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REPORT PURPOSE 

BC Chamber of Commerce MindReader ™ reports provide real-time analysis of strategic issues impacting 

the competitiveness of the BC economy, current practices and experiences of businesses, and potential 

solutions related to these key economic drivers.  

This first of four reports focuses on topical labour market issues such as skills shortages, barriers to 

recruitment, challenges with retention of top performers, skills mismatches, and other human resource 

issues facing businesses in BC today.  

The report also summarizes key trends and actions taken by Chamber members to address these issues, 

including specific office culture practices, skills training, and other human resource solutions.  

 

STATEMENT of METHODOLOGY 

The information was gathered via the BC Chamber of Commerce MindReader Platform ™ via an online 

survey conducted from May 9 – 29, 2018.  

There were 375 partially completed surveys and 285 completed surveys, yielding a confidence level 

ranging from +/- 5.0% 19 times out of 20 for initial questions, to +/- 5.9%, 19 times out of 20 for latter 

questions that had closer to 285 participants. This strong engagement and high response level means 

the results should be consider representative of the overall BC business community.  However, trends 

within individual data segments must be treated with caution, particularly when segments have fewer 

than 40-50 respondents.  

 

ASSUMPTIONS and HYPOTHESES   

While explicit hypothesis testing is not undertaken in this report, a number of strategic assumptions and 

“expectations” have been made regarding BC’s current labour market, which assisted with the 

identification of key trends, issues, and outcomes to be explored in the analysis.  

The main expected trends and assumptions are summarized below, and in every case, the data reflected 

these expected trends. These trends reflect a very tight labour market and moderate-to-severe stresses 

on businesses dealing with the very low provincial unemployment rate of 5.0% as of April 2018.   

➢ There would be generally prevalent labour shortages overall, which would be acute in many 

rural and urban areas, punctuated by episodic severe shortage of qualified local workers;    

➢ Businesses would be aggressively employing a wide variety of tactics to address labour 

shortages and skills mismatches, including but not limited to using compensation more 

aggressively as a strategic recruitment and retention lever; 
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➢ Many employers would be reducing output and/or modifying services in order to address labour 

shortages;  

➢ Employers would be challenged with voluntary turnover – wherein the “job seekers market” 

provides greater opportunities for employees to seek new jobs, often in different industries 

and/or regions;    

➢ There would be generalized skills mismatches amidst escalating retirements of more 

experienced workers and a dwindling number of (young) workforce entrants.   

Labour market challenges and impacts such as the above findings from this survey are typically the 

product of robust economies, and in BC this is currently reflected in strong performance in oil and gas, 

technology, record-breaking revenues in tourism, continued strong performance in the FIRE industries 

(finance, insurance, and real estate), as well as generalized strength or at least stability in other primary 

industries, manufacturing, and other services.   

 

 

ABOUT the PARTNERSHIP  

This project is the product of a first-ever strategic partnership between the BC Chamber of Commerce 

and the Government of British Columbia, using real-time data and analytics to inform the BC Chamber, 

the BC Government, businesses, and relevant stakeholders on key issues, needs, opportunities, and 

trends in the BC economy.  

The project is supported by a partnership with Vision Critical, a customer intelligence software agency 

based out of Vancouver, providing a leading-edge platform for gathering and analyzing data in real-time 

to support strategic decision-making by businesses, governments, and the non-profit sector. Together 

with Vision Critical and the Government of BC, the BC Chamber of Commerce has launched the 

MindReader Platform™ as a two-way communications vehicle to gather and analyze insights from the BC 

business community, and share information with the community on these current trends and issues.   

 

 

The initial focus areas to be analyzed via the MindReader 
Platform ™ are as follows:  
 

➢ Emerging economies;  
➢ Skills & Training;  
➢ Workforce attraction & retention;  
➢ Affordability. 
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REPORT BACKGROUND and CONTEXT  

As of April 2018, British Columbia was experiencing strong economic growth, with the provincial 

unemployment level declining to 5.0%, down slightly from 5.5% in April 2017. All regions experienced a 

decline in the unemployment rate except for the North Coast and Northeast.  

Figure 1: BC Unemployment Rate by Region  

 

Source: Government of British Columbia / WorkBC, Labour Market Snapshots. https://www.workbc.ca  

In this context of a near “full employment economy,” we should expect to see a combination of 

generalized labour shortages (i.e. for lower skilled / lower income occupations), and skills shortages that 

vary from moderate to severe depending on the specific region and industry. One would expect the data 

to reflect – as they do – a diverse array of measures being taken by employers related to labour 

mobility, recruitment, job sharing, and strategic human resource management practices.  

In this tight labour market context, it is noteworthy that the BC Chamber of Commerce 2017-2018 Policy 

and Positions Manual identifies no fewer than fifteen (15) policy areas of possible action that could be 

taken by governments at all levels to enhance productivity and competitiveness through strategic labour 

market policy, including but not limited to focused skills training initiatives, immigration and labour 

mobility policy modifications, tax credits, employment incentives, and other mechanisms.  
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 SURVEY RESULTS and ANALYSIS 

This section contains a summary of the first quarterly survey results related to the labour market in 

British Columbia, and includes an initial analysis of the findings.  

 

Respondent Origins  

Respondents were from the following regions of British Columbia.  

Figure 2: Respondent Origins 
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Respondent Industries  

Respondents were from the following industries:  

Figure 3: Respondent Industries  
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Size of Business  

Respondents were from businesses of the following sizes:  

Figure 4: Size of Business 
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Difficult-to-Fill Positions  

Two-thirds of businesses had positions that were difficult-to-fill in the past year.  A notable result is that the majority of difficult-to-fill positions 

were for higher skilled or senior positions, which outnumbered entry-level vacancies by a factor of two-to-one despite there being only about 

half as many managerial positions as front-line positions in the economy. Nearly one-quarter (24%) of businesses had middle or senior manager 

positions vacant for over six months, and only one-third of respondents (34%) indicated they had no difficult-to-fill positions.  

Figure 5: Difficult-to-Fill Positions  
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Ability to Recruit Candidates with Desired Skills  

One of the most significant findings in the survey is that nearly one-half (45%) of respondents indicated that they only “occasionally” or even 

“infrequently” were able to recruit candidates with the desired skills and experience in the past year.    

Figure 6: Hiring Outcomes 

 

There were no statistically significant differences between industries for this question, meaning that the challenges are widespread among all 

industrial sectors with regard to the inability to match available jobs with appropriately skilled workers.  

There were however some statistically significant trends amongst the various regions of BC. One notable finding is that the northeast and 

Cariboo had much higher proportions of businesses with senior manager vacancies, while the northeast, Lower Mainland, and Kootenays had 

the most middle manager vacancies. However this should be treated with caution due to small segment sample sizes.  
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Figure 7: Difficult-to-Fill Vacancies by Region  
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HIRING SOURCES  

The most common labour pools are local, with four-fifths (80%) of respondents indicating that they frequently recruit locally. A notable finding is 

that nearly the same number of businesses recruit internationally as from other areas within Canada, despite the lack of barriers and logistical 

challenges associated with recruitment of Canadians. Furthermore, fewer than one-third (32%) of respondents indicated that they recruit 

“occasionally” or “frequently” from other locations within British Columbia.  

  Figure 8: Hiring Sources  
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Employee Retention 

Approximately 43% of respondents indicated that they are having “some challenges” (36%) or “significant challenges (7%) with retaining 

employees.  

Only 16% of businesses indicated that they are having no challenges retaining the staff they wish to keep.  

Voluntary turnover – where employees leave employers on their own volition – is a common characteristic of tight labour markets with near full-

employment. In other words, it is an “employee’s market” where employees may be seeking better opportunities with other employers in the 

same sector, or in different sectors and different regions entirely.    

  Figure 9: Employee Retention Challenges 
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Manager Retention  

Retaining the skilled leaders that ensure the smooth and efficient operations of businesses is a key issue facing businesses in British Columbia, 

however it is not as acute as overall employee retention, with 29% indicating “some” or “significant” challenges. Nonetheless, more than half 

(58%) of businesses indicated they are having some form of challenge retaining managers.  

  Figure 10: Manager Retention 
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Business Practices to Retain Staff  

In tight labour markets businesses resort to a wide variety of strategies and tactics to retain their highest performing staff. In theory, non-wage 

factors tend to be more prevalent during slack labour markets (with high unemployment), whereas more direct wage and benefit-related 

practices tend to be more common in tight labour markets with low unemployment. Notably, more than half of respondents indicated they 

were increasing wages (56%) and/or benefits (52%) as a strategic tool to retain staff.  However, working conditions and business culture are 

typically the main factors, and indeed are the case in BC, with nearly two-thirds (63%) focusing on improving working conditions to retain staff. 

Figure 11: Factors for Staff Retention  
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Recognizing the small sample sizes, there does appear to be a substantive differences among regions related to wages being used as a retention 

strategy, with 75% of employers in the Northeast relying on this, followed by the Thompson-Okanagan with 59% of employers. Again, this should 

be treated with caution due to small sample sizes for the segments.  

  Figure 12: Regional Use of Compensation as a Retention Strategy  
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Hiring Practices  

More than half of respondents (54%) indicated that their hiring practices have changed significantly in the past five years. Written comments 

suggest that for the majority of employers, it has become more difficult to find staff in general, and in particular it is becoming more difficult to 

find qualified staff with the required education, skills, and/or experience. There was no statistically significant difference between regions (due 

to small sample sizes for rural regions such as the Northeast, Cariboo, and Kootenays).  

Figures 13-14: Changes in Hiring Experiences Overall and by Region   
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Current Vacancies: Full-Time Positions  

Nearly half (46%) of respondents indicated that “almost all” of their vacancies are full-time, while nearly one-quarter of respondents indicated 

that “not many” of the openings (<25%) were full-time. The clear majority (61%) indicated that nearly all the positions were permanent. 

Figure 15: Proportion of Full-Time and Permanent Positions  
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Challenges Recruiting Skilled Employees  

There was a wide variety of reasons why employers were unable to find skilled employees. Two-thirds (66%) indicated that there is a general 

lack of qualified applicants within the region, making local/regional recruitment challenging. A solid plurality (57%) of respondents indicated 

that applicants do not possess adequate direct job related experience. Nearly half (48%) indicated that they were unable to offer wages or 

salaries to match the expectations of job seekers. And over one-third (35%) indicated that specific working conditions – the job location, hours of 

work, or other logistical challenges – made it difficult for them to find suitably skilled employees. Taken together, the data suggest there are 

numerous and significant challenges with recruiting skilled employees.   

Figure 16: Challenges Finding Skilled Employees  
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Specific Skills Mismatches   

There was a diversity of specific skills mismatches, ranging from the most common gaps in job-specific technical skills (57%) and other direct on-

the-job experience (46%) for which education and training are only partial and/or long-term solutions, as employers require skilled workers with 

direct experience in these cases. Customer service experience gaps were common for over one-third (37%) of respondents while leadership skills 

mismatches were common for just under one-third (31%) of respondents. Nearly one-quarter (24%) of respondents indicated that they lacked 

candidates with sufficient management skills, which is significant when one considers that the majority of respondents were small businesses 

that quite possibly do not have any management positions at all, aside from owner-operators.  

Figure 17: Skills Mismatches  
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Addressing Skills Shortages – Employer Strategies   

In tight labour market conditions employers typically execute a variety of coping strategies in order to continue producing goods and services 

while lacking the required human resources. By far the most common strategy of BC employers has been to hire less-qualified people and 

merely train them on-the-job (72%).  More than one-quarter of employers are increasing their own hours in order to cover skills gaps – which 

can be a tiring and frustrating experience for employers that often leads to burn-out and lower service quality overall.   

   Figure 18: Managing Lack of Skills  
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Responding to Labour Shortages  

Employers have taken a variety of measures to address labour shortages, with more than half (54%) indicating they have reduced their business 

output and/or modified their products/services.  

Figure 19: Change to Business Practices to Address Labour Shortages  
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CONCLUSION  

This first report via the MindReader Platform™ yielded a number of results that are typically associated 

with strong economies and tight labour markets.   

With a robust sample size and clear trends in the data, the results should be considered representative 

of the overall labour market in the BC economy. While there are many noteworthy findings in this 

report, three clear and significant trends have emerged from this report:  

1. Severity of labour shortages: employers in most regions and industries of the province are 

challenged with recruiting and retaining quality staff due to the robust provincial economy and 

corresponding “tight” labour market; 

2. Significance of skills mismatches: with nearly three-quarters (72%) of employers indicating they 

routinely hire less-qualified employees and train them on-the-job, there is a clear need to 

improve the alignment of (skilled) labour demand and supply in B.C.  

3. Emphasis on local recruitment: considering the current severity of labour shortages, it is 

notable that most employees continue to focus recruitment efforts on the local/community 

labour market rather than recruiting more aggressively from other parts of B.C. and Canada.  

 

The next report from the MindReader Platform ™ is scheduled to be released in Fall 2018, focusing on 

emerging industries in British Columbia.  
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