Workforce Strategy Briefing Notes
The objectives of the Western Ontario Workforce Strategy are:

•
•
•

To strengthen the access and quality of labour market intelligence to address the needs of businesses,
create opportunities to strengthen the alignment between business needs and education programming.
To inform municipal business retention and succession planning activities.
To improve the region’s access to skilled and talented labour pool.

The Findings and Issues Report marks the completion of Phase Two of the strategic planning process for the
WOWC.
The report includes:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Detailed economic and demographic analysis including population and workforce growth projections
Forecasts of workforce supply and demand.
Results of broad stakeholder engagement
Research into current practices in the WOWC region and best practices from other regional organizations
Specific considerations for the key sectors including manufacturing, health care, agriculture, post-secondary
education, and small business
A comprehensive analysis of housing trends, needs, planning and policy tools and options
Regional marketing considerations

This briefing note provides a review of the highlights of the Findings and Issues Report. The briefing concludes with
the introduction of four potential strategic priorities that would serve as the foundation for the WOWC Workforce
Strategy.

Phase 1
Background Study

Phase 2
Consultation & Analysis

Document Review

Stakeholder Engagement

Workforce Strategy Review

Attainable Housing

Background Discussion Report

Labour Market & People Attraction
Marketing & Communications

Phase 3
Strategy & Implementation
Draft Attraction Strategy
Finalize & Design Strategy
Implementation Plan
Market – Ready Kits

Findings & Issues Report
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Workforce Development
The Western Ontario Wardens region is expected to grow significantly in the coming years, based on estimates by
EMSI, and by the provincial Ministry of Finance and its official population projections. Using EMSI employment
forecasts for the region (excluding the separated cities), total employment is expected to increase by over 51,000
through 2030, a growth rate of 8%. The sectors with the fastest expected growth over this period are health care,
construction, manufacturing, retail trade and administrative and support services.
The larger requirement for new workers will come from replacement demand, replacing those leaving the workforce
through retirement. The potential loss across the region could be close to 163,000 workforce participants. If the
share of workers expected to retire over the 2020-2030 timeframe continues at the current pace, it would remove
163,000 people from the workforce.
Combined the growth demand of new and expanding firms and replacement demand, will create 213,900 jobs over
the 2020-2030 period that must be filled.
The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated workforce shortages in the WOWC that existed pre-COVID.
There are several challenges that were identified through the interviews, focus groups and other research. There is
a growing gap between employer expectations and worker needs. One example is childcare. If employers were to
better align work shifts to childcare requirements it would expand the potential size of the workforce. There is also a
growing skills gap in the region; in the construction and manufacturing sectors, for example.
The post-secondary education system must be strongly aligned to workforce demand. Addressing existing gaps will
require adult reskilling, micro-credential offerings and other customized training.
Finally, it is very important for employers to show potential employees/entry level workers the potential career
pathways that emerge from starting with the firm. In the consultations, many employers indicated they had
significant difficulty recruiting young people into entry level positions. A better understanding of career pathing (up to
and including owning their own business one day) is an important part of the recruitment process for firms small and
large.

Workforce Supply
Without a substantial influx of new workers, the local population in the WOWC region will not be able to supply
workforce demand through 2030 or 2040. Assuming no young people left the region, the workforce supply ‘gap’
through 2030 is over 84,000. Population projections for the region by the Ontario Ministry of Finance vary widely
from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. The working age population in Dufferin is expected to rise by 16% while it is
forecasted to decline by 6% in Chatham-Kent. Even in the jurisdictions that are forecasted to grow strongly, there is
no guarantee they will grow without a strategy to address and support population attraction, housing development,
and other related factors.
As of 2020, the region relies heavily on intraprovincial migration (elsewhere in Ontario) for the vast majority of
population growth. With a few exceptions, there is limited direct immigration into the region. The natural population
growth rate (births less deaths) is quite low across the region and negative in many jurisdictions. Because of the
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large agriculture sector, the region is highly reliant on temporary foreign workers (TFWs) which represents 58% of
the provincial total in a typical year.
Moving forward, the region will need to attract more immigrants and should pursue efforts in encouraging older
workers to stay in the workforce longer. There is also potential to increase workforce participation among other
groups that have lower engagement such as persons with disabilities.

Strategic Sector Workforce Demand
Not all industry sectors have the same workforce demand profile. The bulk of the demand between 2020 and 2030
will come from five broad sector groups including manufacturing (29,900 jobs), health care and social assistance
(28,300), construction (21,300), retail trade (20,300) and administrative and support services (12,400).
Within these sectors, there will be specific occupations in the highest demand. While that level of detail is not
developed here it will include a variety of professional, technical and non-technical roles. For example, future
demand for home care workers, nurses, heavy equipment operators, retail salespersons and specialized
manufacturing machine operators is projected to be high across the region.

Employer Recruitment
Employers and economic development stakeholders reported that a lack of housing options, for purchase or rent,
has become a major barrier to attracting workers across the WOWC region.
A survey of employers across the region indicated that most employers are not recruiting outside the region despite
the challenges they are experiencing in finding appropriately skilled workers locally. Few employers are working with
entry level and junior employees to ensure they are aware of the career opportunities building on their existing
experience.
Newcomers to the region and the country will become an even more important source of the workforce. Smaller
employers will need assistance with equity, diversity and inclusion efforts to ensure welcoming workplaces and
communities.
The agricultural sector already makes good use of the temporary foreign worker program to address their seasonal
workforce needs. This program is expected to become even more important to address the region’s workforce
needs. Smaller employers would benefit from assistance in accessing this program, recruiting workers and following
the detailed and complicated regulations. Coordinated efforts for targeted recruitment drives, community drives and
youth engagement would further bolster employer needs.

People Attraction
Talent attraction efforts vary widely across the WOWC region based on sector and employer needs and community
factors such as real estate costs and availability, transportation and other supports.
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Some sectors and occupations are facing serious supply deficits in the WOWC region. The WOWC should focus its
resident attraction efforts on filling those workforce needs. Employers must be actively engaged in talent attraction
efforts to ensure the recruitment and other supports are aligned with their specific needs.
Employers also need to be able to clearly articulate the value proposition for each community that would become
the new home of prospective recruits.

Post-Secondary Talent Pipeline
The workforce in the WOWC region is much more dependent on college education than university. Universities do
play an important role in workforce development however it will be even more important to ensure that the WOWC
region has capacity in the college system to address workforce demand in the coming years. Currently, the region’s
colleges have fewer students enrolled, relative to workforce size, than the rest of the province.
Both the region’s colleges and universities have seen an increase in international students in recent years. This is
very important because these post-secondary education institutions are important conduits for immigration.
There are more older students attending the region’s colleges and universities, but the system will need to broaden
it’s programming in this area if the region is to ensure that older workers have the skills they need to participate in
the workforce.

Housing
The housing review section provides an overview of population growth and housing trends for the WOWC region. It
includes strategic recommendations informed by growth and workforce trends as well as best practice application of
planning and policy tools to support attainable housing. These recommendations support a growing working age
population for the WOWC region.
The population across much of the WOWC region has been growing strongly in the past few years. However, the
WOWC region is challenged with rising housing prices and a lack of housing tenure and typology options. Continued
growth will depend on the region’s ability to support a growing workforce. This requires housing options that are
attainable and suitable for the workforce. Housing needs to be provided with connection to transportation
opportunities as well as essential community services, and other elements of complete communities. The workforce
is attracted to areas based on service needs, amenities and access to employment.
Best practice examples of attainable housing projects provide insight into the range of housing typology and tenure
options as well as planning and policy tools to support implementation. The housing review considers best practices
in alignment with strengths, challenges, and opportunities unique to the WOWC region. The analysis of housing
options considers five broad workforce personas informed by dominant and emerging workforce trends in the
WOWC region. The housing review aligns growth trends, workforce personas, and attainable housing options to
provide recommendations for the WOWC region municipalities to advance attainable housing.
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Small Business
The vast majority of businesses in the WOWC region have under 25 employees. At this size they are less likely to
have dedicated human resource staff for recruitment, retention and career planning with their staff. These firms
often have less capacity to adopt upskilling existing workers or adapting to new recruitment techniques. including
online recruitment and training programs.
The report outlines the need to recruit from more diverse groups which could require additional human resource
supports to integrate them into the workplace.
Sole proprietors and small business operators could easily be overlooked when considering workforce development
needs but these workers are a critical part of the WOWC workforce, representing up to 25% of the total workforce.
The role of these individuals is equally important for the services they provide in the community. Succession
planning will be essential to ensure the services continue to be available in the community.

Rural Limitations
Rural communities face distinct challenges compared to their urban counterparts. The population size has typically
limited the range of housing styles. Transportation systems to assist rural residents to travel to other communities
for work are also limited or non-existent. Broadband service is not sufficient in many areas to support rurally based
businesses and remote workers. Rural communities also do not provide the variety of amenities that prospective
residents and workers may be accustomed to in more urban communities. Childcare in particular is a limiting factor
for supporting workers with children.
Immigration is recognized as a key to addressing workforce needs but currently immigrants and the related
immigrant support programs that will support retention initiatives are concentrated in urban areas.

Regional Marketing
Each member municipality within the WOWC region has assets, features, and benefits, that set them apart from
their neighbours. These are important differentiators that can assist in individual marketing efforts.
From a high-level view, an understanding of the individual target audiences (personas) identified within the report,
provides an insight to what motivates these target audiences to remain in the WOWC region or consider moving to
the region.
The value propositions by persona will assist the member municipalities to understand each persona’s motivators.
They provide guidance for marketing campaigns and creative content, such as messaging and imagery, to be
developed that allow the individual persona to feel authentically understood.
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Marketing Tools
The Findings and Issues Report provides a review of various tools that other regional organizations have used
successfully on behalf of their membership. These tools include customizable toolkits, regional data delivery through
website and other digital tools, community profiles, promotional campaigns and self-administered assessment
checklists.
We now live in a data driven marketing world. The positive side of this is that marketing can be incredibly targeted,
literally down to an individual. In WOWC’s case, the region as a whole or each member municipality can share their
findings and insights leveraging strength in numbers to reach successful outcomes.
Each member municipality is at a different place in their development in market readiness, budgetary restraints,
asset inventories, etc. Even a municipality with very little budget can encourage community buy-in, appoint
community ambassadors and champions to help develop goals and objectives, based upon an insightful selfassessment checklist. Likewise, based upon examples provided within the report, each municipality determine what
will work for them, and customize their tools kit to fit their goals, objectives, and budgets.
A community profile is a basic view into a municipality providing migrants, newcomers, entrepreneurs’, or
prospective businesses, a snapshot of all the reasons (emotional and quantifiable) why they should consider this
particular municipality and the WOWC Region as a whole. With a strong and memorable “call to action” that is easy
for a prospect to proceed to the next step of their decision-making process.

Strategic Priorities for Consideration
Strategic priorities are those items that must be considered for successfully addressing workforce development in
the WOWC region. The strategic priorities recommended for consideration and discussion with the WOWC
Economic Development Committee are workforce retention and attraction, leveraging the existing population,
attainable housing and employer recruitment and retention.

Workforce Retention and Attraction
•

The regional workforce is highly reliant on college educated workers, but the college system in the
region has relatively fewer college students compared to the rest of the province. There needs to be
more external marketing/promotion of career and job opportunities in the region. Most
firms/organizations have historically relied on local recruitment, particularly word-of-mouth. There will
need to be more promotion of job opportunities outside the region – in Ontario, across Canada and
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beyond. Some of this can be done collectively to reduce the cost and administrative effort for individual
smaller firms.
•

There needs to be more childcare support across the region to foster greater workforce participation.

•

Immigrant settlement and retention support needs to be ramped up across the region. Urban
centres/smaller communities should share resources.

•

The WOWC Region has many assets; geographic and nature based, existing communities and
amenities, varied employment options, and entrepreneurial opportunities to allow for a world class
attraction and retention marketing campaign to be developed and marketed locally, regionally, and
nationally.

•

The development of the Workforce Strategy at this time provides an opportunity to look at all that the
WOWC Region has to offer with fresh eyes and to appreciate the assets. Each WOWC member
municipality will need to showcase their individual community and the WOWC region to the target
audiences to be successful.

•

WOWC will need to develop a core brand campaign to facilitate the individual member’s efforts in
establishing and clearly defining their unique assets so they can customize, maintain and continue to
expand their marketing efforts. WOWC should incorporate key messages and design elements into
customizable materials to ensure continuity and usage.

Leveraging Existing Population
•

Young people in the region need greater exposure to local careers and career paths. Even if they
leave for education or a first job, they should be targets.

•

There should be better coordination between the post-secondary education (PSE) sector and
workforce demand. This is particularly true for strategically important sectors including agriculture,
manufacturing and health care but applies to all industries.

•

There may be opportunities to increase the participation of under-represented groups in the workforce
such as individuals with disabilities.

Attainable Housing
•

Alignment is needed between the local workforce need and identifying the most relevant housing
format. This can be done as part of County level strategies and supporting the development industry to
expand building models.

•

Model policy development for local municipalities is an important tool that the WOWC and County
governments can promote. This can encourage community acceptance of housing alternatives and
provide local communities direction for policy development and implementation.

•

Engagement with the housing industry is important to support growth, access to resources and
other tools needed to scale up and meet demand across the region.
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•

Housing strategy at a County level needs to include partners, incentives and community engagement
as key components. Consultation and collaboration on opportunity and education will support uptake
and is necessary to expedite an increase in housing supply.

•

Managing data to track housing need and uptake is essential as an action to support a housing
strategy. Progress must be monitored to ensure performance is being met and to identify where
resources are needed and where emphasis needs to shift over time.

•

PSE student housing must be part of any overall housing strategy.

Employer Recruitment and Retention
•

Companies/organizations need to be open to fostering a more flexible and welcoming workforce.
This includes remote/hybrid working where possible, modifying shiftwork to accommodate young
families, adjusting shifts/work week to accommodate older workers, embracing equity, diversity and
inclusion principles and offering a broader range of non-salary benefits.

•

Many companies/organizations need to do a better job of laying out the career path for new hires.
Many of the jobs going unfilled are entry level and more work should be done to show new hires what
the options are if they perform well in the jobs. In many sectors this could include owning their own
business one day.

•

Employers must be engaged as active members of the implementation of the workforce strategy. The
WOWC can support employers’ recruitment efforts through community marketing tools, digital
recruitment (already in use in many member municipalities), TFW supports and recruitment missions.
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