
at two-year follow-up. These are the 
largest earnings gains to date for work-
force development programs tested with a 
randomized controlled trial.15 

The HPOG project studied the impact 
of  Career Pathways models in the health 
care sector, using a randomized controlled 
trial design. The evaluation found that 
the treatment group was more than 27 
percent more likely to be employed in the 
health care sector, compared to the con-
trol group, and earned 4 percent more in 
the fifth quarter following enrollment.16

Implementing Career Pathways

The successful implementation of  Career 
Pathways models requires effective em-
ployer engagement and the development 
of  productive relationships and partner-
ships between employers, employment 
services and postsecondary institutions. 
Other factors that are important for the 
successful implementation of  Career 
Pathways include:

•	 Ensuring sustainable funding – 
Establishing a sustainable funding 
model for Career Pathways can be 
difficult, as many programs have 
struggled to find ongoing resources 
to support different elements of  the 
program including financial supports 
and support services for students.

•	 Recruitment – Many Career Pathways 
programs have struggled with identi-
fying students who are a good fit for 
the specific sectors and occupations 
targeted, and have identified building 
stronger partnerships with referral 
partners and testing new recruitment 
methods as potential solutions.

15David Fein and Jill Hamadyk, “Bridging the Opportunity Divide for Low-Income Youth: Implementation and Early 
Impacts of  the Year Up Program”, OPRE Report 2018-65, Pathways for Advancing Careers and Education (PACE), May 
2018. https://www.yearup.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Year-Up-PACE-Full-Report-2018.pdf.

16Laura R. Peck, Alan Werner, Eleanor Harvill, Daniel Litwok, Shawn Moulton, Alyssa R. Fountain, & Gretchen Locke, 
“Health Profession Opportunity Grants (HPOG 1.0) Impact Study Interim Report: Program Implementation and Short 
Term Impacts”, OPRE Report 2018-16a, U.S. Department of  Health and Human Services, May 2018.

https://www.yearup.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Year-Up-PACE-Full-Report-2018.pdf
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Ontario’s employment and training system

It is clear that Ontario’s employment and training system is being 
confronted by major changes and will continue to be so in the future. How 
ready is this system to respond to the changing world of  work?

About the system

Ontario’s major employment and training 
program is Employment Ontario, which 
encompasses a wide range of  employ-
ment and training services funded by the 
province, including:

•	 Employment Service – offers a suite 
of  resources, supports and services to 
support individuals to meet the career 
and employment needs of  individuals 
and the labour needs of  employers

•	 Literacy and Basic Skills – provides 
training in literacy, numeracy and 
other essential skills for adult learners 

•	 Youth Job Connection – provides 
pre-employment training, job match-
ing, work placements, mentorship and 
transition supports for youth expe-
riencing multiple and/or complex 
barriers to employment

•	 Second Career – provides financial 
support for adult learners who have 
been laid off to pursue skills training

•	 Canada-Ontario Job Grant – pro-
vides financial support to individual 
employers or employer consortia who 
wish to purchase training for their 
employees 

•	 Pre-apprenticeship – helps potential 
entrants to the apprenticeship system 
develop job skills and trade readiness

Table 1 presents information on govern-
ment spending for each of  these services 
in the 2015-16 fiscal year.17

17Office of  the Auditor General of  Ontario. (2018). Annual Report 2018: Follow-Up Report on 2016 and Prior Audit 
Recommendations. Volume 2 of  2. http://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/annualreports/arreports/en18/2018AR_v2_
en_web.pdf.

http://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/annualreports/arreports/en18/2018AR_v2_en_web.pdf
http://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/annualreports/arreports/en18/2018AR_v2_en_web.pdf
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Table 1 | Government Spending and Clients Served, By Employment Ontario Service Type, 
Fy2015/16

Service Type Total Spending
($ Millions)

Employment Service 335.2

Literacy And Basic Skills 85.7

Youth Job Connection 42.6

Second Career 159.1

Canada-Ontario Job Grant 64.7

Pre-Apprenticeship 13.6

Ontario also has a large network of  
postsecondary institutions including 24 
publicly-funded colleges and 22 universi-
ties (20 of  which receive public funding).   

Ontario also has 26 Workforce Planning 
Boards in regions across the province. 
These boards are non-profit organizations 
that bring together local stakeholders, 
gather information about labour supply 

and demand, and coordinate community 
responses to labour market issues and 
needs. Ontario has also piloted the ex-
pansion of  eight boards to become Local 
Employment Planning Councils, with 
an additional mandate to improve local 
labour market data, and to select and 
fund innovative projects that address local 
labour market issues.

Employment services transformation

In early 2019 the Ontario government 
announced a plan to transform the 
province’s employment services. The key 
features of  the transformation include:

a) Integrating employment support 
services for Ontario Works and the 
Ontario Disability Support Program 
into Employment Ontario to create 
one system of  employment services

b) Introducing service system 
managers responsible for managing 

employment services in each service 
catchment area, selected through a 
competitive process

The selection of  service system managers 
for an initial prototype phase is already 
underway. The transformation is designed 
to support the government’s vision of  a 
more locally responsive, outcomes-fo-
cused and client-centered system that will 
in turn achieve positive outcomes for both 
jobseekers and employers. 
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Gaps and challenges

Despite a chorus of  voices advocating for 
more future-oriented approaches to em-
ployment services and training, Ontario’s 
employment and training system remains 
firmly rooted in the past. The founda-
tion of  this system is the Employment 
Service, which provides general career 
advice, job search assistance, and re-
ferrals to training programs. Training 
– particularly training that is responsive, 
demand-informed and focused on the 
skills needs of  the future – is not a prom-
inent feature of  Ontario’s system.

To what extent does the transformation 
currently underway in Ontario’s employ-
ment services system provide an opportu-
nity to reorient towards the future? The 
transformation is designed to support 
the government’s vision of  an integrated, 
outcomes-focused and client-centered 
system. These goals are core to the man-
date of  any publicly funded employment 
service and align with a trend towards 
integration that began in other jurisdic-
tions decades ago. While this alignment 
is to be applauded, we also note a striking 
absence of  any discussion of  how the new 
system will adapt to the dramatic chang-
es in the labour market that are already 
occurring. The discussion of  the transfor-
mation includes little reference to:

•	 Helping new segments of  workers 
– As the labour market changes, em-
ployment services will need to serve 
not just the long-term unemployed 
and those facing barriers to the 
labour market, but workers affected 
by labour market disruptions and 
technological change. 

•	 Proactively addressing labour market 
change – Rapid and unpredictable 
changes to the labour market will 
require employment services to be 
more proactive in recognizing and 
preparing Ontario to navigate these 
changes, rather than waiting until 
clients have already been negatively 
impacted to act.   

The Ontario transformation provides a 
marked contrast to the recent employ-
ment services transformation in Australia 
which is introducing a new, digital-driven 
model to better adapt to the future world 
of  work (see Box 2 for more information).
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Box 2 | Australia’s Employment Services Transformation

Australia is transforming its employment services system to be better aligned with the 
realities of  the 21st century labour market. The new model will offer a digital-driven, 
tiered model of  service delivery. Clients will be placed into one of  three tiers:

1.	 Job-ready candidates use online self-serve tools to find jobs based on their skills 
profile

2.	 Those requiring additional support receive face-to-face service to develop digital 
skills and work skills

3.	 The most disadvantaged jobseekers receive individual case management services 
including career guidance, mentoring and wraparound supports

The new system is grounded in a digital and data ecosystem that reflects contemporary 
job search and hiring practices. Digital platforms will enable automated skills matching, 
personalized job recommendations, and data linkages and integration that will reduce 
data collection burdens on jobseekers and service providers. 

The new system will have no net effect on the government budget, but is designed to 
use funding in more effective and efficient ways. By providing digital tools and plat-
forms to help workers navigate the changing labour market, the new system will also 
free up employment service providers to work closely with jobseekers who experience 
barriers and to proactively engage employers. 

There have also been limited efforts to 
adapt Ontario’s training programs to in-
crease their resilience and responsiveness 
to the future world of  work. An initiative 
to modernize the Literacy and Basic Skills 
program was recently put on hold. The 
Canada-Ontario Job Grant has been 
adapted to make training more accessible 
for employers, but there remain gaps in 
the availability and quality of  training 
that meet employer needs. A recent re-
view of  the Job Grant program found that 
the program was administratively oner-
ous and that a significant proportion of  

funds were used to support training that 
employers were already willing to pay for 
themselves.18

Postsecondary education, for the most 
part, continues to follow a traditional 
format where students complete courses 
towards a two-year diploma or a four-year 
degree. This system can create barriers to 
access and lacks the flexibility to support 
the lifelong learning needs of  workers 
who are trying to navigate the changing 
labour market. 

18Goss Gilroy, Canada Job Grant Year Review, Prepared for Forum of  Labour Market Ministers, 2016.
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Strengths to build on

Despite these challenges, Ontario’s 
employment and training system delivers 
benefits for many jobseekers, workers and 
businesses, and the system contains many 
important elements to build on. Ontario 
has also recently experimented with inno-
vative and evidence-informed models that 
provide a strong foundation for future 
investments in programs and services that 
will help Ontarians prepare for the future 
world of  work:

SkillsAdvance Ontario pilot

Ontario has already begun to experiment 
with sector-based training models through 
the SkillsAdvance Ontario pilot. The 
pilot funds projects that support jobseek-
ers with sector-specific employment and 
training services and helps employers re-
cruit and advance workers with the right 
skills. The pilot has funded initiatives like 
Tourism Skillnet Ontario, which brings 
together stakeholders in the tourism and 
hospitality industries to identify recruit-
ment and training needs and align train-
ing with those needs. 

Career Pathways pilot

The Ontario government, through the 
Ontario Centre for Workforce Innovation, 
supported a Career Pathways pilot proj-
ect to test the feasibility of  the Career 
Pathways approach in Ontario. The pilot 
explored the successes, challenges and 
lessons learned from implementing two 
programs that provide an initial “step” in 
a career pathway. The programs focused 
on building the academic and workplace 
skills that learners needed for entry-level 
employment in in-demand sectors while 
also providing a bridge to more advanced 
college credentials and employment 
opportunities.  
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Moving forward

We offer five recommendations for modernizing and future-proofing 
Ontario’s employment and training system. 

1. Test, replicate and scale sector-focused training

The SkillsAdvance Ontario pilot is an im-
portant step forward in shifting Ontario’s 
employment and training system to 
be more demand-informed. Ontario 
should continue to support SkillsAdvance 
Ontario projects that provide workers 
with sector-specific employment and 
training services and help employers re-
cruit and retain the talent they need. 

As a precondition to scaling SkillsAdvance 
across the province, Ontario should eval-
uate the effectiveness of  existing models. 
Models that demonstrate promising 
results should be replicated in new regions 
across the province. Ontario should also 
work with employers and other stakehold-
ers to identify new industry sectors where 
a sector-based model could add value. 
As Ontario pursues both replication of  
models in existing sectors and expansion 

to new sectors, it should remember the 
lessons learned in other jurisdictions and 
ensure that system actors have the time 
and resources they need to establish new 
partnerships, assess employer needs, and 
ensure alignment with current training 
offerings in the local community.   

Building the capacity of  a wide range of  
training providers will also be key to effec-
tively scaling sector-focused approaches. 
Ontario should explore strategies for 
building the capacity of  training part-
ners including industry/sector councils, 
private sector trainers and non-profits, to 
design and deliver effective training that 
is aligned with employer needs. Regularly 
and systematically collecting feedback 
from employers and participants will be 
important for monitoring training quality 
and responding to issues and gaps.  

2. Continue to explore the feasibility of Career Pathways 

Building on findings from the earlier pilot, 
Ontario should develop and test addi-
tional iterations of  the Career Pathways 
model in high-demand sectors and occu-
pations. These new iterations should focus 
on strengthening the alignment between 
credentials and employment opportunities 
at each step in the pathway, and providing 

supports and services to help learners 
navigate transition points. In addition to 
replicating Career Pathways approaches 
developed in the previous pilot (health 
care and supply chain logistics), Ontario 
should work with employers, labour 
market experts and other stakeholders to 
identify additional sectors where a Career 
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Pathways approach could add value. 
These new models should be evaluated 
over longer time periods to assess their 
impact on educational attainment and 
career progression. 

Implementing new Career Pathways 
models will require fostering strong rela-
tionships between postsecondary insti-
tutions, employment service providers, 
and employers. Postsecondary institutions 
can work with employers to identify their 
needs and develop training and creden-
tialing strategies that align with these 
needs, while employment service provid-
ers can play a key role in recruiting and 
offering ongoing support to participants.  

Building on earlier findings from the 

pilot, Ontario should also explore the 
feasibility of  strategic policy changes that 
could reduce barriers to adopting Career 
Pathways models, including more flexible 
funding options that allow postsecondary 
institutions to offer shorter credential 
programs as well as investments in student 
support services and employer engage-
ment capacity within the postsecondary 
system. 

Rigorous evaluation of  these Career 
Pathways models will be critical for de-
termining whether the model is effective 
in the Ontario context and for identify-
ing additional success factors, challenges 
and lessons learned that can be used to 
increase the model’s effectiveness.  

3. Invest in building system infrastructure for  
demand-informed approaches

A truly demand-informed training sys-
tem will require more than just deliver-
ing sector-based and Career Pathways 
training programs. Implementing these 
approaches on a larger scale requires a 
solid ecosystem infrastructure that helps 
ensure that models are aligned with the 
local context and with participant and 
employer needs. The Ontario govern-
ment should support the development 
of  sector-based training networks across 
a broad range of  sectors and occupa-
tions that bring together stakeholders to 
identify training needs and coordinate 
recruitment and delivery efforts.

These efforts can leverage existing fea-
tures of  the Ontario employment and 
training system as well as features of  the 
employment services transformation. 
For example, the new Service System 
Managers introduced through the trans-
formation will be well-positioned to work 
with sector-based organizations and 
other stakeholders to identify training 
needs in their local area and coordinate 
training opportunities that effectively 
and efficiently meet the needs of  many 
businesses. This approach will encourage 
the development of  regionally informed, 
sector-specific training models that are 
aligned with the needs of  employers.  
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Service System Managers will also be able 
to ensure that there are strong connec-
tions between employment services and 
training opportunities, ensuring that 
clients accessing the Employment Service 
are aware of  and can easily access sec-
tor-based training opportunities that align 
with their needs and goals.

Ontario could also consider supporting 
business-led training networks, modelled 
after the Skillnet program in Ireland. 
Under this model, groups of  employers 
organized by sector or geographically 
could apply to form a training network 
organization that would coordinate train-
ing activities (see Box 3 for more informa-
tion on Skillnet)

Box 3 | Skillnet Model

Ireland’s Skillnet model supports enterprise-led training networks that work together to 
develop effective and efficient training approaches for member businesses. 

Networks are led by a contracting organization which is responsible for demonstrat-
ing accountability for all spending under the program. Contracting organizations are 
normally industry federations or enterprise groups, but can also be trade unions, local 
enterprise offices, postsecondary institutions and individual companies. 

Employers apply to form a training network that identifies training gaps and coordi-
nates the purchase of  subsidized training for the participating businesses. Most net-
works are single-sector and involve collaboration by employers to address the needs 
of  that sector at the national-level (e.g. Aviation Skillnet, Farm Business Skillnet, and 
Green Tech Skillnet). There are also some multi-sector networks that are defined by ge-
ography, typically around a chamber of  commerce (e.g. Waterford Chamber Network), 
which address regional needs. As of  2018, there were 68 networks with around 16,500 
member companies; just over 56,000 people received training.

As part of  their application to form a Skillnet, the contracting organization must 
complete a Learning Needs Assessment (LNA) to identify the skills development needs 
of  the proposed network members. The LNA identifies skill gaps, determines possible 
training content, and provides a baseline for monitoring and evaluation. 

4. Explore opportunities for innovation in employment  
services

Strengthening Ontario’s skills develop-
ment ecosystem is essential. But as a 
stand-alone investment, its impact will 
be limited. To ensure we achieve better 
outcomes for both people and places, 

we need to purposefully link our in-
vestments in skills development directly 
to our investments in our employment 
services system. The transformation of  
Ontario’s employment services provides 
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an opportunity to experiment with new 
approaches that can better align employ-
ment services with the labour market 
needs of  the future. 

Other jurisdictions, such as Australia, 
offer useful insights into how employment 
services can be adapted to better meet 
the labour market needs of  the future. 
As the transformation moves through the 
prototype phase, the government should 
explore opportunities to foster local inno-
vation in employment services that will 
help new segments of  workers affected by 
labour market change and respond more 
proactively to employer needs.19 This 
could include encouraging service system 

managers to test new approaches such as:

•	 Innovative service delivery approach-
es that enable providers to effectively 
serve jobseekers closer to the labour 
market with light touch, high qual-
ity digital services, along with more 
intensive in-person supports for those 
facing barriers  

•	 Use of  new technological tools and 
digital platforms that support skills 
assessment, job matching and em-
ployment navigation

•	 More proactive employer engagement 
to identify skills needs and ensure em-
ployers can quickly and easily access 
qualified candidates  

5. Learn what works

As Ontario’s employment and training 
system moves forward, it will be critical 
to collect information on what’s working, 
what’s not working, and what lessons can 
be learned. A consistent, system-wide 
approach to monitoring and evaluating 
the results of  employment and training 
programs will help identify which models 
are most effective and respond and react 
to changes over time. 

An important part of  this strategy will be 
leveraging administrative data to accurate-
ly and efficiently track long-term outcomes 
and estimate impacts. Linking provincial 
data holdings with federal data on long-
term employment and earnings will enable 
Ontario to explore long-term effectiveness 
and accurately estimate the impacts of  
employment and training programs.

Ontario should also invest in rigorous 
evaluations of  new employment and 
training models, such as SkillsAdvance 
Ontario and Career Pathways models, 
to identify success factors, challenges 
and lessons learned and to identify what 
models are most effective. These eval-
uations can help inform the design of  
“made-in-Ontario” approaches to skills 
training that draw on existing evidence 
but adapt models where needed to align 
with the Ontario context. 

19 Shell, J. (2019). “Building Blocks for an Uncertain Future of  Work.” Social Capital Partners. Medium.com, October 29, 
2019. https://medium.com/ideas-from-social-capital-partners/https-medium-com-jonshell-designing-for-uncertain-
ty-a2622a0ab693.

 https://medium.com/ideas-from-social-capital-partners/https-medium-com-jonshell-designing-for-uncertainty-a2622a0ab693
 https://medium.com/ideas-from-social-capital-partners/https-medium-com-jonshell-designing-for-uncertainty-a2622a0ab693
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