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2. Economy, Demography, and
Workforce
Working it Out: New Opportunities for Rural Workplaces
Valencia Gaspard and Katie Allen

Introduction

The Issue

From geothermal initiatives in Springhill, Nova Scotia to
the development of a women’s hockey school in Warner,
Alberta, there is no shortage of rural success stories driven
by communities that are creating opportunities within a
changing labour environment. Traditional characteristics
of paid work are shifting, and employment measurements
are not keeping pace to reflect these new realities.
Bonavista, Newfoundland is an example of how shifts in
labour markets are creating new opportunities for rural
revitalization. There are no one-size-fits-all solutions to the
economic needs of rural Canadians. However, identifying
and mobilizing successful narratives and contextual factors
can illuminate qualitative metrics to aid in understanding
and improve supports for the changing labour environment
in rural Canada.

The successes experienced in some rural communities are
salient reminders that academic analysis is not moving fast
enough to capture the dynamic shifts and responses to
economic needs in rural communities. As rural communities
navigate a changing labour environment, data will become
even more valuable as a tool to make informed decisions
on labour markets in rural regions.
Currently, the metrics used for assessing and evaluating
the dynamic responses to labour environment changes in
rural communities is prescriptive, reflecting the standard
employment relationship (SER). The SER is described by
Noack and Vosko (2011) as having: “access to training,
regulatory protections and social benefits, decent wages,
and a social wage” (p.3). These jobs can be thought of as
Monday to Friday nine-to-five stable jobs with benefits.
Continued on page 18
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Case Study: Bonavista
Valencia Gaspard and Katie Allen

New labour environment realities are altering the economic demography in rural communities. These changes are
illustrated through the shifts in traditional definitions of employment and changing characteristics of paid work.
An example of a transitioning labour environment is Bonavista: a town located on the Bonavista Peninsula in rural
Newfoundland. Historically, Bonavista’s economic and cultural identity was shaped by its role as a significant fishing
town steeped in rich fishing culture. However, since the collapse of the Northern Cod fisheries and resulting economic
crisis in rural Newfoundland, community members have cultivated these shifts in the labour environment to foster
new economic and employment opportunities.
In the early 1990s, when the Northern Cod fisheries collapsed, the economy of Bonavista changed dramatically,
leaving many unemployed and facing the grim reality that fishing could no longer support the local economy. Even
with the rise in shrimp and crab harvesting in the Newfoundland fishery, employment in fish harvesting and processing
is nowhere near where it was before the Moratorium. Since then, like many rural communities that have experienced
similar natural resource collapses, community members have struggled to maintain employment opportunities for
residents while suffering from population out-migration and overall economic instability.
However, unlike many other rural Newfoundland communities, today Bonavista is experiencing a renaissance. Young
professionals from St. John’s and outside of the province are being attracted to the area by the community’s many
amenities, foremost among these being low-cost heritage homes and the breathtaking scenery of the Bonavista
Peninsula Federal investment in tourism and local support for entrepreneurship have also served as a catalyst for
attracting youth and young families, which in turn have helped to diversify the workforce. The tourism industry in
Bonavista is a part of residents’ lifestyles in the area. It is also a significant contributor to the growth and vitality of
local business (O’Neill-Yates, 2017; Samson, 2018; Walsh, 2017).
One example that highlights the changing realities of the Bonavista labour market from primarily fisheries-based
to a more diversified local economy is the emergence of an entrepreneurship hub. In 2018, an innovation and
entrepreneurship incubator called The Commons opened in Bonavista. The idea for The Commons emerged from
community members’ demand to foster support programs for new businesses. The hub provides a co-working space,
access to business development and creation services, shared skills, and expertise, networking, and community
resources. The Commons Marketplace opened to provide low-cost storefront space, networking, access to tourism
customers, and business support services (“Bonavista gets even more,” 2018; O’Neill-Yates, 2017; Walsh, 2017).
The Commons was the first co-working space and small business incubator to open in rural Newfoundland.
Entrepreneurship has become a key piece of the new labour environment of Bonavista and the surrounding region.
Entrepreneurial activity has grown markedly in the area, with the last five years seeing the opening of 40 new
businesses in the area; as a result, the Chamber of Commerce has grown from 38 members in 2013 to over 150 in
2017 (“Bonavista gets even more”, 2018; Samson, 2018). Even if these trends are cautiously optimistic, the narratives
of immigration and a growing entrepreneurial ecosystem are glimmers of hope for the revitalization of Bonavista.
The increase in new businesses are an indicator of a shift away from the standard employment relationships typical
of traditional employment characteristics and definitions. Reports from new residents of Bonavista indicate that
livability and place were significant factors in the decision to move to rural Newfoundland and build a life there
(O’Neill-Yates, 2017). If place and livability are factors for change in the labour environment in Bonavista, perhaps
these qualitative indicators could be used to understand the complexities of the changing workforce in similar areas
of rural Canada, including strategies that can be used to strengthen these factors in communities. These insights
can shed light on how successful growth strategies can be adapted to other contexts and how best to provide support
services to a workforce reflective of a dynamic and shifting labour environment.
Current academic literature and national statistics lag in capturing these qualitative glimmers of hope from rural
regions like the Bonavista area. The contextual factors that help explain these narratives of renewal are currently
not included in quantitative employment metrics. Indicators that capture qualitative trends such as job satisfaction,
place, livability, and community resources can provide a more complete picture and in-depth understanding of
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changing labour environments in rural communities where these economic shifts are occurring. Much like the
development of quantitative metrics, these qualitative factors can be problematic due to the variability of socioeconomic conditions in different rural communities across Canada, which can limit the ability to compare across
communities using the same indicators. However, they do provide insight into how and why communities like
Bonavista respond to, adapt, and innovate in the face of changing labour environments.
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Case Study: Big Data for Small Places
Nelson Rogers and Robert Leitch

Rural municipalities and community organizations are often overwhelmed by Open Data (data that can be
freely shared, used, and built upon without restriction) from many sources1. As well, they are facing requirements
to use data for funding applications, progress reports, and performance indicators. While cities typically employ
full-time professional data analysts to deal with their data issues, rural communities generally have limited
capacity. External consultants can “run the numbers”, but rarely have sufficient knowledge of the local context
to turn the data into useful information.
Big Data for Small Places (BD4SP), a capacity building program in data access and analysis for rural community
development, was developed to help address these issues. In collaboration with Algonquin College Corporate
Training (https://www.algonquincollege.com/ ) and Valley Heartland Community Futures Corporation (https://
www.valleycfdc.com/), Nelson Rogers and Robert Leitch facilitated a pilot project with funding from the Ontario
Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs’ Rural Economic Development program and the Eastern Ontario
Development Program. A participant’s workbook was also compiled and field-tested (available online at http://
www.ruralontarioinstitute.ca/uploads/userfiles/files/Big%20Data%20for%20Small%20Places%20Workbook%20
Feb10-17%20final(1).pdf) with the support of the Rural Ontario Institute and funding through the Measuring
Rural Community Vitality Initiative from the Ontario Ministry of Municipal Affairs.
The BD4SP program is designed to allow working groups to focus on a current issue and access a wide range
of data-related resources to address a specific challenge. The program includes topics such as:
		 • Understanding community needs and selecting an evidence-based approach to address a particular
issue;
		 • Tips for reviewing community profile data to quickly identify areas of concern;
		 • Tapping into local and national networks to enhance community data utilization;
		 • Balancing hard data with local knowledge; and
		 • Communicating data-related insights.
The BD4SP approach has been used by municipalities and community organizations to address issues such as:
• Rural transportation needs and options;
• Rural broadband and mobile services;
• Local economic development and labour markets; and
• Community assets such as rural schools, housing, trails, and recreation facilities.
The BD4SP program is typically hosted by the administrator of a municipality or community organization. The
process includes a start-up consultation session by the BD4SP facilitators with various working groups to help
clarify the focus and form teams. Working groups are often staff who have been assigned a question or task,
but can include members from various organizations who come together around a common issue. The core
program consists of three full-day workshops featuring subject matter experts, relevant data and analytics
resources, networking, and coaching. The BD4SP facilitators arrange for guest presenters and online resources
which vary depending on the needs and interests of the particular groups. Working groups meet during and
between the workshop sessions to apply the BD4SP content and process to their specific task. The program
is not a conventional training course, but rather an adult education approach to capacity building for addressing
current challenges. A follow-up consultation session with each working group is designed to assist with the
transition from analysis to action.
BD4SP program participants have reported that the internal and external networking around data-related
issues continued to be valuable long after the program ends. Some expanded their access to relevant resources

1 For example, on the Province of Ontario Open Data Catalogue there are currently 274 Open Data products available from the Ministry of

Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) alone ( https://www.ontario.ca/search/data-catalogue?publisher=%5B%22Agriculture%20
Food%20and%20Rural%20Affairs%22%5D&sort=asc).
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by joining formal networks or associations they learned about during the program. Effective working groups
tended to feature three main roles: a champion (the face and voice of the issue), a researcher (often a librarian
or graduate student), and a subject matter expert. Groups often entered the BD4SP program with very broad
and ambitious goals, and were encouraged to select a smaller, near-term, achievable goal that could be a
stepping stone toward their larger aims.
Overall, the Big Data for Small Places program stimulates evidence-based decision-making and builds internal
capacity for small communities to use public data for informed decision-making. Government departments
and agencies that promote Open Data initiatives should look beyond data availability by supporting similar
initiatives that can make data more useful for individuals and communities.
Although prevalent in Canada between the end of World
War II and the 1970s, SERs are an anomaly in Canada’s
labour market history and are no longer as prevalent today
as in previous generations (Burgess & Campbell, 1998;
Tompa et al., 2007; Lewchuk, 2017). However, the kinds of
data collection tools used to measure, trace, and track
workplace changes reflect SERs as opposed to other types
of work.

can be gained from investigating stories of success, like
Bonavista, is that qualitative data is equally important to
traditional quantitative metrics for representing trends in
rural communities. Including these nuances can help inform
local planning about important factors affecting a
community’s labour market and overall economy, as well
as offer valuable ‘lessons learned’ for rural communities
facing similar economic challenges and opportunities.

Research related to employment trends has often been
connected to economic impact; as a result, employment is
widely measured and considered using quantitative
metrics. The unemployment rate is one example of a
quantitative metric which does not consider qualitative
factors. Benach et al. (2002) raise a concern about the
unemployment rate as an indicator of labour market
success because it only measures the binary condition of
having a job vs. not having one. It does not measure job
satisfaction, benefits, or worker agency. Other, explicitly
qualitative measures have similar limitations.

From a policy perspective, one of those lessons is the value
of community engagement. Success is seldom experienced
in isolation. Successful initiatives often involve multiple
stakeholders treating job loss as a shared concern among
workers, elected officials, and the community at large.
Some of the recommendations stemming from the
experiences reviewed in this chapter include:
• Bring publicly funded employment support services to
rural communities after large scale layoffs or closures.
This presence can allow for rural citizens to access
employment support without having to travel to larger
centres.
• Provide place-based supports for communities in
transition. Infrastructure may be necessary to
support a diversified array of economic drivers and
skills development supports. Rural realities do not
reflect those of their urban counterparts, requiring
that supports be offered to suit the unique
circumstances of each community. These placebased approaches have proven successful in rural
communities that have attracted youth—particularly
regarding entrepreneurship support. An example of
place-based supports is reflected in case study of
The Commons incubator and Marketplace which
were created in Bonavista. The community has been
able to leverage opportunities for upskilling and
network and mentorship development through
services offered at The Commons and The Commons
Marketplace. These services emerged from past local
entrepreneurial support programs and demand for
skills, knowledge, and expertise that otherwise
would not be available to entrepreneurs in the
Bonavista area.
• Mobilize success stories. Understanding critical

Based on these incomplete measures of employment,
publicly-funded programs are designed with inherent
limitations for strengthening rural labour markets. The
resulting policies are inevitably impacted by politics
(Wallner, 2008), they are not typically created in rural areas
(Nieguth, 2009; Boudreau, Hamel, Jouve, & Keil, 2006;
Lapping & Fuller, 1985), and they do not respond in
real-time to the needs of workers. We cannot support a
workforce we do not understand, but many labour policies
try to do just that due to insufficient information on rural
employment. For all of these reasons, more nuanced
measures are needed to represent the diverse factors
affecting employment trends in rural areas.

Ideas for Reform
There is no one-size-fits-all solution for meeting the labour
environment needs of rural Canadians. Solutions to the
problems associated with economic change in rural
communities are not the same, even across communities
with similar demographic and economic experiences. What
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Case Study: Community Accounts
Brennan Lowery and Doug May
Rural Community Wellbeing in Newfoundland and Labrador

Newfoundland and Labrador (NL) is unique among Canada’s provinces. With 528,000 residents, NL has a small
population and the lowest population density of Canada’s provinces (Statistics Canada, 2016). The province is
one of the most natural resource-dependent, with 3.8% of the provincial workforce employed in natural resource
occupations (Statistics Canada, 2019); most rural areas are much more resource-dependent. Historically, this
revolved around the fishing of inshore cod along the province’s coastline, where hundreds of small outport
communities were established wherever was closest to these once-rich fisheries resources. In 1992, the moratoria
on cod and other groundfish species ceased commercial harvesting, forever changing the identity of these rural
coastal communities. 27 years after this crisis, rural NL communities have shifted their economic base to a
crustacean-based fishery and other activities like tourism. Today, 47% of Newfoundlanders and Labradoreans
live in rural and small-town areas – the highest proportion of any province in Canada (Bollman, 2016). These
rural communities are striving to reinvent their local economies based on their assets and strengths while
understanding the many economic and demographic challenges they face.

The System of Community Accounts

In 1998, the government of Newfoundland and Labrador developed a new Strategic Social Plan (SSP) to guide
social policy. Still in the throes of a deep recession caused by the moratoria, the province’s economic future was
uncertain, especially in rural outport communities. Part of the rationale for creating the SSP was to assess how
effectively social programs such as education, healthcare, and other services were meeting the needs of these
communities (Government of NL, 1996). It also sought to better understand the factors affecting the wellbeing
of the provincial population (Government of NL, 1996). After an extensive province-wide consultation process
guided by a multi-stakeholder Social Policy Advisory Committee, the SSP was released with the recommendation
to conduct a comprehensive social audit of wellbeing in the province (Government of NL, 2003).
This audit gave rise to the System of Community Accounts, which was designed to allow citizens to access public
data from sources such as the Census in a simple, user-friendly online tool (May & Hollett, 2008). Community
Accounts was developed around a holistic framework informed by both academic theories on welfare economics
and production and different frameworks for assessing community wellbeing (May & Hollett, 2008; Community
Accounts, 2019). Within this framework, Community Accounts aggregates and makes available a wide range
of data on social, demographic, economic, and cultural factors (Community Accounts, 2019). The site’s variety
of tools also allow the user to compare their community to others in the province on a wide variety of socioeconomic indicators. Community Accounts is maintained by the NL Statistics Agency, which updates its database
with data from Statistics Canada and other sources on a regular basis.

Lessons for Rural Canada

Community Accounts represents a model that other provinces and territories could easily adapt to make public
data more accessible to residents. Its user-friendly interface makes vital data accessible to community development
practitioners, researchers, and everyday citizens who may not be familiar with navigating Statistics Canada’s
website or have specialized knowledge on public data. Community Accounts thus helps to democratize community
data, thereby creating informed communities with a better understanding of trends affecting their economic
and social wellbeing.
Other provinces and territories have approached Community Accounts with hopes of developing similar platforms.
The governments of Nunavut, Nova Scotia, and Prince Edward Island have worked with Community Accounts
to explore the development of similar systems. The Northern Policy Institute, based in Northern Ontario, has
also launched a system of Community Accounts in partnership with the NL Statistics Agency (http://npi.
communityaccounts.ca/login.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2f). There have also been discussions at the federal level, with
the Health Committee of the Senate recommending the use of the Community Accounts framework nationally
in 2009 to report on community-level population health indicators. Community Accounts continues to be used
every day by Newfoundlanders and Labradoreans at www.communityaccounts.ca.
Continued on page 20
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indicators for employment and economic challenges is
imperative for creating a way forward for communities
to strategize place-based opportunities. However,
there is a gap in academic literature and government
statistics in documenting how communities that have
implemented successful strategies. This includes the
identification of factors that measure satisfaction of
place, community, and livability, all of which are key for
widening the scope of how success is measured.
Affordable housing, feeling connected to place, and a
sense of community are examples of alternative
indicators revealed by the Bonavista case study. These
qualitative factors can aid in capturing the vital

•

contextual elements to tell the story of how rural areas
have succeeded in increasing immigration into their
communities, stabilized their populations, and
promoted sustainable economic development.
Provide community-based incentives to attract skilled
workers to rural areas. Examples include working with
community partners to keep schools open (making the
community more attractive to young families),
bringing stakeholders together at annual summits to
share ideas (taking on a community-based approach
to job-seeking strategies), and providing a living wage
to all workers.
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