
Alberta’s labour market made significant progress in 2021 (Chart 1) as the economy reopened and activity 
improved. On an annual basis, employment grew about 110,000 (or 5.1%) and the unemployment rate fell 
steadily throughout the year to average at 8.7%. While headline employment returned to pre-pandemic levels 
in the second half of 2021, the recovery was uneven across industries. Labour force participation was also 
slow to recover as some Albertans stopped searching for work. The distorted labour market resulted in labour 
shortages, despite elevated unemployment. Rising consumer inflation and labour shortages pushed wages for 
new hires higher, especially in the fourth quarter. This spotlight focuses on the labour market recovery in 2021.

Uneven recovery in services employment
Following a steady recovery in the first half of the year, 
employment in the services sector gained momentum in the 
second half after public health measures were largely lifted. 
The introduction of more targeted public health measures in 
the Fall had a much lesser impact on services employment 
than during previous waves of COVID-19 (Chart 2). The 
number of services jobs averaged 1,697 thousand in 2021, 
an improvement from the pandemic low and almost at the 
2019 average (-0.1%). However, the recovery to pre-pandemic 
(2019) levels was uneven across services sectors (Chart 3). In 
particular, employment in close-contact and tourism-related 

CHART 1: RECOVERY IN ALBERTA’S LABOUR MARKET
Selected labour market indicators for Alberta (seasonally adjusted)

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics

industries—such as accommodation & food (-21%), 
information & culture (-13%) and other services (-11%)—lagged 
behind, reflecting the ongoing impact of pandemic concerns 
and international travel restrictions. Meanwhile, finance, 
insurance, real estate & leasing (+19%) saw the largest jobs 
growth in 2021 compared to 2019 due to rising demand for 
financial- and insurance-related services and accelerated 
adoption of technology solutions to COVID-19 within the 
industry. Additionally, a solid recovery in consumer goods 
spending supported employment recovery in retail and 
wholesale trade (+2.7%).
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construction activity. In manufacturing, employment has been 
weighed down by slow recovery in durable goods, most 
notably primary metals and machinery equipment. Agriculture 
employment also weakened further in 2021, partially reflecting 
the impact of pandemic-induced changes to the temporary 
foreign workers program which made access to labour 
more challenging. The industry was also hit hard by drought 
conditions during the summer, particularly in southern Alberta.

Unemployment rate drops but remains 
elevated
With headline employment bouncing back to pre-pandemic 
levels, the unemployment rate improved. While it began the 
year elevated, the unemployment rate dropped to 7.3% in 
December, slightly above the 2019 average (7.0%). However, 
on an annual basis, it averaged 8.7% in 2021, down from the 
annual record high of 11.5% in 2020. The youth (15-24 year 
olds) unemployment rate returned to its pre-pandemic levels 
at the end of the third quarter of 2021 but for core-aged 
Albertans (25-54 year olds) it recovered only in December 
(Chart 5). At the same time, the number of Albertans who 
were unemployed for more than 27 weeks have started to 
come down over the summer after remaining high in the 
first half of the year. All age cohorts experienced a similar 
trend (Chart 6). Nonetheless on an annual basis, long-term 
unemployment last year exceeded both the pandemic 
(2020) and pre-pandemic (2019) levels. Prolonged periods 
of unemployment may discourage some Albertans from 
participating in the labour force.

Goods employment remains subdued
Contrary to services, the recovery in the goods sector 
employment lagged last year. Goods employment averaged 
about 542,000 in 2021, above the 2020 low but 6.7% below 
the 2019 average. Strong demand and business output in 
the natural resources sectors, particularly in the first half of 
2021, supported employment in forestry, fishing, mining, oil 
and gas (Chart 4) that almost recovered to the pre-pandemic 
(2019) level (-0.3%). Meanwhile, construction jobs remained 
below pre-pandemic (-3.9%) despite strong residential building 
construction and a pick up in non-residential engineering 

CHART 3: WEAK JOBS RECOVERY IN CLOSE-CONTACT 
AND TOURISM-RELATED SECTORS
Services employment by sector, per cent change in 2021 vs. 2019

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics 
* Finance, insurance and real estate 

Chart 3: Weak jobs recovery in close-contact and tourism-related sectors
Services employment by sector, per cent change in 2021 vs. 2019

Sources: Statsitics Canada and Haver Analytics; * Finance, insurance and real 
estate
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CHART 2: EMPLOYMENT IN SERVICES DRIVES RECOVERY
Bank of Canada’s COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and 
Alberta’s employment, indexed to 2019

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics and Bank of Canada

Chart 2: Employment in services drives recovery
Bank of Canada's COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and Alberta's employment, 
indexed to 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada, Haver Analytics and Bank of Canada
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CHART 4: NATURAL RESOURCES ALMOST RECOVERED 
JOBS LOST IN THE PANDEMIC
Goods employment by sector, per cent change in 2021 vs. 2019

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 4: Natural resources almost recovered jobs lost in the pandemic
Goods employment by sector, per cent change in 2021 vs. 2019

Sources: Statsitics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Recovery in labour force lags, particularly 
in goods
The improvement in the unemployment rate understates 
the slack in the provincial labour market as some people 
withdrew from the labour force. The participation (part) rate—
the number of Albertans who are currently employed or in 
search of a job as a proportion of working-age population—
averaged 69.2% in 2021, an improvement from the 2020 
low (68.6%) but well below pre-pandemic levels (71.0%). In 
particular, mature workers (55 years old and above) were 
slower to return to the labour force, most notably males 

(Chart 7), whereas females closed some of the gap earlier in 
the year (Chart 8). Similarly, youth participation was weighed 
down by slower recovery among males. Among working 
age Albertans, females seem to have been more sensitive to 
public health measures compared to males. In particular, the 
part rate for core-aged females dropped in the spring when 
school-aged children moved to online learning but picked up 
in the second half of the year after public health measures 
were relaxed (Chart 8). Meanwhile, the part rate for core-aged 
males hovered slightly below pre-pandemic levels since the 
end of 2020 (Chart 7).

CHART 6: LONG-TERM UNEMPLOYMENT DECLINES, YET 
REMAINS ELEVATED
Unemployed for 27 weeks and longer in Alberta, by age (seasonally 
adjusted), indexed to the 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 6: Long-term unemployment declines, yet remains 
Unemployed for 27 weeks and longer in Alberta, by age (seasonally 
adjusted), indexed to the 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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CHART 8: FEMALE LABOUR SUPPLY SENSITIVE TO PUBLIC 
HEALTH MEASURES
Bank of Canada’s COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and female 
participation by age (seasonally adjusted), indexed to 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 8: Female labour supply sensitive to public health measures
Bank of Canada's COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and female participation 
by age (seasonally adjusted), indexed to 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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CHART 7: PARTICIPATION RATE FOR 55 YEAR OLD MALES 
AND YOUTH IS LAGGING 
Bank of Canada’s COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and male 
participation by age (seasonally adjusted), indexed to 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 7: Participation rate for 55 year old males and youth is lagging
Bank of Canada's COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and male participation by 
age (seasonally adjusted), indexed to 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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CHART 5: UNEMPLOYMENT RATE FOR YOUTH AND CORE-
AGED RETURNED TO PRE-PANDEMIC 
Alberta’s unemployment rate by age (seasonally adjusted), indexed to 
the 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 5: Unemployment rate for youth and core-aged returned to 
pre-pandemic
Alberta's unemployment rate by age (seasonally adjusted), indexed to 
the 2019 average

Sources: Statsitics Canada and Haver Analytics
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On an industry basis, the labour force in services sectors 
recovered to the pre-pandemic (2019) level in 2021, with retail 
trade (+6.8%), education (+11%), health care (+5.8%) and 
finance & insurance (+22%) exceeding 2019 levels, while it 
lagged in close-contact industries—such as accommodation 
& food (-18%) and other services (-9.7%). On the other hand, 
the labour force in goods-producing industries continued to 
shrink and dropped to a decade-low in 2021, 7.5% below 
the 2019 level. Broad-based losses in manufacturing (-10%), 
construction (-6.2%), agriculture (-27%) and utilities (-15%) 
were tempered by a small gain in mining, quarrying, oil and 
gas extraction (+1.8%) in 2021 compared to 2019.

Labour shortages alongside elevated 
unemployment
Pandemic-induced changes to the provincial labour supply 
and a strong rebound in demand in some sectors resulted in 
labour shortages last year, despite elevated unemployment 
in Alberta. The job vacancy rate—which is the proportion 
of vacant to total positions (vacant and occupied) and an 
indicator of unmet labour demand—averaged 3.6% through 
the third quarter of 2021, well above the 2019 rate observed 
over the same period (2.7%). Some industries saw growth 
in job vacancy rates between 2021 and 2019 (Chart 9), 
driven by sector-specific labour market dynamics. Ongoing 
pandemic-related concerns could have limited labour supply 
in close-contact industries—such as accommodation & food, 
arts & entertainment and other services—that heavily employ 
young Albertans. Meanwhile, elevated demand for health care 
occupations and supply’s inability to quickly close the gap led 
to higher job vacancy rates in health care & social assistance. 

Similarly, strong consumer spending boosted labour demand 
in retail and wholesale trade. Shortages of specific skills and 
geographic mismatch between vacant positions and available 
workers with the skills to fill them have likely impacted a few 
sectors, including construction. In the energy sector, cost 
cutting and optimization in the industry appears to have 
reduced the number of lower-skilled positions. Despite 
persistently elevated vacancy rates throughout 2021, overall 
average wages—a means to attract and retain qualified 
labour—were slow to pick up (Chart 10).

New hires pull up average wages towards 
the end of 2021
The return of lower-paying jobs in the first half of 2021, 
particularly in the services sectors, pushed average hourly 
wage rate down from the pandemic highs. However, 
wages resumed growth through the second half of the 
year, particularly in the fourth quarter (Chart 9), in part as a 
response to labour shortages and accelerating consumer 
inflation. At the provincial level, hourly wages averaged at 
$32.53 in 2021, a 0.7% decline from 2020 but above the 2019 
level ($31.24). Although at the aggregate level hourly wages 
saw minimum changes, wage growth was most pronounced 
for new hires in some sectors and temporary employees. 
For example, in accommodation and food services, which 
recorded the highest jump in the job vacancy rates between 
2021 and 2019, average hourly wages among new employees 
increased 2.3% between 2021 and 2019, slightly ahead of 

CHART 9: GROWTH IN LABOUR SHORTAGES REPORTED 
FOR SOME INDUSTRIES 
Job vacancy rates by selected industry, Q1-Q3 2021 vs. Q1-Q3 2019

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics 
* Finance, insurance and real estate
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Chart 9: Growth in labour shortages reported for selected industries
Job vacancy rates by selected industry,  Q1-Q3 2021 vs. Q1-Q3 2019

Sources: Statsitics Canada and Haver Analytics; * Finance, insurance and real estate
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CHART 10: WAGES SLOW TO RESPOND AMID PERSISTENT 
SHORTAGES 
Job vacancy rate and average hourly wages in Alberta (non-
seasonally adjusted)

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 10: Wages slow to respond amid persistent shortages
Job vacancy rate and average hourly wages in Alberta (non-seasonally adjusted)

Sources: Statsitics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Contact Tatiana Gubanova at TBF.ERFPublications@gov.ab.ca

growth in wages for established employees (Chart 11). In 
wholesale trade and construction that were also affected by 
labour shortages, average hourly wage rate for new hires 
jumped over 20% and 6.8%, respectively, in the two years, 
compared to flat wages for existing employees. In contrast, 
wages for new hires in other services did not change much 
amid ongoing pandemic-related concerns, although they 
grew for existing employees. The average hourly wage rate 
of temporary employees grew 6.3% in 2021 compared to 
2019 and ahead of a more moderate increase in wages for 
permanent workers (+3.8%).

Full-time employment gains momentum in 
the second half
The recovery in full-time employment was much more 
prolonged last year compared with part-time. It took almost 
a year and a half before full-time jobs got back to 2019 levels 
at the end of 2021, whereas part-time jobs bounced back in 
the second half of 2020 and remained above pre-pandemic 
levels afterwards (Chart 12). Since the pandemic started, 
multiple waves of COVID-19 infections and accompanying 
public health measures created uncertainty for businesses. 
In order to mitigate the uncertainty and optimize operating 
costs, businesses offered part-time jobs instead of full-time, 
wherever feasible. This was particularly true for services 
industries. However after progress with vaccination and 
declines in infections and hospitalizations, the province lifted 
public health measures over the summer 2021 and both 

business and consumer confidence started to improve. 
Full-time employment gained momentum as some part-time 
jobs were converted to full-time, especially in services sectors 
that account for more than two thirds of all full-time jobs in the 
province. Meanwhile, full-time employment in goods-producing 
sectors declined throughout the second half, following a strong 
economic recovery in the first half of 2021. On an annual basis, 
the number of full-time jobs improved from the 2020 low but 
remained 2.7% below the 2019 average. At the same time, 
part-time employment in Alberta increased 9.3% in 2021 and 
stood 2.6% above pre-pandemic (2019) levels.

Labour underutilization improves
As full-time jobs returned to pre-pandemic averages 
towards the end of 2021, hours worked improved and labour 
underutilization eased with more people working their usual 
hours. Total hours worked grew 11% in 2021 compared to 
depressed 2020, but remained 1.1% below 2019. As a result, 
labour underutilization—a share in the potential labour force 
of unemployed, those who wanted a job but did not look 
for one and those who worked zero or less than half of their 
usual hours—dropped to 16% in 2021 from 23% in 2020. 
However, it remained above the 2019 level (13%), propped up 
by elevated levels of unemployed Albertans and those who 
left labour force.

CHART 11: WAGES FOR NEW HIRES GROW IN SOME 
SECTORS THAT REPORTED LABOUR SHORTAGES
Growth in average hourly wage rate in Alberta for selected industries, 
by job tenure, 2021 vs. 2019

Sources: Statistics Canada
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Chart 11: Wages for new hires grow in some sectors that reported labour shortages
Growth in average hourly wage rate in Alberta for select industries, by job tenure, 2021 versus 
2019

Source: Statistics Canada
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CHART 12: ALBERTA’S FULL-TIME EMPLOYMENT GAINS 
MOMENTUM 
Bank of Canada’s COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and full- 
and part-time employment, indexed to 2019 average

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 12: Alberta's full-time employment gains momentum
Bank of Canada's COVID-19 stringency index for Alberta and full- and 
part-time employment, indexed to 2019 average
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