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Alain Paquet, Public Institutions Division

Executive Summary

The Public Institutions Division (PID) is responsible for defining the public sector—that
is, for determining the criteria to be considered in classifying entities as either within or
outside the public sector. Among its other uses, this definition, which is official within
Statistics Canada, is applied throughout the System of National Accounts and by the
Labour Statistics Division (LSD) for the purposes of the Labour Force Survey (LFS).

In theory, the use of a common definition of the public sector should result in similar
survey results. In practice, however, this is not always the case.  For this reason, the PID
and LSD are often asked to reconcile, or at least explain, the differences that exist
between the public sector employment data produced by these two divisions . These
differences may be associated not only with concepts, data coverage and data
breakdown by category, but also with the methods and sources used.

Because of the very nature of the data, the impact of each of the above factors cannot
be quantified separately or precisely. Nevertheless, by analysing data at the national level
for 1997, we were able to measure part of the impact. According to our findings, the
difference associated with these various factors is just under 113,000 jobs, or
approximately 4% of public sector employment. Furthermore, while the size of the
difference varies from one province to the next, it remained relatively stable between
1987 and 1997. It can therefore be said that overall, the difference between the two
divisions’ national data is not a serious problem.
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The Public Institutions Division (PID) is responsible for defining the public sector—that
is, for determining the criteria to be considered in classifying entities as being either within
or outside the public sector.  Among its other uses, this definition, which is official within
Statistics Canada, is applied throughout the System of National Accounts and by the
Labour Statistics Division (LSD) for the purposes of the Labour Force Survey (LFS).

In theory, the use of a common definition of the public sector should result in similar
survey results. In practice, however, this is not always the case. For this reason, the PID
and LSD are often asked to reconcile, or at least explain, the differences that exist
between the public sector employment data produced by these two divisions . Several
factors must be considered here. First, the PID and LSD use different concepts and data
coverage. Also, they do not use the same methods or information sources.

In this study, we have attempted to explain and measure these factors by comparing
the annual data for 1997 published by each division.

A) Differences Associated with Coverage, Concepts and Data Breakdown by
Category

i) Difference Associated with Data Coverage

A major source of the difference between the public employment data of the PID and
that of the LFS lies in the  data coverage. In its data, the PID includes full-time military
personnel, public sector employment in the Northwest Territories, Yukon and Nunavut,
and Canadian public employees working outside Canada. All these categories are
excluded from LFS data. This difference represents more than 80,000 jobs.

ii) Difference Associated with Job- and Employee-based Concepts

To gain a good grasp of the differences between PID and LFS data, it is important to
understand the concepts of public job and public employee.

The LFS uses the concept of public employee. According to this concept, a public
employee is a person whose primary occupation is in the public sector. The PID uses the
concept of public job, by which it means  a position within the public sector for which a pay
cheque is issued. In other words, the PID counts the number of persons on pay, not the
number of persons on strength.
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The impact of these concepts is best illustrated by means of the following two
examples:

 Take the case of an employee who works full-time for a government but is on
unpaid leave (sabbatical leave, for example). The LFS will count this person as
being in the public sector, since he or she is still considered to be on strength.
However, as the employee is on unpaid leave, no pay cheque will be issued, and
his or her name will not appear on the payroll.

Accordingly, the PID will not include this job in its figures for the public sector. In
this specific case, the public sector work force as measured by the LFS would
include one more employee than as measured by the PID.

Now consider the case of a worker who holds two part-time jobs at two different
levels of government, working, say, 28 hours for a municipality and 18 hours for a
provincial government. This employee would be accounted for in the LFS data at
the municipal level. In the case of the PID, he or she would appear on two payrolls,
and the PID would therefore register two jobs: one within the municipal
government and a second within the provincial government.3

Since the LFS data on public employment reflect only the primary occupation of
respondents, the number of persons with a second job in the public sector cannot be
determined. And yet the LFS findings show that among those sectors with a high
proportion of public sector workers, almost 290,000 workers held more than one job in
1997.

There is no information that allows us to determine in which sector (private or public)
multiple-job holders’ second jobs are located, since the LFS does not gather data on
second jobs. However, using the results of another Statistics Canada survey, we were
able to obtain a partial measure, especially in the health and education sectors.4

According to the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, 11% of individuals working
in health and education in 1997 held more than one job.5 Of this total, nearly 24% held
second jobs in the public sector. If we apply these percentages to the LFS data on public
employees, there would appear to have been more than 27,500 people who held at least
one second job in the public sector.6

Since each job is counted in the PID  system, this information must be taken into
account when comparing LFS and PID data.
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  This feature of LFS data also applies to data from the Survey of Employment, Payrolls and Hours (SEPH), also published by the
LSD.

4
  However, the data obtained do not allow for these two sectors to be considered separately .

5  This percentage is comparable to LFS findings .
6
  Multiple-job holders may have more than two jobs. The figure estimated here is therefore a minimum.
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iii) Data Breakdown by Category

Another point to consider when comparing data published by the PID and the LFS is
the distinction made between data grouped by industry and by sector. The public
administration jobs in the LFS cover only the jobs included under Government Service
Industries (Division N, Groups 81 to 83, Standard Industrial Classification (SIC)).7,8  The
PID public employment data  also include employees who work in other industries in which
establishments under government control operate (e.g., Public Passenger Transit
Systems Industries (SIC 457)).

One can therefore not compare the public administration employment data published
by the LFS to the public sector data published by the PID on the same basis, since public
administration is a subset of the public sector.

B) Differences Associated with Methods and Sources Used

The PID draws its employment information from administrative data obtained from a
variety of sources—in particular, payroll records supplied by the human resources
departments of the various entities included in the public sector universe. These records
reflect the last pay period of the month and are essentially provided by province and by
department or agency. The PID considers each (regular) gross pay cheque as
representing a job to be counted.

In some cases, such as federal and provincial governments and their public
corporations, the collection of these data allows for almost a complete census; in others,
such as local governments and their public corporations, a complete census is not
possible owing to the large number of entities involved.

The LFS uses a different source of information. The LFS is a survey based on a
sampling of more than 52,000 households. Each household is polled by telephone , and
respondents are classified according to their activity during the reference week, which is
usually the week that includes the 15th day of the month. The survey results are then
inferred to the population as a whole  according to various categories, using current
population projections based on the most recent census.

The differences between PID and LFS data on this score stem from a number of
factors.9 One important factor has to do with the quality of the answers given by survey
respondents. In the LFS, if the respondent does not know who the actual employer of a

                                                
7 Employment for the entire public sector is also available in the LFS and have been used in this document (see table 1).
8
  Since January 1999, LFS data have been presented according to the new North American Industry Classification System

(NAICS).
9
  Any survey such as PID’s (local) or the LFS involves a certain margin of error. The margin of error may be the result of several

different factors, such as sampling error, non-sampling error, data imputation, and statistical interference of the sample data to the
population as a whole. These factors are taken into account, and there are statistical methods for assessing and ensuring the
validity and representativeness of the survey results. We will not attempt to measure the impact that these errors could have on
the differences  between PID and LFS data.
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household member is, this can bias the results. A typical example here is where someone
hired by an employment agency to work for a government is reported by the respondent
to be working directly for that government. The LFS assigns this individual to the public
sector rather than the private sector. But in fact the worker is employed by a private
agency and receives no pay cheque directly from a government. Thus, he or she does not
appear on the payroll of the government in question and is therefore not counted as being
in the public sector by the PID.

Another major factor is the time at which information is collected. The PID gathers its
data at the end of the month, whereas the LFS does so at mid-month. Accordingly,
someone who is paid every two weeks and who started work at mid-month will be
counted by the LFS as being employed in the current month. This same individual,
however, will not appear on a payroll until two weeks later. If those two weeks extend
beyond the last pay period, this new person will not be entered in the PID system until the
following month.

Because different sources and methods are used, the public employment data
published by the PID and the LFS cannot be reconciled completely.

Findings and Final Comparison of Data

When jobs in the PID system are distributed by industry, when the data published by
the LFS are supplemented with figures on full-time military personnel and public sector
employment in the territories and outside Canada, and when the impact of multiple-job
holders is deducted, then the public sector data produced by the two divisions are
comparable. The overall gap between the adjusted totals is only 4%, or approximately
112,700 jobs in relation to the PID data (Table 1). Furthermore, an analysis of annual
data shows that this gap remained stable over the previous ten years (Chart 1).

Table 1
Canada 1997

Reconciliation of PID and LFS Public Employment Data
 (in thousands)

Public employees  (LFS) 2584.1
Full-time military personnel (PID) 62.8
Public sector jobs in the territories and outside Canada (PID) 17.3
LFS total, adjusted 2664.2
Public sector jobs published by the PID 2804.4
Multiple-job holders subtracted from PID data 27.5
PID total, adjusted 2776.9
Difference related to sources, methods and concepts 112.7
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The difference stems mostly from the health and social services sectors and general
administration, which are two of the main components of the public sector.

The main source of the difference in general administration is the breakdown by
industry. The difference in the health and social services sector can be explained in part
by multiple-job holders.

Chart 1
Canada 1987-1997

Jobs in the Public Sector, PID vs. LFS
(‘000)

Conclusion

In order to reconcile the public-sector employment data published by the Public
Institutions Division with those from the Labour Force Survey, this study concentrated on
two main sources of differences: differences associated with concepts, data coverage and
data breakdown by category, and those associated with the methods and sources used.

Because of the very nature of the data, the impact of each of the above factors cannot
be quantified separately or precisely. Nevertheless, by analysing data at the national level
for 1997, we were able to measure part of the impact. According to our findings, the
difference associated with these various factors is just under 113,000 jobs, or
approximately 4% of public sector jobs according to data published by the PID. Although
the size of the difference varies from one province to the next, it remained relatively stable
between 1987 and 1997. It can therefore be said that overall, the difference between the
two divisions’ national data is not a serious problem.
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