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Looking for work
Lee Grenon

Data source and definitions

Labour Force Survey
The Labour Force Survey (LFS) is a
household survey carried out monthly
by Statistics Canada. It divides the
working-age population into three mu-
tually exclusive classifications � em-
ployed, unemployed, and not in the
labour force � and provides descriptive
and explanatory data on each of these
categories.

Duration of unemployment refers to
a continuous period of unemployment.

Unemployed job seekers are those
who, during the reference week, were
without work, had actively looked for
work in the past four weeks, and were
available for work. Not all of the unem-
ployed are job seekers; those on tempo-
rary layoff, who had an expectation of
recall and were available for work, and
those who had a new job to start within
four weeks from the reference week and
were available for work, are not required

to look for work in order to be classi-
fied as unemployed.

The long-term unemployed are per-
sons continuously unemployed for
more than a year.

Methods of job search
The LFS identifies eight methods of job
search undertaken by unemployed per-
sons in the previous four weeks. If more
than one method was used, each one is
recorded. Search methods are

l checked with public employment
agency such as Canada Employment
Centre;

l checked with private employment
agency;

l checked with union;
l contacted employers directly;
l contacted friends or relatives;
l placed or answered advertisements;
l looked at advertisements; and
l other methods, such as checked with

school placement offices.

Over the past two decades, the
unemployed have changed their

approach to looking for work. Unem-
ployed job seekers make greater use
of job advertisements and personal
networks, and less use of formal insti-
tutions such as public employment
agencies and unions. As well, they
are increasingly engaged in either a
comprehensive job search involving
four or more methods over a typical
four-week period, or a restricted job
search using just one method. These
changes have been most pronounced
among the long-term unemployed
(see Data source and definitions).

Finding a job involves gathering
information on jobs and employers,
and offering to provide labour to an
employer.  Employers, employment
agencies, friends or relatives, unions,
and job advertisements are all poten-
tial sources of information. Tapping
into these sources can be an active
and formal exercise, or a passive and
informal one. Despite the trend away
from using institutions (Chart), the
annual average number of methods
used by unemployed job seekers over
a typical four-week period has been
relatively stable since 1977: between
1.9 and 2.1.

Direct contact most common

Contacting employers directly has,
with few exceptions, remained the
most common method of job search
over the past 20 years (Table 1),
regardless of job seekers� duration of
unemployment, age, sex or educa-
tional attainment (Table 2).

But the longer the period of unem-
ployment, the less common is direct
contact with an employer. Some
people may begin to experience job
search �burnout� as their list of
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potential employers shrinks (Canada,
1986). In 1997, some 71% of job seek-
ers unemployed for 5 to 26 weeks con-
tacted an employer at least once in the
LFS four-week reference period, com-
pared with 63% of those out of work
for more than a year.

Over the years, direct contact with
employers has become more common
among men and younger unemployed
job seekers (aged 15 to 24). In contrast,
women are now less likely to contact
employers directly.

(Most other job search methods
precede direct contact with an em-
ployer. Because respondents may not
be reporting some intermediate activi-
ties leading to this contact, these may
be understated [Clemenson, 1987].)

Table 1
Job search methods used by unemployed job seekers

1977 1982 1987 1992 1997

’000

Job seekers 783 1,214 1,120 1,528 1,284
Employers directly 537 863 785 1,060 882
Public employment agency 470 604 459 582 408
Looked at job ads 313 560 550 893 608
Placed or answered job ads 114 175 187 294 241
Friends or relatives 99 158 173 301 279
Private employment agency 40 47 32 55 67
Union 31 41 30 44 24
Other methods 8 10 15 26 47

%

Job seekers 100 100 100 100 100
Employers directly 69 71 70 69 69
Public employment agency 60 50 41 38 32
Looked at job ads 40 46 49 58 47
Placed or answered job ads 15 14 17 19 19
Friends or relatives 13 13 15 20 22
Private employment agency 5 4 3 4 5
Union 4 3 3 3 2
Other methods 1 1 1 2 4

Source: Labour Force Survey
Note: Numbers and percentages do not add to totals because of multiple responses.

Use of public agencies down

The most substantial change in job
search patterns over the past 20 years
has been the declining use of public
employment agencies. In 1977, during
a typical four-week period, 60% of all
unemployed job seekers used a pub-
lic employment agency. By 1987, this
figure had dropped to 41%, and by
1997, to 32%. The use of such agen-
cies dropped from the second most
common job search activity in 1977 to
the third most common in 1984. Since
then, job seekers have been more
likely to look at job advertisements
than to contact a public employment
agency.

This decline is striking, especially
since many job seekers are legally
required to contact a public employ-
ment agency. Those who wish to
claim Employment Insurance (EI)
benefits must register at a Canada Em-
ployment Centre. On the other hand,

the number of EI regular beneficiaries
without earnings has declined stead-
ily since the early 1990s. The drop in
beneficiaries and in the use of public
employment agencies has occurred
during a period of employment growth
and substantial change to employ-
ment services from all levels of gov-
ernment.1  As well, not all unemployed
job seekers are eligible for programs
such as Employment Insurance, and
not all EI claimants are necessarily
unemployed job seekers.2

During the first year of unemploy-
ment, contact with a public employ-
ment agency becomes more common
as the duration of unemployment
increases. However, as with other
formal job search methods, use of
these agencies declines after a year of
continuous unemployment. Young
people (aged 15 to 24) in particular
have moved away from this source,
from 62% in 1977 to 26% in 1997. Men
have been more likely than women to
contact a public agency, although
this difference has diminished over
time.

Help wanted

For many years employers have pub-
licized their hiring intentions in news-
papers and other publications. This
practice now extends to the Internet.

The percentage of unemployed job
seekers who looked at job advertise-
ments in a four-week period rose until
recently. In 1977, 40% did so. The rate
increased steadily for more than a
decade, reaching 59% in 1993 before
dropping back to 47% in 1997.

Not surprisingly, this method
becomes more common as other meth-
ods are exhausted, and as the job
seeker approaches �burnout.� In fact,
the incidence of passive job search
(only looking at job notices) has
increased steadily over the past 20
years, from 3% in 1977 to 8% in 1997.3

This growth has been most evident
among the long-term unemployed
(increasing from 4% to 12%).
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Table 2
Use of job search methods by selected characteristics, 1997

Public Looked Placed or Friends Private
Employers employment at job answered or employment Other

directly agency ads job ads relatives agency Union methods

%

Both sexes 69 32 47 19 22 5 2 4

Men 71 34 45 18 22 5 3 3
Women 66 29 50 20 21 5  - 4

Age

15 to 24 75 26 43 16 21 3  - 3
25 to 34 68 36 50 21 23 6 2 4
35 to 44 67 35 49 19 22 6 2 4
45 to 54 65 32 49 19 22 6 3 4
55 to 64 60 29 47 17 20 6 4 3
65 and over 62 -- 48 -- -- -- - --

Education

Less than Grade 9 69 28 37 9 18 3 2 2
Some secondary 70 28 45 15 22 3 1 3
High school graduation 68 34 51 21 23 6 1 3
Some postsecondary 71 33 49 20 22 6 -- 5
Postsecondary certificate or

diploma 68 35 49 20 21 6 4 4
University degree 67 31 49 26 25 10 -- 8

Duration of unemployment

4 weeks or less 69 28 39 16 18 5 2 3
5 to 13 weeks 71 33 49 20 22 5 2 4
14 to 26 weeks 71 34 51 21 24 6 3 4
27 to 52 weeks 67 35 53 20 23 6 2 4
53 weeks or more 63 32 54 18 23 4 1 4

Source: Labour Force Survey
Note: Percentages do not add to 100 because of multiple responses.

Women are more likely than men to
consult job advertisements. This
could be because some jobs sought
by women tend to be advertised more
than those traditionally sought by
men. As well, this approach may be
more convenient for women with fam-
ily responsibilities (Clemenson, 1987).

Job seekers with limited educa-
tional attainment (less than Grade 9)
are the least likely to consult job
advertisements. This may be partly a
consequence of lower literacy skills,
which are closely related to educa-
tional attainment (Statistics Canada,
1996). It may also reflect the types of
job sought by this group.

Skills for hire

Job advertisements can be used both
to gather information and to declare
one�s availability for work.4  Offering
to provide labour by placing or an-
swering an advertisement has become
more common in the 1990s. 5 The pro-
portion of job seekers who did so over
a four-week period increased from
15% in 1977 to 19% in 1997. This prac-
tice was more common among women
than men, and more likely among peo-
ple with at least some postsecondary
education.  However, in contrast to
the practice of looking at advertise-
ments, the placing or answering of
such notices actually declined among
the long-term unemployed.

Since 1977, for every 100 job seek-
ers who have looked at advertise-
ments, between 31 and 40 have placed
or answered one. This ratio reached
its highest level to date in 1997.

Friends and relatives
play a role

Enlisting the help of friends and fam-
ily doubled in frequency between
1977 and 1994, from 13% to 26%.
Despite a decrease in this method to
22% in 1997, friends and family have
continued to be a major source of in-
formation and prospects for many job
seekers.
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Over the past 20 years, the pattern
of using personal contacts has
changed. In 1977, the rate declined
after six months of unemployment. In
1997, the likelihood of using this ap-
proach increased during the first six
months of unemployment, and there-
after remained stable. The change
may reflect the growing emphasis
placed on networking. This job search
method is used more commonly by
university graduates and those aged
25 to 34.

Use of private agencies
increases with education

The declining use of public employ-
ment agencies has not led to an in-
creased use of private employment
agencies. The latter has remained rela-
tively low since 1977 (some 3% to 5%
of job seekers). The proportion de-
clines after a year of continuous un-
employment.

Contact with private agencies
increases with educational attain-
ment. Among unemployed job seek-
ers, 10% of university graduates used
a private employment agency, com-
pared with 3% of those who had just
some high school.  Although some
private employment agencies offer
placements for manual and semi- or
low-skilled work (International
Labour Conference, 1994), most
provide services to job seekers with
technical or professional expertise
requiring postsecondary education.

Do unions help?

Most unions do not offer a job place-
ment service. So, even though one in
three Canadian workers is a union
member, only a small number of job
seekers have traditionally sought
help from this source. Over the past 20
years, the percentage of unemployed
job seekers who approached a union
for help finding work has dropped
from 4% to 2%. Workers in occupa-
tions such as construction and
processing have been among the few
served in this manner.

The number of job seekers served
by unions fluctuates with the busi-
ness cycle of each industry. People
who contacted a union during a typi-
cal four-week search period reached
63,000 in 1983, dipping and then ris-
ing to 45,000 by 1993.

Contacting a union is almost solely
an activity of men, reflecting their
continuing predominance in trade,
craft and manual occupations. This
approach is also more common among
older workers (aged 55 to 64), very
likely because they enjoy seniority
privileges. Job seekers with a postsec-
ondary certificate or diploma, such as
a trade certificate, also make more use
of unions.

How many methods
are used?

Overall, the number of job search
methods used has been remarkably
stable, despite changing patterns
over the past two decades. In a typi-
cal four-week period, unemployed job
seekers used an average of two job
search methods.

The overall stability in the average
masks the increasing percentage of
job seekers using either only one
method over a four-week period, or
using four or more methods. The
former increased from 36% in 1977 to
45% in 1997, and the latter from 10%
to 12%. The percentage of single-
method job searches that were pas-
sive (looking at notices only) doubled
from 8% in 1977 to 17% in 1997.

Summary

Job seekers are relying less on organi-
zations such as public employment
agencies and unions and more on job
advertisements and networking with
friends and family. A growing propor-
tion are using just one search method
in a typical four-week period; others,
in contrast, are employing many
methods.

Several trends may be contributing
to the changing patterns.  The grow-
ing incidence of long-term unemploy-
ment has led to an overall increase in
the use of advertisements.  Changes
to services and benefits provided by
public employment agencies may be
related to the declining use of organi-
zations.  And greater emphasis on
networking in the job search literature
may be linked to the increased use of
family and friends.

Overall, the evolving patterns may
reflect broader changes in the labour
force over the past two decades, such
as the increased participation of
women, persons with higher educa-
tional attainment, and older age
groups. As well, these shifts may be
related to a higher proportion of
managerial, administrative, profes-
sional and technical occupations. o

n Notes
1 For further information on changes to
the Employment Insurance program and
Canada Employment Centres see Human
Resources Development Canada (1995).

2 The LFS does not identify individual
claimants of EI. As well, EI beneficiaries
are not necessarily unemployed as defined
by the LFS. A Statistics Canada study
illustrates the statistical and conceptual
differences between these two sources
(Lévesque, 1989).

3 Passive job seekers (that is, those who
only looked at job advertisements) are
classified as unemployed in Canada, but as
not in the labour force in the United
States. This difference affects the number
of unemployed, particularly the number of
long-term unemployed. For further infor-
mation on the effect of passive job search
on measures of unemployment see
Macredie (1997).

4 Information on using job advertise-
ments is categorized into looking at, and
placing or answering an advertisement.

5 Placing and answering notices are cat-
egorized together, since both are methods
of offering labour, and because the number
of persons placing job advertisements is
relatively small.
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