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Executive Summary 
As Ontario works to build a modernized, client-focused apprenticeship and skilled trades system, 
considerations around employer incentives need to be front and centre. The Government of Ontario 
has taken major steps to reform and improve the skills training system. Ensuring employers, who 
bear most of the burden of training and associated costs, are incentivized to invest in skills training 
to develop the next generation of workers is more important now than ever since Ontario’s economic 
recovery strategy hinges on the ability to deliver on significant investments in public infrastructure.

By looking at this issue through the lens of the construction industry, this report finds that:

 � About 75% of Ontario’s construction industry is comprised of voluntary trades and employers of 
these trades are often not benefitting from the same purposefully designed financial incentives 
that exist for compulsory trades.

 � Facilitating access to financial and non-financial incentives, particularly for small- and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs), is critical.

 � It is an opportune time to revisit the tax system as a tool for delivering employer incentives.

 � The new Skilled Trades Ontario (STO) presents an opportunity to strengthen non-financial 
incentives for employers by delivering an open and simplified experience.

 � There is a need for a sustained and focused dialogue on incentives between all key stakeholders, 
including an assessment of the current suite of measures vis-à-vis industry needs. 

There is an opportunity for government, industry, and other stakeholders to build on the recent 
reforms to Ontario’s apprenticeship and skills training system and work together so that employers 
continue to invest in skills training over the long-term. 
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We need more skilled workers and it’s a good problem to have,
but it’s a problem we need to solve.

- Ontario Premier Doug Ford -

The skilled trades are a key driver of economic growth and employment in Ontario and across the 
country. Data from the latest available Statistics Canada National Apprenticeship Survey cites 4 million 
workers in skilled trades occupations, representing roughly 22% of employed Canadians.1 Defined 
as professional occupations that require hands on work and specialized knowledge and training, the 
skilled trades2 offer rewarding careers across a variety of occupations, from plumbers and electricians 
to carpenters and chefs. 

For Ontario, the skilled trades are a critical part of the province’s economic recovery from the COVID-19 
pandemic as the provincial government embarks on ambitious public infrastructure projects to kick 
start the economy. The Government has announced multi-billion-dollar infrastructure investments 
in transit, transportation (including highways, roads, and bridges), and broadband projects as part of 
Ontario’s plan for growth, renewal, and economic recovery. The skilled trades quite literally build the 
province and are key to operationalizing ambitious infrastructure investments. 

Ontario’s skilled trades comprise both compulsory trades and voluntary trades. For compulsory trades, 
workers are required to undertake or complete an apprenticeship program to be able to be employed 
in the trade. Voluntary trades do not require registration or licensing for a person to legally work 
in the trade. Whereas training for compulsory trades takes the form of a registered apprenticeship, 
employers of voluntary trades can elect to train through an apprenticeship model or, as is the case for 
many employers in the construction industry, through informal training that is led by the company. 
For both types of trades, the underpinning of a career path is a system of training that ensures workers 
are properly equipped with the right mix of skills and knowledge to work safely and succeed in their 
careers. Without this training, there are no skilled trades. 

1 Statistics Canada, National Apprenticeship Survey: Canada Overview Report 2015 (Ottawa: Government of Canada, 
2017).

2 Though this report refers to the skilled trades in general, the employer input that informs this research is drawn from 
the construction industry. Since the insights may be relevant to industries beyond construction, the report makes 
general reference to the ‘skilled trades’.

Part I: Introduction
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Within the skills training system, employers play a critical role in providing the practical, on-the-job 
component of training which, for apprenticeships, accounts for approximately 80% to 90% of the 
time spent in the program. In-class technical training through a college or non-college Training Delivery 
Agent (TDA) accounts for the remaining training time. For positions in the voluntary trades where a 
registered apprenticeship is not required to work, the employer is often the source of training. 

Because of high upfront costs and other barriers, employers may underinvest in skills training and thus, 
governments can offer incentives to encourage employer participation. “Incentives” refer to government 
policies and programs that are structured to encourage a certain type of behaviour, in this case, for 
companies to support the training for skilled trades occupations. 

There is a strong public policy rationale for governments to provide incentives to individuals and companies 
to help ensure a steady flow of new entrants through the system, from recruitment to full employment. 
Incentives can be financial (e.g. tax benefits or grants) or non-financial (e.g. reducing administrative 
complexity or initiatives to promote careers in the skilled trades). 

Given the essential role that employers play in providing the foundational training for careers in the skilled 
trades, we argue that employer incentives should be front and centre for policymakers as Ontario works 
to build a “modernized, client-focused apprenticeship and skilled trades system.”3 The current suite of 
incentives may not be sufficiently meeting employer needs based on insights provided by a cross-section 
of employers from the construction industry. Addressing the needs of employers, however, will require 
more than increasing the value of current financial incentives. These considerations are explored in Part 
IV of the report.

At the time of writing, Ontario offers two direct financial incentives to help with costs associated with 
training registered apprentices. While employers of both compulsory and voluntary trades are eligible, 
in the construction industry, employers of voluntary trades are far less likely to be training through formal 
apprenticeships. They would rather proceed with more informal training for a variety of reasons explored 
later in the report. This means a large swath of Ontario’s skilled trades employers in the construction 
industry don’t benefit from the financial incentives purposefully designed to support those who train new 
workers. This may seem like an obvious point, but the implications are important given the prevalence of 
voluntary trades in construction, Ontario’s key industry for economic growth and recovery.  

The pandemic has caused a decline in both new registrations and completions for apprenticeships across 
the country which further compounds existing labour market constraints. Now more than ever, significant 
investments in skills training are needed to support the workforce that will deliver the major infrastructure 
projects that are the cornerstone of Ontario’s post-pandemic recovery.

The purpose of this report is to generate and support an informed discussion between industry, 
government, and other stakeholders regarding how best to incentivize employers. Success will take the 
form of a sustained dialogue around employer needs and policy design related to incentives. The bigger 
process of reforming skills training in Ontario is complex, to say the least. As the Canadian Manufacturers 
& Exporters (CM&E) puts it “skills, labour, and training challenges are multifaceted, multi-jurisdictional 
and multiplying.”4 
3 Ontario Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development, Skilled Trades and Apprenticeship System 

Changes (Toronto: Government of Ontario, 2019).
4 Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters, We’re Hiring: Manufacturing Workforce Survey Report, 2019.
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The authors recognize that this report builds upon a substantial body of research, consultations, 
and analyses related to reforming Ontario’s skills training system that are too great in number to list. 
Issues related to the future of the skilled trades and the skills and labour gaps have been perennial 
challenges for both the bureaucratic and political apparatus’ in Ontario, receiving varying levels of 
attention and resources over the previous decades.

Methodology

The analysis in this report draws upon primary and secondary qualitative data. The authors first 
conducted a literature review of publicly available secondary data sources including reports, 
presentations, academic articles, media articles, etc. to build the foundational understanding of the 
topic of government incentives for skills training. 

After the literature review, two research tools were used to obtain primary data: interviews and a 
digital survey. A total of 14 interviews were conducted between July 8 and September 2, 2021. Seven 
of these interviews were with subject matter experts working in the areas of work integrated learning, 
the skilled trades, and/or apprenticeships. These experts are listed in the ‘Acknowledgements’ section 
at the beginning of the report. 

The other seven interviews were with OSTA member companies (i.e. employers). These were 
invaluable for gaining the real-world perspective on company needs related to incentives and support 
from government. Interviews were conducted by telephone or Zoom and lasted for 30 to 45 minutes 
in duration. The interview questions for employers are in Appendix 1. 

The authors used a digital survey (see Appendix 2) to expand the opportunity for employer input 
beyond the seven interviews. A link to the survey was sent to all 37 of OSTA’s member associations 
who then distributed it to their respective member companies. The survey was not intended to 
produce a quantitative analysis nor a statistically significant snapshot of the construction industry, 
rather, it was an efficient means of gathering additional qualitative data to expand our understanding 
of employer viewpoints. 

The survey was open from August 17 to September 17, 2021. A total of 49 employers responded to the 
survey (though not necessarily every question), representing three major sectors of the construction 
industry: residential construction (41%); industrial, commercial, institutional (39%); and heavy civil/
infrastructure: (20%). Most of the respondents (61%) employ less than 100 people and almost all of 
them (90%) have less than 500 employees. The survey also confirmed the prevalence of the voluntary 
trades in the construction industry. Half of the respondents indicated they employ both compulsory 
and voluntary trades while 31% said they employ only voluntary trades, compared to 19% for those 
who employ only compulsory trades.
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Box 1: Key Terms
Apprentice – a trainee who learns a skilled trade by working directly with a certified journeyperson in 
the trade. 

Apprenticeship – a formalized training program which combines on-the-job and in school training 
resulting in journeyperson status.

Certificate of Qualification (C of Q) – a document obtained when a written exam is completed and 
passed with a mark of at least 70%. It identifies a journeyperson.

Compulsory Trades – trades where workers are required to undertake or complete an apprenticeship 
program to be able to be employed in the trade. 

Designated Trades – trades for which apprenticeship training and trade qualifications are available in 
Canada. In Canada, these trades are governed by provincial and territorial jurisdictions. 

Employer – a company that provides training to recruits in support of a position in the skilled trades. 
The training can take the form of a formal apprenticeship or can be more informal and not part of a 
structured apprenticeship.

Journeyperson – a skilled professional who has completed an apprenticeship program by demonstrating 
competency in specific skills and has completed the C of Q or deemed to be equivalent.

Registered Apprentice – a person who is in a supervised work training program in a designated trade 
within their provincial or territorial jurisdiction.

Training – the act of teaching someone a specific skill or set of skills.

Voluntary Trades – trades that do not require registration or licensing for a person to legally work in the trade.

Sources: Statistics Canada. Pathways Indicators for Registered Apprentices in Canada, 2019. Ottawa: Government of Canada, 
2021; “Glossary of Terms”. OYAP.ca, https://oyap.ca/en/skilled_trades/glossary_of_terms 

The Importance of Getting Skills Training Right

Employers act as gatekeepers along the career pathways for the skilled trades: if there are not sufficient 
supports or incentives for companies to participate in skills training, then the supply of workers 
entering and completing training may be less than labour market needs. And one thing is clear: 
Ontario needs workers.

Macro trends like Canada’s aging workforce and slow population growth pose challenges that limit 
the pace of growth in skilled trades. The Canadian Apprenticeship Forum (CAF) estimates that 
Ontario will require nearly 89,000 new certified journeypersons over the next decade to keep pace 
with economic growth and mitigate the increasing rate of worker retirement. This will necessitate 
attracting more than 296,350 new apprentices in more than 50 Red Seal5 trades.6 

5  The Red Seal program sets common standards related to the skills of tradespeople with the intent of supporting the 
mobility of apprentices and skilled tradespeople across Canada. 

6  Canadian Apprenticeship Forum, Apprentice Demand: A 2021 Labour Market Information Report (Ottawa: CAF-FCA, 2021).

https://oyap.ca/en/skilled_trades/glossary_of_terms
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The strain on the construction and maintenance sector is particularly acute given high levels of public 
investment in infrastructure. BuildForce Canada estimates that Ontario will need to recruit 100,000 
new construction workers (mostly in the voluntary trades) over the next 10 years. To do so, the 
industry will need to “remain focused on recruitment and training to meet demands for expansion 
and worker replacement over the coming decade.”7

Registration and completion rates for apprenticeships across the skilled trades provide a view into the 
challenge of filling positions. Ontario, which represents nearly 40% of Canada’s population, accounts 
for only 27% of total registrations in a study of 15 of the largest Red Seal trades. Not only are not 
enough new recruits registering, but low completion rates are a persistent challenge across various 
skilled trades. The average completion rate across 15 of the largest Red Seal trades for Ontario is 46% 
(with the average rate in voluntary trades being lower than in compulsory).8 How will this system 
support the current needs of workers and employers and meet future labour market demand?  

Compounding these challenges, COVID-19 has had a serious impact on Ontario’s economy. In 2019, 
real gross domestic product (GDP) grew by 2.1 percent, but it contracted by five percent in 2020 with 
the onset of the global pandemic.9 The impact has been asymmetrical across sectors, with certain 
industries facing contraction while others have boomed.

Interestingly, throughout the pandemic the construction industry has helped drive economic 
expansion supported by robust housing demand.10 Housing starts are a commonly used leading 
indicator of economic activity and in Ontario, homebuilders have been busy (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1: CMHC Ontario Housing Starts, Quarterly (Total Units)

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 34-10-0135-01. Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, housing starts, under construction 
and completions, all areas, quarterly

7  “Ontario Will Need to Recruit 100,000 New Construction Workers Over 10 Years to Keep Pace with Increased 
Demand and Retirements”, Buildforce.ca, last modified 2020, https://www.buildforce.ca/en/node/11852.

8  Canadian Apprenticeship Forum, Apprentice Demand.
9  Statistics Canada, Economic Impacts of COVID-19 in the Provinces and Territories (Ottawa: Government of Canada, 2021).
10  Beata Caranci et al., Provincial Economic Forecast: Tempered Optimism (Toronto: TD Economics, 2021).
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The value of this economic activity extends far beyond the residential construction industry. For 
example, the Canadian Home Builders’ Association estimates that work completed in 2020 in 
Ontario by the sector resulted in $31.5 billion in wages that show up in purchases across the entire 
local economy.11 ConstructConnect forecasts growth in Ontario’s residential construction sector for the 
years 2022 to 2025 which will necessitate a steady supply of workers.12

Despite the positive signals of economic recovery in certain segments of the economy, the pandemic 
continues to exacerbate existing labour challenges. Although labour demand may have moderated 
for certain industries in early 2020 (due to lockdowns, cancelled projects, etc.), any temporary lull in 
demand for labour across the trades has likely been offset by reduced immigration during the pandemic. 
Peter Hall, Vice President and Chief Economist at Export Development Canada explains: “The reality 
we all face is our weak demographics. This has been exacerbated during the pandemic by vastly lower 
immigration. Even as post-pandemic immigration resumes, our structural labour problem will persist, 
and we’ll be back to the list of remedies needed to solve the longer-standing issue.”13

Preliminary data from Statistics Canada suggest that the pandemic has negatively impacted registrations 
and certifications in the trades in 2020.14 CAF estimates that new apprenticeship registrations dropped 
by more than 30% in 2020 and barriers to completion resulted in program certifications falling by 
about 40%.15 Moreover, the pandemic has had wide ranging impacts beyond intake numbers, including 
negatively impacting the physical and mental health of apprentices, thereby hurting employment 
prospects.16

A shortage of workers, especially those with the right skillset, is a challenge that continues to constrain 
growth across the skilled trades. A July 2021 survey of the business community by the Bank of Canada 
found that though positive sentiment is on the rise, many firms said that labour-related constraints would 
cause some or significant difficulties in meeting unexpected increases in future demand. Companies 
linked labour related constraints to 1) difficulties finding skilled or specialized labour, especially in the 
skilled trades (a situation they expect to continue); and 2) the pandemic, including constraints caused 
by travel restrictions and labour market disruptions.17

Given the anticipated shortage of skilled trades workers at a time when economic activity and 
construction are on the rise, it is more important than ever to support employers who are investing in 
skills training. Policymakers in Ontario should be acutely aware of what is at stake if the labour and skills 
gaps are not addressed. Ontario simply will not be able to build critical public infrastructure projects 
and/or the cost of such projects will increase as the cost of labour goes up amidst tight supply. There 
is no shortage of prospective projects and funds are available to realize them, but “the only way to 
deliver on investments and actualize projects is with people.”18

11 Canadian Home Builders’ Association, Residential Construction in Canada: Economic Performance Review 2020 With 
2021 Outlook (Ottawa: Canadian Home Builders› Association, 2021).

12 ConstructConnect, Spring 2021 Construction Starts Forecast, (Toronto: ConstructConnect, 2021).
13 Peter Hall, “COVID-19: Labour Shortage”, EDC.ca, last modified 2021,  

https://www.edc.ca/en/weekly-commentary/tight-labour-market.html. 
14 Statistics Canada, New Registrations in Apprenticeship Programs In Canada Falls In 2019, Led By Sharp Declines In 

Alberta, 2020.
15 Canadian Apprenticeship Forum, Apprentice Demand.
16 Canadian Apprenticeship Forum, The Impact of COVID-19 on Apprentices in Canada (Ottawa: CAF-FCA, 2021). 
17 Bank of Canada, Business Outlook Survey — Summer 2021 (Bank of Canada, 2021). 
18 Matt Henderson, “Infrastructure-Ready Talent Key To Recovery”, The Hill Times, April 19, 2021,  

https://www.hilltimes.com/2021/04/19/infrastructure-ready-talent-key-to-recovery/294023. 

https://www.edc.ca/en/weekly-commentary/tight-labour-market.html
https://www.hilltimes.com/2021/04/19/infrastructure-ready-talent-key-to-recovery/294023
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Part II: Literature Review

Where both learners and employers win from the arrangement, so does society.

- European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training -

There is a considerable body of literature from academia, international organisations, and think 
tanks pertaining to work-based learning, skills training, and apprenticeships. However, there are 
only a limited number of quantitative studies on the costs and benefits of investing in apprenticeships 
and skills training. In part, this is due to challenges associated with collecting data and attaching a 
monetary value to apprenticeships. For Canadian-specific studies, the body of literature is further 
narrowed and most research comes from a handful of sources. Analyses at the sub-national level to 
compare practices from other jurisdictions are also limited, an observation shared by Stewart (2009).19 

Furthermore, the topic of employer incentives is a relatively narrow area of consideration within 
the literature. While there are studies that examine employer incentives related to registered 
apprenticeships, considerably less is documented regarding incentives for employers supporting 
informal training that falls outside of a registered apprenticeship. For this reason, the literature 
reviewed here only covers incentives as they relate to apprenticeships, as opposed to informal training. 

Apprenticeships yield benefits to individuals, employers, and society

Apprenticeships blend theoretical and practical learning in a real-world work setting. For many, this 
is simply a better way to learn versus a school setting alone. Apprentices earn money while learning, 
they gain contacts in the industry, and enter a pathway to in-demand, well-paying careers. The 
structured mix of theory and practice is designed to lead to a formal qualification that helps solidify 
future employment opportunities and, in certain cases, is transportable to other jurisdictions.

19 Graeme Stewart, Apprenticeship Training in Ontario Literature Review and Options for Further Research (Toronto: 
Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario, 2009).
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Many of the benefits that accrue to the individual can be extended to the societal level. Apprenticeships 
contribute to the development of stronger basic skills; are associated with higher wages, better jobs, 
and career opportunities; and can minimize undesirable social outcomes (e.g. criminal behaviour, 
drug abuse, etc.) by reducing dropout rates and improving school to work transition.20 The societal 
level benefits of apprenticeships underpin the rationale for public support of an apprenticeship 
system.

Governments support apprenticeships for many of the same reasons they invest in other forms of 
education: namely, they “provide benefits to individuals and society, and without public support, 
the provision of education and training would be inadequate.”21 For governments, the benefits of 
investing in a skills training system extend beyond the economic realm. As labour policy expert Brian 
Dijkema explains, “a focus on apprenticeships and skilled trades isn’t just a utilitarian emphasis on 
labour market equilibrium – it’s about helping our most vulnerable workers participate more fully in 
the modern economy.”22 

From the employer perspective, research spanning apprenticeship systems in multiple countries by 
economist Robert Lerman shows that apprenticeship training is usually a profitable investment for 
employers since they often recoup all or most of their costs within the apprenticeship period.23 

In the Canadian context, a study by CAF involving over 1,000 employers across 16 different trades 
shows that, on average, for every $1 spent on apprenticeship training, an employer receives a benefit 
of $1.47. Though the monetary net benefits vary depending on the trade, the study reveals that there 
is a net benefit for employers of all sizes across the country.24 It is important to note, however, that 
upfront costs may still be a barrier for employers’ investment in training, as explained later in this 
report.

For companies, the benefits of investing in apprenticeships include the productive contributions of 
apprentices, a competitive advantage for attracting recruits, and enhanced image within the industry. 
However, it is difficult to paint all apprenticeships or employers with the same brush because several 
variables shape the costs and benefits such as size of the company, industry, occupation, the market 
for apprentices, and institutional and regulatory frameworks.25 

Large companies are best situated to maximize the benefits of apprenticeships. They can hire many 
apprentices and rotate them between tasks and have the financial resources to absorb the upfront 
costs of training. Conversely, SMEs may struggle to bridge the time between initial investment in 
training and the payback period.26 Worth noting is that Ontario’s construction industry is primarily 
made up of small to medium size firms.

20  Ibid, 10.
21Małgorzata Kuczera, Incentives for Apprenticeship, OECD Education Working Papers No. 152 (OECD, 2017), 9.
22 Brian Dijkema and Sean Speer, Advancing Structural Reforms to the Skilled Trades and Apprenticeships in 

Ontario (Toronto: Ontario 360, 2020).
23 Robert Lerman, “Do Firms Benefit from Apprenticeship Investments?”, IZA World of Labor (2014).
24 Canadian Apprenticeship Forum, It Pays to Hire an Apprentice: Calculating the Return on Training Investment for 

Skilled Trades Employers in Canada (Ottawa: CAF-FCA 2009). 
25  Annelies Goger, Chenoah Sinclair and Aaliyah Dick, An Apprenticeship FAQ: What Employers Need to Know About 

Talent Development (Brookings Institute, 2021). 
26 Celeste Young et al., Reimagining the Workforce: Training for a Future Rolling Stock Workforce (Melbourne: Victoria 

University Research Repository, 2020).
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The benefits that accrue to employers and governments come with associated costs. For governments, 
the major component of cost generally takes the form of funding the off-the-job education and training 
in colleges or TDAs. The direct and indirect costs for employers are discussed below.

Barriers exist for employers to invest in skills training

In an ideal scenario, apprenticeships are a cost-effective means for employers to ensure a pipeline 
of new recruits who will gain the skills needed to succeed in the job. At a macro-level, this process 
translates into societal level benefits. As the European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training puts it, “where both learners and employers win from the arrangement, so does society.”27 

The reality, however, is that whether or not the cost-benefit is balanced in favour of the employer, 
some companies will invest in apprenticeships and skills training anyways. For the compulsory 
trades, the investment in training is legally required. For the voluntary trades, they do this because 
it is how they attract recruits to their firm, train them using their own systems, and develop better 
future employees. 

While there are numerous barriers that limit company participation in skills training, costs are often 
identified as one of the central barriers.28 For firms making the investment, the value of apprenticeships 
accrues later down the road and only after significant upfront costs are borne. Costs include (but are 
not limited to):

 � Apprentice wages and social benefits (usually the largest share of cost).

 � Training personnel costs (includes full-time and part-time personnel for the period in which 
they were unable to work at full capacity because they instructed apprentices).

 � Tools and equipment used by apprentices.

 � Administration costs.29

How quickly the net benefits are generated (Figure 2) depends on several factors such as the company 
size, sector, duration of training, the extent to which apprentices can contribute to the delivery of 
work to the company’s clients, and whether apprenticeships are subsidized.

A study of apprenticeships in the United Kingdom found that average payback periods were between 
two to three years after completion for construction apprentices.30 Under these conditions, costs may 
be too high especially for smaller companies to support training in the first place.

27 Cedefop, Using Tax Incentives to Promote Education and Training, Panorama Series (Luxembourg: Publications Office 
of the European Union, 2009).

28  International Labour Organization, Measuring the Costs and Benefits of Apprenticeship Training, 1.
29  Małgorzata Kuczera, Striking the Right Balance: Costs and Benefits of Apprenticeship, OECD Education Working Papers 

No. 153 (OECD, 2017).
30  Lynn Gambin, Chris Hasluck and Terence Hogarth, “Recouping the Costs of Apprenticeship Training: Employer Case 

Study Evidence from England”, Empirical Research in Vocational Education and Training 2, no. 2 (2010): 127-146.
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Figure 2: Cost-benefit overview of apprenticeship training

Source: Robert Lerman, A Stylized Model of Apprenticeship Training, image, 2014.

Another barrier to investment in apprenticeships is ‘poaching’, whereby one company invests heavily 
in an apprentice only to have the individual leave to work for another company once they are fully 
trained. Research by the Ontario Chamber of Commerce finds that training costs and the risk of 
poaching are factors that cause employers to hold back from training apprentices.31

Government has a central role to play in incentivizing employers

Apprenticeships are difficult to sustain and develop even though they are widely used around the 
world. Many jurisdictions face difficulties encouraging companies to provide apprenticeship places. 
Given the benefits of apprenticeships to government and society, there are “good policy reasons for 
governments to encourage and support the provision of apprenticeships.”32 

Governments can incentivize companies through a range of financial and non-financial measures. 
Within each category, the type of support can take various forms. The two main types of financial 
incentives are direct grants/subsidies and tax incentives. Non-financial incentives are more difficult 
to define and can include a range of programs and measures such as assistance for employers in 
providing apprenticeships, preferential treatment for companies with apprentices in the public 
procurement process, or campaigns to enhance the image of apprenticeships.33 

31 Ontario Chamber of Commerce, Retooling for A Prosperous Ontario: A Global Perspective on Skilled Trades (Toronto: 
OCC, 2006), 3.

32  Kuczera, Striking the Right Balance, 42.
33  Ibid.
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Certain studies note that although financial incentives are a commonly used policy tool, such measures 
can lead to ‘deadweight’, whereby employers are financially rewarded for behaviour they would have 
undertaken in the absence of incentives. This does not suggest there is no place for financial incentives, 
but rather that they should be carefully designed, monitored, and evaluated.34 

Also, the issue of potential deadweight associated with financial incentives should be considered 
within the bigger picture of spending on the post-secondary education (PSE) system. Policymakers 
need to account for the learning pathways that compete with apprenticeships (e.g. degrees and 
certificates from universities and colleges) and how these are incentivized. If the broader educational 
system “provides some very appealing alternatives to apprenticeships, filling apprenticeship places 
will be harder.”35 

Apprenticeships function as an education and training system in their own right. They serve as a 
way of “broadening the available educational offer and improving the attractiveness and inclusiveness 
of upper secondary education to potential learners.”36 Investing in apprenticeships is not only about 
funding the in-class portion of training, but also providing incentives to the community of employers 
supporting 80% or more of the total training an apprentice receives.

Concerning government expenditure on the in-class portion of apprenticeship training, a 2016 report 
by the Financial Accountability Office of Ontario looked at the distribution of provincial funding for 
the PSE sector and found that the majority of funding goes to universities, more than the amount of 
funding for students and colleges combined.37 Though the analysis does not provide a more detailed 
breakdown to determine the level of funding for apprenticeships vis-à-vis total expenditure, it 
indicates that funding of apprenticeship training would likely be a small fraction of what government 
spends on the PSE sector.

The interim projection for spending on the PSE sector in fiscal year 2021-22 outlined in the 2021 
Ontario Budget is $10.7 billion.38 The Province provides direct funding to PSE institutions through 
the Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development (MLTSD) in the form of grants. According 
to MLTSD, the total budget for in-class training associated with apprenticeships for the same fiscal 
year is $111.2 million, with an additional $24 million for the Apprenticeship Capital Grant that 
supports minor capital retrofits for TDAs to deliver in class training for apprentices.39 Taken together, 
the spend on supporting in-class training is just over one percent of total PSE spending. 

Even when investments through Budgets 2020 and 2021 in financial incentives for employers such as 
the Skills Development Fund (SDF), the Achievement Incentive, and the Group Sponsorship Grant 
(these investments are examined in the next section) are added into the equation, the total amount 
spent by government (in class training plus financial incentives) remains a small fraction of total 
spending on PSE. 

34  Kuczera, Incentives for Apprenticeship. 
35  Ibid, 17.
36  Cedefop, The Next Steps for Apprenticeship (Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2021), 13.
37  Financial Accountability Office of Ontario, The Funding of Postsecondary Education in Ontario (Toronto: FAO, 2016).
38  Government of Ontario, Ontario’s Action Plan: Protecting People’s Health and Our Economy - 2021 Ontario 

Budget (Toronto: Queen’s Printer for Ontario, 2021).
39 Ministry of Labour, Training and Skills Development, email message to author, October 6, 2021.
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We are responsible for 100% of the training employees receive. We take on 100% of the risk and 
cost. Financial incentives would help offset that cost and make the provision of training easier

- Mid-sized excavation company -

The future of the labour force in the skilled trades is determined by the number of new recruits 
entering the system, undertaking training, and completing that training to work at full capacity. For 
apprenticeships, “steady growth is needed in recruiting new apprentices into the skilled trades as 
well as in the number of these apprentices who complete their apprenticeship programs. Certified 
journeypersons are needed not only to meet current labour market demands, but also to train the 
next generation of journeypersons.”40 

Registration and completion rates are often-cited as indicators of a structural problem in Ontario’s 
skills training system. Concerning the latter, a 2016 Auditor General Report found that less than half 
of the people who begin an apprenticeship in Ontario complete it and recommended the government 
to better analyze and address the reasons for low apprenticeship completion rates.41 Several of the 
recent reforms to Ontario’s skills training system are intended to address this issue.

Numerous factors affect registration and completion rates including economic conditions (likely the 
most important factor), demography, employer size, unionization of positions, and more. Given the 
number of variables, it is difficult to draw a direct line between financial incentives for employers and 
improvements in registration or completion rates. 

No single level of government or agency will be able to address the structural challenges related to 
registration and completion rates, however, focusing research efforts on understanding the forces 
behind low completion rates and how these can be improved seems like an optimal area of focus for 
the new STO which is empowered by legislation to have a research function.

40 Andrew Bieler et al., Final Report on OCWI’s shared Apprenticeship Model (Toronto: Ontario Centre for Workforce 
Innovation, 2019), 24.

41  Auditor General of Ontario, 2016 Annual Report (Toronto: Office of the Auditor General of Ontario, 2016).
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Turning to the designated trades in Ontario, there are 144 for which apprenticeship training and 
trade qualifications are available. These trades support nearly every major segment of the economy 
and are categorized into four broad sectors: construction, industrial, motive power, and service. 

Of the total number of designated trades, 23 are compulsory, meaning workers are required to 
complete an apprenticeship program to be employed in the trade. The remaining 121 designated trades 
are voluntary, meaning certification and college membership are not legally required to practice the 
trade, though employers and unions may ask for a voluntary certification. The determination of trade 
classification is managed at the provincial/territorial level and can change over time. 

Both compulsory and voluntary trades utilize apprenticeships and interestingly, the apprentice 
characteristics and conditions differ only slightly between voluntary and compulsory trades.42 
However, for various reasons, employers of the voluntary trades provide recruits with on-the-job 
training that is not part of a registered apprenticeship. The training may be similar in nature to the 
on-the-job training that takes place through an apprenticeship or may simply focus on a specialized 
skill set needed by the employer. In both cases, the standards of such training vary greatly depending 
on the employer, requirements of the job, and other factors.

So, why do certain employers elect for informal training versus training through registered 
apprenticeships? For one, informal training allows employers to maintain control over the pace and 
content of the training. Many employers know what they need to teach new recruits and are building 
on decades of experience in teaching the critical skills needed for them to work safely and efficiently. 
Since tasks and functions of these positions do not exist in isolation to each other, a dynamic work 
setting is the optimal environment compared to a classroom setting. Informal training can allow 
employers to set up more nimble and less costly training systems. 

Employer preference for informal training in the voluntary trades in the construction industry could 
also reflect a disconnect between the requirements of an apprenticeship and the on-the-ground 
realities of how employers train new hires, and how those new hires perform on the job site. In certain 
cases, the skill set training employers provide is not formally recognized by Ontario’s apprenticeship 
system which means these employers would not be eligible for funding, grants, and other supports 
connected to apprenticeships. 

For example, in residential construction, a significant portion of on-site job activity is supported by 
workers who are informally trained (i.e. not through a registered apprenticeship) by companies. Over 
the years, job functions have become increasingly specialized such that skillsets (e.g. installing trim) 
are effectively their own trade in the sense that a worker is fully employed based on this specialized 
skill set. Specialized skill sets prioritize expertise in one area which if needed could be adapted to 
other areas. Continuing with the example of trim installation, a trim installer develops skills in 
woodworking, home construction, and finishing. These skills can be applied to other subsets of the 
carpentry trade.

42 “The Impact of Compulsory Certification on Apprenticeship in Canada”, Red-Seal.ca, Last modified 2016, 
 https://www.red-seal.ca/others/n.1s_r.2g.5l.1t.3.4n-eng.html. 

https://www.red-seal.ca/others/n.1s_r.2g.5l.1t.3.4n-eng.html
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Apprenticeships prioritize broad-based learning that requires obtaining numerous skillsets. So, 
while this approach may be viewed as one that prepares more well-rounded workers, the unintended 
consequence could be that certain employers will avoid the apprenticeship route all together. Ultimately, 
some employers of voluntary trades will elect to train through apprenticeships and others will not.  
In the simplest terms, it is a business decision that depends on the unique needs of the employer and 
the industry they operate in. The importance of the business case and of having alignment between 
apprenticeship requirements and the training needs of employers cannot be overstated. At the same 
time, maintaining flexibility for employers to select the format of training that works best for them is 
paramount.

Box 2: Insights from a mid-sized excavation company
As a mid-sized company with around 100 employees in the construction industry, we take the responsibility 
to train seriously. We are responsible for 100% of the training every employee receives. Even if they have 
previous work experience, it is too risky not to move them through company specific training. 

Generally, the training happens by starting new recruits with easier jobs then moving them up the ladder. 
They learn by doing. Our employees are all in voluntary trades, most of them being heavy equipment 
operators, pipelayers and general laborers. None of them go through a registered apprenticeship program. 

The work is inherently risky. Think about what is involved in operating heavy equipment in the presence 
of underground wires or gas and water pipes. Safety is paramount and we offer a full day of basic safety 
training. The operators’ union offers a free six-month training program to operators; however, many 
employees find it too hard to take the time away from paid work to do this.

Right now, we do not access any government incentives to support the training we provide. We don’t 
have the time to navigate the various options, and they seem to be constantly changing. We provide 
training because it is the only way our workers can become effective at their job and because we want to 
ensure all employees work in an environment that is as safe as possible. Training costs for us come mainly 
in the form of paying salaries to employees not yet working at full capacity, but also in the time of more 
senior employees responsible for the training. Financial incentives would help offset costs associated 
with training and provide us with more resources. 

Ontario’s Skilled Trades Strategy

Over the years, governments of various stripes have acknowledged the critical challenge of Ontario’s 
labour and skills gaps in the skilled trades and undertaken initiatives to reform and improve the 
apprenticeship system. The 2020 Ontario Budget introduced the Skilled Trades Strategy which has 
three pillars: 1) breaking the stigma around the skilled trades; 2) simplifying the system; and 3) 
encouraging employer participation. Actions under the first two pillars mainly comprise non-financial 
incentives, whereas actions to encourage employer participation include financial incentives. 

Concerning the ‘simplifying the system’ pillar, Ontario invested an additional $75 million starting in 
2020–21 to make it easier for people to enter the skilled trades. The Budget also included a multi-year 
commitment towards the development of a new user-friendly digital portal to support the skilled trades 
and apprenticeship system in Ontario, as well as a series of measures to support TDAs. Additionally, 
a Skilled Trades Panel was appointed to provide recommendations on ways to modernize the system.
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The 2020 Budget included new measures aimed at ‘encouraging employer participation’, 
including establishing the SDF ($30 million); creating the new Achievement Incentive to 
encourage SMEs to train apprentices towards program completion and trade certification 
($21 million); and investing in the new Group Sponsorship Grant to encourage employers to 
work together to provide a full scope of training and on-the-job mentorship for apprentices 
($20 million).43 

Building on these significant new investments, the Building Opportunities in the Skilled Trades Act, 
2021 provides a new legislative framework for Ontario’s apprenticeship and skills training system. 
Highlights of the changes provided by this legislation include: 

 � Replacing the Ontario College of Trades (OCOT) with the new STO.

 � Separating training and certification functions from compliance and enforcement.

 � Establishing a ‘single-window’ experience for client-facing functions.

MLTSD continues to play a central role in the provinces apprenticeship system by providing system 
oversight and responsibility for regulatory decisions and financial supports, as well as the compliance 
and enforcement function for the skilled trades.

43 Note that these figures represent initial investment levels based on the 2020 Budget and subsequent investments by 
the government have been made to some of these funds.
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The use of subsidies or tax incentives can further motivate enterprises to hire apprentices and 
increase both the financial and non-financial benefits that accrue.

- International Labour Organization -

As emphasized throughout this report, employers are on the frontlines of the skills training system 
by providing necessary training and ensuring recruits move on to take up paid work in the voluntary 
and compulsory trades. Government investment in colleges and TDAs is important to support in-
class learning but needs to be complemented by sufficient incentives for employers to ensure the 
system delivers more fully trained workers. Governments have various tools at their disposal to do so.

Financial Incentives

Financial incentives take the form of either a reduction in tax base and/or tax due for firms providing 
training, or a direct subsidy/grant.44 The International Labour Organization (ILO) notes that “the use 
of subsidies or tax incentives can further motivate enterprises to hire apprentices and increase both 
the financial and non-financial benefits that accrue.”45

An important consideration for policymakers when designing incentive programs is understanding 
who they are trying to motivate. Is it companies already investing in skills training or those sitting 
on the sidelines? Overwhelmingly, the OSTA member companies surveyed for this report were 
already investing in training. Of 48 respondents to the question “Do you invest in skills training 
for new recruits?”, 38 (79%) indicated ‘Yes’, and the remaining 10 respondents (21%) indicated ‘No’. 
For companies already making investments in training, incentives help mitigate costs and provide 
additional resources that are especially important for SMEs. 

Financial incentives alone will not address the underlying causes of Ontario’s skills and labour 
shortages, but they do help make the decision about whether to invest deeply in skills training for new 
recruits easier from a business owner perspective. A 2019 survey of over 225 Canadian manufacturing 

44  Kuczera, Striking the Right Balance.
45  International Labour Organization, 2. 
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companies by KPMG and CM&E found that when asked ‘what should government do to help you 
address immediate labour and skills shortages?’, the number one response was “financial supports 
for training programs.” The second most frequent response was “provide tax incentives to hire new 
employees.”46 

 At the time of writing, the Government of Ontario offers two financial incentives to employers to 
support apprenticeship training: 1) the Achievement Incentive; and 2) the Group Sponsorship Grant. 
These incentives are complemented by a tax credit offered by the federal government (see Table 
1 below). The Ontario Government used to offer a tax-based incentive called the ‘Apprenticeship 
Training Tax Credit’, but this is no longer available. 

Table 1: Financial Incentives for Apprenticeship Training in Ontario
Incentive Level Description 
Achievement Incentive Provincial A grant that provides up to $4000 per apprentice for eligible employers when 

apprentices meet training and certification milestones.

Group Sponsorship Grant Provincial Up to $1,000,000 to encourage employers to come together using a group 
sponsorship arrangement to hire and train apprentices.

Apprenticeship Job Creation 
Tax Credit

Federal A non-refundable investment tax credit equal to 10% of the eligible salaries and 
wages payable to eligible apprentices in respect of employment after May 1, 2006.

The measures listed above do not constitute the totality of government investment in financial 
incentives as there are a variety of incentives available at the individual level that are not examined in 
this report. 

The authors spoke with officials at MLTSD who explained that both above-mentioned provincial 
grants were designed with employer needs in mind. For example, employers participating in the 
Achievement Incentive receive an email from MLTSD when an apprentice completes a milestone and 
they are eligible for a payment. This level of administrative simplicity is appreciated by employers. 
The Group Sponsorship Grant was designed to solve the challenges faced by small businesses in 
providing a comprehensive training experience to new recruits.

Given the recent nature of both grants, there is no publicly available analysis of the performance, 
uptake, or overall efficacy of the measures. Also, the Achievement Incentive and the Group Sponsorship 
Grant are only available to support the training of registered apprentices. This raises the question: 
what financial incentives are available for companies that support training for skilled trade positions 
that falls outside of an apprenticeship? 

Employers in the voluntary trades who don’t train through registered apprenticeships must navigate 
a broader landscape of generic training and hiring grants that weren’t necessarily designed with the 
unique needs of skilled trades employers in mind. Furthermore, there may be a large pool of eligible 
employers competing for the same funds.

46  Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters, 15.
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Two examples of these most relevant to the skilled trades are: 1) the Canada-Ontario Job Grant 
(COJG) and 2) the SDF. In addition to training grants, employers may also be able to access hiring 
grants which are administered through a network of service providers.

The COJG provides direct financial support (up to $10,000 per person for training costs) to employers 
or employer consortia who wish to purchase training for their employees. It is available to businesses 
of any size with a plan to deliver short-term training to existing and new employees. The training 
must be delivered by an eligible third-party trainer and the employer needs to demonstrate that the 
training will lead to a progression or new role for the trainee. 

The COJG is a useful financial incentive for employers to invest in training but when considered 
through the lens of an employer in the construction industry, the value may be limited since the 
training must be delivered through a third party. The employers interviewed for this report described 
the highly specific nature of on-site training and thus, it is unlikely that a third-party organization 
could offer the equivalent. 

Another potential incentive is the SDF, which has a budget envelope of $115 million over two years, 
starting in 2020-2021. The fund is designed to address the challenges brought on by COVID-19 and 
help reduce obstacles to hiring, training, and retaining while preparing workers for the province’s 
economic recovery. The eligibility criteria are broad, and the fund is open to individual employers as 
well as TDAs, unions, post-secondary institutions, community organizations and others. 

Since the SDF was developed in response to COVID-19 challenges, it is time limited and at the 
time of writing only two funding rounds were announced: Round 1 in February 2021 ($100 million) 
and Round 2 in Spring 2021 ($15 million). As the economy recovers, the future of the SDF and 
other pandemic recovery measures is uncertain. This uncertainty makes it difficult for businesses to 
build these measures into a business planning process. Investing in skills training is not a short-term 
exercise.

On September 28, 2021, Ontario announced an additional investment of $83 million towards the 
SDF, bringing the total investment to over $200 million. This is a positive sign of the Government 
of Ontario’s commitment to financial incentives that support skills training. Considering both the 
COJG and the SDF, there is insufficient data to assess whether these incentives meet the needs of 
employers of the voluntary trades in construction. Of 31 respondents to the question “Are there any 
general training programs or supports (e.g. the Canada-Ontario Job Grant) that you access in order 
to offset the costs of training?”, only nine companies (less than 30%) responded ‘Yes’. The remaining 
22 respondents (71%) responded ‘No’. 

This suggests that at least a segment of employers is not benefitting from the available suite of incentives. 
It is unclear whether this is attributable to a lack of awareness or a more fundamental disconnect 
between the design of the programs and needs of the subset of employers in the construction industry 
who provided input. In either case, there is an opportunity for government to examine the suite of 
financial incentives available to employers who do not train through formal apprenticeships.
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Non-Financial Incentives 

Non-financial incentives, which can be less costly for governments to implement than financial 
incentives, can be helpful in increasing the provisions of apprenticeships. Such non-financial 
incentives take four main forms:  

 � Redesign of programs to make the cost/benefit ratio more favourable to employers. 

 � Capacity building and support measures designed to help employers make better use of 
apprentices.

 � Regulatory measures that require employers to take on apprentices (or penalize them if 
they do not). 

 � Image enhancement measures designed to attract employers and students to apprenticeship 
programs.47

The creation of STO, the new crown agency that will replace OCOT is perhaps the most significant 
change to the skills training system that has the potential to strengthen and extend non-financial 
incentives for employers. STO is expected to reduce the administrative costs to apprentices and their 
employers by providing a streamlined, single-window experience.

The roles and objectives of the new STO are identified in the Building Opportunities in the Skilled 
Trades Act, 2021. Some of the key functions include: 

1. To establish apprenticeship programs and other training programs for trades, including 
training standards, curriculum standards and certifying examinations.

2. To promote trades and apprenticeship.

3. To conduct research in relation to trades and apprenticeship. 

Given the recent transition from OCOT to the new STO, it is not possible to assess the efficacy of the 
non-financial incentives that are planned to be part of STO, such as the single-window experience or 
efforts to promote trades and apprenticeships.

STO represents an opportunity to address shortcomings of the previous OCOT model and it is 
imperative that the agency is viewed as a ‘living laboratory’ where the views and insights of industry 
and other stakeholders are considered and integrated on an ongoing basis. The skills training system 
is dynamic and building a commensurate level of flexibility into the organization from the start will 
serve all parties. 

As Ontario’s new skills training system evolves, here are some insights for policymakers to consider.

47  Kuczera, Striking the Right Balance.
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Achieving balance in the incentive landscape

There are more questions than answers concerning the balance of incentives available between the 
compulsory and voluntary trades. In part, this is due to a lack of available data around uptake rates of 
the current suite of incentives. Such analysis is also hindered by the fact that the two key apprenticeship 
grants are too recent for any meaningful analysis of performance to have been conducted by program 
administrators. 

To assess the efficacy of all forms of grants vis-à-vis industry needs, more accurate data is required 
that captures the estimated costs for companies that support training. While interviewees shared 
the types of costs associated with training, the authors did not collect detailed cost breakdowns 
from companies. As a result, it was not possible to analyze whether current financial incentives are 
sufficiently offsetting training costs for employers. As the ILO puts it, “information on the costs and 
benefits of apprenticeships enables evidence-based discussion amongst stakeholders about how to 
strengthen apprenticeship systems.”48 

We do know that a large swath of Ontario’s construction industry is not benefitting from the 
purposefully designed grants for apprenticeship training. While the current apprenticeship training 
grants do not discriminate between compulsory or voluntary trades, in practice, they predominantly 
benefit the compulsory trade system. The Achievement Incentive and Group Sponsorship Grant are 
only available to employers training workers through a registered apprenticeship. 

This is an important limiting factor considering that the positions found within the voluntary trades 
in construction include a large proportion of the workers necessary for major infrastructure projects, 
such as construction craft workers, general carpenters, concrete finishers and pump operators, 
millwrights, drywall finisher and plasterers, and some heavy equipment operators, to name a few. 

A report by the Ontario Construction Secretariat, which provides detailed profiles of 36 trades 
employed in Ontario’s construction industry, shows that in 2016 (which is the year the last Census 
was conducted), approximately 79% of the 336,255 workers employed across these trades were in 
voluntary trades, with the remaining 21% in compulsory trades. Importantly, only 24%49 of the total 
number of workers reported holding a certificate of apprenticeship or a Certificate of Qualification.50 
This aligns with the input we received through the survey of OSTA members. Of 31 respondents, 
65% indicated that they use informal training while 35% use registered apprenticeships. Given the 
predominance of the voluntary trades in construction, as RESCON puts it, “this means that the vast 
majority of training is done on the job and employers should be compensated for the training they 
provide.”51 

There are good reasons why governments invest in incentives designed expressly for registered 
apprenticeships and Ontario does have in place some financial incentives to support informal training. 

48 International Labour Organization, 7. 
49 Authors’ calculation.
50 Prism Economics and Analysis, Demographics & Diversity: A Portrait of Ontario’s Unionized Construction 

Industry (Toronto: Ontario Construction Secretariat, 2019).
51 Residential Construction Council of Ontario, RE: RESCON’S Comments to Ontario’s Workforce Recovery Advisory 

Committee, 2021.
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However, as noted earlier, employers of voluntary trades may not be benefitting from general training 
incentives. The solution, however, is not to convert voluntary trades into compulsory trades. There 
is a tangible benefit to keeping voluntary trades voluntary. Such a system removes barriers to entry, 
allows workers a faster route into the working world, and provides employers with more autonomy 
over training and budgets. 

If the Ontario Government wishes to support skills training to drive economic recovery, then it 
needs to ensure that voluntary trades can benefit as much as the compulsory trades from employer 
incentives. As a result, additional funding may be required as a larger pool of employers and training 
types would be involved. 

Facilitating access to available incentives

The challenge of raising awareness of programs and incentives amongst relevant stakeholders 
is a common one for government, particularly for new initiatives. Whereas promotion of the two 
apprenticeship grants may be relatively straightforward since only employers of registered apprentices 
can apply, it can be expected that promoting general training grants to specific industries will be more 
challenging. The number of possible incentives could be greater, there is a far larger pool of eligible 
employers, and there is no system to automatically notify employers if they are eligible for a certain 
grant. 

Awareness raising is a particularly important consideration when considering the needs of SMEs. 
The construction industry is dominated by small employers and research shows that large employers 
are better at accessing financial support. Put simply, “small enterprises may lack the capacity to 
determine training needs, plan accordingly, and file applications for cost reimbursement or grants.”52 
It is imperative that governments assist small companies with access to (and processing of) available 
funding, above and beyond the provision of incentives.

Using the tax system to incentivize employers

The Government of Ontario seems to have taken an approach of moving away from tax incentives 
in favour of direct grants. This is in line with the approach taken in other jurisdictions, even though 
evidence suggests that employers appreciate tax incentives as a way to offset training costs that is easy 
and straight forward to implement.53 

Several employers interviewed for this report noted the advantages of the now defunct Apprenticeship 
Training Tax Credit and posed questions as to why it is no longer available. The 2016 Annual Report 
of the Auditor General of Ontario provides insight into the shift away from this incentive. The report 
mentions that the Apprenticeship Training Tax Credit, which was intended to support apprentices 
entering the program, was not tied to employers ensuring the apprentices complete the program. 
The report concludes that this incentive was not aligned with the goal of improving apprenticeship 
completion rates.54  
52  Kuczera, Incentives for Apprenticeship, 26.
53  Cedefop, Using Tax Incentives.
54  Auditor General of Ontario, 2016.
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The Apprenticeship Training Tax Credit is no longer available to apprenticeship programs that 
commenced on or after November 15, 2017. If the decision to remove this tax incentive was based on 
the conclusions of the Auditor General of Ontario, one could argue that the re-design of the incentive, 
rather than its abolition, may have been a path better aligned with the needs of employers.

A revamped tax incentive program designed to help fulfil the objectives of Ontario’s Skilled Trades 
Strategy warrants further consideration as the government works to modernize its skills training 
system. The cost of any tax measures should be situated within the full picture of spending on the PSE 
system. Comparative analysis from various European jurisdictions shows that tax incentives typically 
account for a very small percentage of total public expenditure on education and training.55

Implementing an open and simplified experience through the new STO

There are multiple opportunity areas for STO to improve upon the previous OCOT model. Several 
of the stated functions of STO will serve as non-financial incentives for employers to invest in skills 
training if properly implemented. 

One area that was raised throughout discussions with employers is the need for open and transparent 
data. Taking one example, employers cited the importance of recruitment and completion rates by 
trade as a useful resource to provide to new recruits. However, to the average construction employer, 
this data is not easy to access. More than the raw numbers, employers would benefit from research 
on recruitment and completion rates that analyzes these metrics and provides insights on trends, 
forecasts, and key takeaways for businesses. This is an optimal area for STO to engage in within the 
function of conducting research on trades and apprenticeships. Such insights can help to strengthen 
the skills training system if research and data is easily accessible to employers, associations, unions, 
academia, and other stakeholders.

Beyond the data component, employers will benefit greatly if new recruits into the skilled trades 
enter through a streamlined process that provides a single window experience. Such a system means 
more recruits are likely to enter and saves time and money for employers navigating the system on 
their behalf. On January 23, 2020, the Government of Ontario issued a Request for Information (RFI) 
for a “Skilled Trades and Apprenticeship Digital Portal”56. Based on the description, this new system 
is designed to address the problem of multiple information pathways that led to a confusing and 
complicated experience.  

In short, if the new STO achieves its stated goals, many of its core functions will serve as non-financial 
incentives to drive employers towards investing in skills training.

55  Cedefop, Using Tax Incentives.
56  “RFI For Skilled Trades and Apprenticeship Digital Portal”, Merx, last modified 2021, https://www.merx4.merx.com/

public/solicitations/nce/824100334/abstract. 

https://www.merx4.merx.com/public/solicitations/nce/824100334/abstract
https://www.merx4.merx.com/public/solicitations/nce/824100334/abstract
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Enabling a sustained dialogue on employer incentives

Amongst the structural reforms undertaken to transform Ontario’s skills training system, a systemic 
analysis of employer incentives does not seem to have been included. Such a discussion is challenged 
by the fact that the design and implementation of financial and non-financial incentives cuts across 
the responsibilities of numerous government agencies such as Ministry of Finance, MLTSD, and 
the Treasury Board Secretariat, amongst others. Similarly, the viewpoints of the multiple industries 
representing skilled trades employers are split across various industry associations, Chambers of 
Commerce, and business groups.

Focusing on the construction industry only, there is no forum to facilitate dialogue between industry, 
government, and other stakeholders regarding financial and non-financial incentives. Initiatives 
like the Skilled Trades Panel and the three youth advisors appointed to work with Minister Monte 
McNaughton, Minister of Labour Training and Skills Development, have proved vital for channeling 
direct input from employers on key challenges but have not necessarily expanded the conversation on 
incentive structures. A forum for a sustained dialogue on the topic amongst key stakeholders would 
serve all sides in helping ensure Ontario is using every tool at its disposal to increase skills training 
with a means towards closing the skills gap.

Minister McNaughton established the Ontario Workforce Recovery Advisory Committee with a 
mandate to provide recommendations to position Ontario as the best place in North America to 
recruit, retain, and reward workers. Given the role skilled trades employers play in supporting all 
three elements, examining the current incentives and supports for both compulsory and voluntary 
trades may be an appropriate task for this Committee. 
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Smart and consistent infrastructure investments lay the foundation for 
 public prosperity and economic growth.

- Canadian Centre for Economic Analysis -

This report highlights the importance of employer incentives in the context of Ontario’s evolving skills 
training system. To date, the structural changes through the creation of the STO and government 
investments in employer incentives are a positive sign but more may be needed as COVID-19 has 
exacerbated existing labour market challenges. Now more than ever we need employers incentivized 
to make consistent and sustained investments in training. 

Our analysis shows that most of Ontario’s construction industry is comprised of voluntary trades, and 
employers of these trades are less likely to deliver training through a registered apprenticeship. This 
in turn means that many of the financial and non-financial incentives designed to propel employer-
led training are not being accessed. This matters for Ontario’s economic recovery ambitions.

There is no silver bullet policy solution being proposed and increasing the value of financial incentives 
alone will not address the issue of low completion rates for apprenticeships or the structural challenges 
at the heart of Ontario’s labour and skills gaps. Nonetheless, this is an opportune time for policymakers 
to review the current suite of financial and non-financial incentives that support training for voluntary 
and compulsory trades and ensure these measures align with the ambitious vision for a robust post-
COVID recovery driven by major public infrastructure investments. 

Recognizing policymakers are under intense fiscal pressure to continue to help individuals and 
businesses in a COVID-impacted world, strong infrastructure investments should remain a priority. 
As the Canadian Centre for Economic Analysis explains, smart infrastructure investments are only 
fully realized over the long-term and thus, “investments in new infrastructure should not be seen as a 
reflex stimulus response but rather a consistent, ongoing journey along a path to ensuring conditions 
are in place for long-term economic recovery and growth.”57

57 Canadian Centre for Economic Analysis, Navigating The COVID-19 Socio-Economic Shock: How Infrastructure 
Investments Will Facilitate Future Growth in Ontario (Toronto: CANCEA, 2020), 4.
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In an analysis of the infrastructure-related construction sector in New Zealand and its role in the 
post-pandemic recovery, Deloitte notes that the sector ranks amongst the top in its ability to boost 
economic activity and create jobs. This means that “the final impact it has on economic output is 
greater than the initial injection of spending.”58 The report emphasizes that a weak sector will struggle 
to deliver the infrastructure required. The same holds true in the Canadian context.

For Ontario, the construction industry has a particularly important role to play in supporting economic 
recovery. Not only does this industry turn the visions of infrastructure projects into reality, but it also 
has the potential to absorb labour from other sectors that have been hard hit by the pandemic.59 There 
are pathways to enter the industry that require a minimal level of previous education, training, and 
experience. This supports a faster economic recovery for the whole province.

Looking ahead, “a growing pipeline of major infrastructure projects across all regions is joined by an 
expected recovery in commercial and industrial investment over the next few years.”60 Ontario’s post-
pandemic infrastructure plans include rebuilding and retrofitting assets due to age or needs around 
climate change adaptation, working through the backlog of projects put on hold during shutdowns, 
and beginning work on ambitious new projects. All of this requires well trained workers. Robust 
incentive programs that reward employers who are training up this workforce can help get us there.

58  Deloitte, Infrastructure Construction Sector: COVID-19 Recovery Study (Wellington: Te Waihanga, 2021), 6.
59 Patrick Hogan, “How the Construction Industry Can Lead the Economic Recovery”, ConstructConnect.com, last 

modified 2020. 
60 BuildForce Canada, Construction & Maintenance Looking Forward, Forecast Summary Reports (Ottawa: BuildForce 

Canada, 2021), 1.
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Appendix 1 – Employer Interview Questions

1) Please tell us about your company (number of employees, industry, size, activities, etc.).

2) Which trades do you employ, and do you know roughly how many? Are they compulsory or 
voluntary trades or both?

3) What is the biggest challenge for your company related to training and/or apprenticeships?

4) What are some of the benefits of investing in training/apprenticeships?

5) Can you tell us about the direct and indirect costs associated with supporting training/
apprenticeships? 

6) In your opinion, are there sufficient incentives offered by governments (federal and 
provincial) to encourage your participation in supporting apprenticeships and training?
a. Financial incentives (e.g. tax incentives or grants)
b. Non-financial incentives (e.g. access to support)

7) What would you need to properly support apprentices/skills training? 

8) Can you think of any specific measures that governments could put in place to better support 
employers?
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Appendix 2 – OSTA Member Survey on Incentives for Skills Training

The Ontario Skilled Trades Alliance (OSTA) has commissioned Dawson Strategic, a research consulting 
firm, to undertake research on employer incentives in Ontario’s skills training system. Your responses to this 
survey will help provide valuable insight for this research. All responses will be treated as confidential, and 
no specific responses or respondents will be identified. Please complete this survey by September 17, 2021.

1. What industry do you predominantly 
operate in? 

 � Residential Construction
 � ICI (Industrial, Commercial, Institutional)
 � Heavy Civil/Infrastructure

2. Approximately how many people do you 
employ? 

 � 1 to 99
 � 100 to 499
 � 499 and above

3. Which of the following types of trades 
do you employ? 

 � Compulsory trades
 � Voluntary trades
 � Both

4. Do you invest in skills training for new 
recruits? 

 � Yes
 � No

(If no, end of survey. If yes, continue to 
question 5).

5. What approach to skills training do you 
support? 

 � Registered apprenticeships
 � Informal training (i.e. not a registered 

apprenticeship)
(If ‘registered apprenticeships’, continue to 
explanation paragraph and Question 6. If 
‘informal training’, skip to Question 8).

The Government of Ontario currently offers 
to grants specifically designed for employers 
supporting registered apprenticeships: 
the Achievement Incentive (a grant that provides 
employers payments based on milestones 
completed by apprentices); and the Group 
Sponsorship Grant (encourages employers to 
come together using a group sponsorship grant).  

6. Are you aware of these two grants? 
 � Yes
 � No
 � Aware of only one (please specify)

7. Have you made use of either of these 
two grants?

 � Yes
 � No (please explain why not)

8. Are there any general training 
programs or supports (e.g. the Canada-
Ontario Job Grant) that you access to 
offset the costs of training? 

 � Yes
 � No

9. Beyond financial incentives, is there 
any other type of support you get from 
the Government of Ontario to help 
with skills training? If yes, please list 
specific measures.

 � No
 � Yes (please describe)
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