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Executive Summary

Calgary’s existing labour pool is depleting, and many employers find themselves forced to
raise wages to attract and retain staff. Many fast food restaurants, for example, now boast
that they are offering starting salaries of $15 per hour to prospective employees. However,
during the first six-months of 2007, nearly 75,000 Calgarians worked for less than $12 per
hour. This begets the following questions: Why do some Calgarians continue to work for low
wages when higher paying jobs are vacant? One hundred fifty low paying employers and 73
low-income employees were anonymously interviewed in an attempt to answer this question.

Low paying employers often provided several reasons for why they think their employees
choose to work for them. The most frequently occurring responses were workplace
environment (36%), flexible schedules, full-time hours (22%), good management/leadership
(21%), good coworkers/team (18%), wage (18%), and location (16%).

Low income employees often provided several reasons for why they choose to remain with
an employer. The most frequently occurring responses were pay (75%), good
coworkers/team (51%) and good management/leadership (47%), the ability to advance and
learn (29%), workplace environment (24%), benefits (22%), flexible schedule and full-time
hours (19%), enjoyable tasks/field of work (19%), and location (7%).

While it appears that there are many similarities between the employer and employee
responses, the fact that both employers and employees report high levels of workplace
dissatisfaction suggests that there is a subtle, yet significant, disconnect between low paying
sector employer and employee perceptions of the reasons some Calgarians continue to work
in low paying jobs.

Employers seeking to reduce their challenge to attract and retain employees must increase
their current workers’ satisfaction levels, and minimize variables that create employee job
dissatisfaction. This study suggests that there are a number of ways to accomplish both
goals. Many of the employees interviewed, for example, suggested that they are dissatisfied
with current wage levels. Many employers have responded to this concern by increasing
wages and have successfully improved their ability to attract and retain employees.
Employers may also benefit by providing flexible hours and scheduling, the ability to advance
and learn, by creating an enjoyable workplace, and making benefits available to employees.
Perhaps most importantly, employers can listen to their employees, discovering their
individual needs and wants. With that increased understanding, employers can then develop
and implement creative strategies that successfully attract and retain employees in Calgary.




1.0 Introduction

In 2006, Albertan firms reported the highest long-term job vacancy rate among all provinces
at 6.3 per cent, with 42 per cent of small businesses reporting one or more vacancies
extending for at least four months®. According to provincial forecasts, 400,000 new jobs will
be created in Alberta between 2005 and 2015, but only about 300,000 new workers will enter
the labour force. As a result, over the next decade, Alberta will be short 100,000 workers?;
Calgary can expect a shortage of 30,000 workers®. Calgary already has the lowest

unemployment rate in Canada®.

In order to attract and retain employees for traditionally lower paying jobs, many employers in

Calgary claim that they have raised wages to a Living Wage® , a minimum of $12 per hour.

Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey supports this claim. During the last six-months of
2006, for example, 17 per cent of employed Calgarians earned less than $12 per hour.
During the first six-months of 2007, however, only 13 per cent of employed Calgarians

earned less than $12 per hour, a 4 per cent decrease in six-months.

Despite the fact that Alberta has the highest long-term job vacancy rate of all provinces, and
that wages in Calgary are increasing, 74,700 Calgarians continue to work for less than a
Living Wage. This begets the following question: “Why do some Calgarians continue to work
for low wages when higher paying jobs are vacant?” In an attempt to answer this question,
Vibrant Communities Calgary surveyed Calgary employers and employees in low paying
sectors of the economy. The findings will be used to understand the wants and needs of
employees in low paying sectors of the economy, the existing barriers to current low wage
jobs, and to develop recommendations to employers that they can use to attract and retain

employees.

! Canadian Federation of Independent Business (2006), Business Outlook Survey
% Government of Alberta (2006)

3 Calgary Economic Development, News Release, June 13, 2006

* Statistics Canada, The Daily, September 7, 2007




2.0 Methodology

The survey was conducted in two phases: Phase I: Employer Interviews; and, Phase II:

Employee Interviews.

Phase | interviews were conducted between March and July 2007 with 150 private sector
business owners and managers. An effort was made to include as wide a geographical range
of employers as possible. In order to achieve this aim, 30 employers/managers were
interviewed in the downtown core, and 30 in each of the surrounding four quadrants of
Calgary, at their place of business. To participate in the survey, business owners or
managers also had to employ one or more individuals in an occupation listed in the 2005
Alberta Wage and Salary Survey as having an average annual salary of less than $21,840,
the annual equivalent of Calgary’s $12 per hour Living Wage. Employers from a wide range
of industries were interviewed (see Appendix A). Participants were given an ethics consent
form, asked to read it, and to provide verbal consent before beginning the study. A copy of
the semi-structured interview questions can be found in Appendix B.

Phase Il interviews with 73 low-income Calgarians were organized in August 2007 by staff at

the following host organizations:

Calgary Drop-In & Rehab Centre’s Casual Labour Office;
Calgary Immigrant Aid Society;

Developmental Disabilities Resource Centre;

Jewish Family Services; and,

Momentum.
When necessary, the host organizations also provided translation services.
The decision to recruit low wage employees through these organizations was motivated, in

part, by one of the project’'s methodological aims, namely to parallel what we know from

existing literature about Calgary’s low-income workers.

>A Living Wage is the amount of income an individual or family requires to meet their basic needs, to maintain a
safe, decent standard of living in their communities and to save for future needs and goals.
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Over 50 per cent of this study’s employee participants are women, the majority are over 25

years of age, over 50 per cent are aboriginal or from a visible minority group, and the majority

are non-unionized and are contract/temporary employees. Sixty-six per cent of our sample
reported that they had a High School education or less. Appendix C provides additional
information on our employee participant demographics. Appendix D contains a copy of the

semi-structured employee interview questions

Anonymity was assured for all of the study’s participants.




3.0 Findings

This section of the report examines why some Calgarians continue to work for low wages.

There are many commonalities between employer and employee responses. Both
demographics reported, for example, that some Calgarians continue to work for low wages
because of good co-workers/team, the provision of flexible hours and scheduling, good
manage ment/leadership, and that the perception that the low wage offered was a satisfactory
wage. Despite the similarities in the employer and employee responses, the majority of
employers report that they struggle to attract and retain employees, and, second, that the
service they provide to the community has deteriorated within the past year. The majority of
the employees also report that they are not benefiting from the economic boom. This study
concludes by suggesting that there is a subtle, yet significant, disconnect between low paying
sector employer and employee perceptions of the reasons some Calgarians continue to work
in low paying jobs. If employers better understand why some of their employees work for low
wages, they may be able to restructure their workplaces in order to better accommodate the
needs and wants of the employees. In doing so, employers may increase employee

satisfaction, attraction and retention rates.

3.1 Why Some Calgarians Continue to Work for Low Wages

Reasons Employees Choose to Remain in Low Paying Job

Employer Perceptions® Employees Responses’

Workplace Environment 36% | Wages

Flexible schedules and full-time hours 22% | Good Coworkers/Team

Good Management/Leadership 21% | Good Management/Leadership

Good Coworkers/Team 18% | Ability to Advance/Learn

Wages 18% | Workplace Environment

Location 16% | Benefits
Flexible schedules and full-time hours
Enjoyable Tasks/Field of Work

Location

Figure 1: Reasons employees choose to remain with a company

One-hundred-fifty employers in low paying sectors of the economy were asked why they think
their employees choose to work for their company as opposed to elsewhere. Respondents

® The percentage of responses may not equal 100 per cent, because respondents often provided more than one answer.




often provided more than one answer. The six most common employer responses are listed
in Figure 1. Thirty-six per cent of employers identified the “workplace environment” as the
principle reason their employees choose to work for them. Employers further described a
positive workplace environment as being fun, laid back/relaxed, social, pleasant, calm, and
challenging. Employers also suggested that their employees chose to work for them because
they offer flexible scheduling and full-time hours (22%), good manage ment/leadership (21%),
the development of a good team or good co-workers (18%), the perception of good wages

(18%), and because their workplace is conveniently located (16%).

Seventy-three low income employees were asked, “What are the most important reasons you
consider when deciding to stay with a company?”. Respondents often provided more than
one answer. The nine most common answers are listed in Figure 1. Seventy-five per cent of
employees reported that they consider wage issues when deciding to stay with an employer.
Employees also report that they consider the following factors when deciding to continue
work for an employer: good coworkers/team (51%); good management/leadership (47%);
enjoyable tasks/field of work (19%); flexible schedules and full-time hours (19%); the ability to
advance and learn (29%); workplace environment (24%); benefits (22%); and, location (7%).

It appears that there are many similarities between the employer suppositions and employee
responses as to why some Calgarians continue to work in low paying jobs. Four of the five
most common responses, for example, are shared by both demographics: flexible scheduling
and full-time hours, good manage ment/leadership, good coworkers/team, and the perception
of good wages. The high degree of similarity of responses suggests that employers
understand their employees’ needs and wants. However, 81 per cent of the employers
surveyed report that they have experienced difficulty attracting and retaining employees
during the past year. During the interviews, employers repeatedly expressed concern about
the issues that they were facing. Many (71%) have been forced to change their recruiting and
retaining processes by devoting more money to newspaper, internet, and radio job
advertising, by increasing starting wages, and by offering more frequent raises. Some
employers have applied to the government to hire temporary foreign workers. Forty-one per
cent of respondents have lowered their hiring standards, and now consider applicants they
may not have hired in the past, such as people with poor hygiene, limited availability, people
as young as 13 years of age who have no or limited previous work experience, and people

"The percentage of responses may not equal 100 per cent, because respondents often provided more than one answer.




with limited job related skills. A few employers reported that they will hire anyone who
applies. These adjustments have had a mixed impact. One employer replied that he can
attract employees, “Getting people to stay is the issue”. Another employer explained that “no
one applies. Hardly any resumes are dropped off”. Another explained that he is not
experiencing difficulty attracting and retaining employees, he is “fortunate” and that he
understands that other employers are struggling.

Sixty per cent of employers report that their challenge to attract and retain staff has eroded
the level of service they provide to the community. In order to cope, some employers claim
that they have had to work longer hours, reallocate funding from their sales department to
their hiring department, that workplace stress has increased among both management and
staff, that tasks are not being completed at all levels, that the company struggles to serve
their existing clients and can not take advantage of growth opportunities. Others have
changed their operating hours and now open later and close earlier, and many employers
find that they are expending considerable resources on training new staff on an ongoing
basis.

It seems clear that many employers are struggling to attract and retain employees, and that
this challenge is impacting the quality of service they provide to the community. Low income
employees are equally dissatisfied. Sixty-six per cent of respondents believe they are not
benefiting from Calgary’s economic boom, and thirteen per cent said the boom has had both
negative and positive effects on their lives. The most commonly cited challenges were the
lack of affordable housing, increased food prices, and wage increases not keeping pace with
the increasing costs of living. One employee explained that he earns $9.25 per hour, and has
not had a raise since 2001. Another employee, working as a cleaner, earned minimum wage,
despite that fact that other employees without a disability earned $15.00 per hour for the
same job. One employee was given a promotion and a raise, but his rent has since doubled

in price, leaving him with less disposable income than before his promotion.

Many of the employees interviewed coped with increasing costs of living and dissatisfaction
in the workplace by “job-hopping” and by working above average hours per week.

Respondents reported that they had an average of 3.2 jobs over the course of the past year.

Twelve per cent of respondents estimated that they work over sixty hours per week; the

modal number of hours worked per week among the respondents was between 40-49 hours.
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Despite the fact that it appears that employers understand why their employees continue to
work for their company, the data from this survey clearly suggests that employers are
struggling to attract and retain employees and that employees are unsatisfied. This suggests
that the seemingly minor variations between employer and employee responses as to why
low income earners continue to work for low income are, perhaps, much more significant than

they initially appear.

There is no consensus among employers surveyed as to why they think their employees
continue to work for them, but the most common response is workplace environment and the
fact that their employees receive flexible scheduling and full-time hours. Surveyed employees
placed a much higher emphasis on their relationship between their coworkers/team and
management. The majority of employees (75%) explained that would continue to work for an
employer if their employer offered competitive wages. However, when employees were asked
if they would apply for a job across the street to work the same occupation for a competitor
for an additional ¢.50 per hour, only 31 per cent of respondents said yes. This discrepancy,
and the employee reported valuation of good co-workers/team and good
management/leadership, can be interpreted as suggesting that wage is the single most
important issue to many of the employees surveyed, but that a combination of psychological
rewards can lead to job satisfaction, influencing an employee to forgo a 4-7 per cent pay
increase offered by a competitor.

The following sub-section further examines the most common reasons low income Calgarian

employees choose to remain with a low income employer, as opposed to applying elsewhere.

Wage

When asked, “What are the most important reasons you consider when deciding to stay with

a company”, an overwhelming majority of the employees reported pay. Further analysis of the
employer data revealed that employers who paid a Living Wage experienced considerably
less difficulty attracting and retaining staff than employers who did not.




Impact of Paying a Living Wage
on Employee Attraction and Retention Rates
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Figure 2: Impact of Paying a Living Wage on Employee Attraction and Retention Rates

Fifty-five per cent of employers paying a Living Wage report that they had no difficulties
attracting and retaining employees during the past year. Ninety-one per cent of employers
paying less than a Living Wage report that they have experienced difficulties attracting and
retaining employees. This suggests that employers who pay a Living Wage experience
significantly less difficulties attracting and retaining employees than employers who do not
pay a Living Wage.

When asked, “How much responsibility do you feel your employer should have in ensuring
your well being”, most employees agreed that their employers should accept certain
responsibilities. When asked to elaborate, employees suggested that they have a range of
entitlements. “Good pay” (20%) was the most commonly reported entittement. Some
employees reported that they needed to earn $12 per hour to survive in Calgary. Others
reported that they need to earn at least $20 per hour. Both may be correct. An individual may
be able to afford to live in Calgary if he or she earned $12 per hour; however, individuals with
dependents may struggle with the increased costs associated with childrearing if they are
earning $12 per hour. Ever mindful of this notion, the data from this survey suggests that
employers who pay a Living Wage may experience less difficulties attracting and retaining
employees than those who do not.




Good Coworkers/Team
Over 50 per cent of the employee respondents explained that they consider their relationship
with their coworkers/team when deciding whether or not to stay with a company. In addition
to having a significant influence on the employee’s decision to remain with a company, poor
relations between coworkers can also have a detrimental effect on productivity. Equally
important is the finding that 38 per cent of our sample reported that they found their current
job through word-of-mouth. Only 11 per cent of our sample reported that they found their
current job through a newspaper advertisement, over the internet, via a help wanted sign or a
radio advertisement. This suggests that employers’ current employees may be their best
source of job advertising. If employees do not enjoy their place of work, they may not
encourage their friends and family to apply, negatively impacting an employers’ ability to both

attract and retain staff.

Good Management/Leadership
Management plays a crucial role in helping meet employee psychological needs. Our
employee sample suggested that employees appreciate a management style that treats
workers respectfully, recognizes and appreciates an employee’s contributions to the
company, and listens to employee feedback if there are problems. One employee simply
wanted management to recognize that she is a person and has basic needs. Another

employee blamed management for the fact that his coworkers did not understand how to

work with special needs people; interestingly, he did not blame his coworkers. It is interesting

to note that nearly half of the employees interviewed reported that they choose to remain with
an employer because of the company’s management. Only 18 per cent of employers
reported that one of the reasons their employees continue to work for their company is
because of good management/leadership. This discrepancy suggests that managers and
owners should be much more aware of the impact their behaviour has on their employees

and how that may contribute to high or low employee retention rates.

Ability to Advance and Learn
Nearly one third of respondents identified the importance of the ability to advance and learn.
Many respondents claimed that they are hard working and skilled and would be more than
willing to remain in a low paying occupation if there was the potential for advancement. Some
specifically explained that they would remain with an employer if the employer offered them
scholarships, other training opportunities, or if they believed they were acquiring work
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experience relevant to their career aspirations. One respondent explained that he was
interested in scholarships for his children.

Seventy-three percent of employers reported that they offer opportunities for staff to advance
within the company. Only 35 per cent of employers reported that they offer opportunities to
advance through education. These findings suggest that employers who offer opportunities to
their employees for advancement through education may have a competitive edge in

attracting and retaining staff over other employers in low paying sectors of the economy.

When designing training opportunities, it is important to understand employee and potential
employee needs. The employees interviewed for this study identified a number of barriers
limiting their ability to earn higher wages. If an employer tailored a training program to
address these barriers, he or she may increase their employees’ attachment to the company
as well as increase the employees’ skills, enabling them to contribute more meaningfully to
the company and, possibly, advance within it. The barriers limiting the surveyed employees’
ability to earn higher wages include the follows: racism and discrimination in the workplace
(22%); lack of education (or lack of Canadian-accredited education) (21%); limited English
language skills (13%); limited work experience (8%); addiction (4%); lack of self-esteem (4%)
and, high cost of education (3%), among others.

Workplace Environment
Workplace environment is the most frequently reported reason employers think their
employees chose to work for them. Twenty-four per cent of employees also reported that
they chose to remain with a company because of the workplace environment. However,
many employees reported that they appreciate a “challenging” work environment where their
personal successes are acknowledged and appreciated by management, whereas employers
placed more importance on factors leading to a “warm”, “unique”, “easy”, “comfortable” and
“fun” workplace. This finding suggests that employers offering a fun and easy workplace may
have more success attracting and retaining employees if, as a component of an enjoyable

workplace, they also offer their staff more responsibility, allowing them to enhance their skills

and make a more meaningful contribution to the company.




Benefits

Twenty-two percent of the employees reported that they may choose to remain with a
company because of the company’s benefits package. An insignificant number of employers
reported that they believe their employees choose to work for them because of their benefits
package. However, 55 per cent of employers reported that they offer their employees
benefits. Some employers offered dental and health coverage after one-year for full time
employees. Others offered their employees immediate health and dental coverage. Some
employers extended benefits coverage to their employees’ immediate family members and
matched a percentage of their employee’s Registered Retirement Savings Plan contributions.
Most of the benefit packages appear to adequately meet an individual’'s needs; however, the
employers surveyed underestimate how important benefits are to their employees. This may
be because employee benefits plans are underutilized. Fifty-seven per cent of the employees
interviewed reported that they have never used an employer provided benefits package. It is
also noteworthy that 88 per cent of the employees agreed that employers should provide a
benefits package. Together, these figures suggest that employers should continue to provide
benefits packages because their employees value it, despite the fact that benefit packages
appear to be underutilized.

Flexible Scheduling and Full Time Hours
Nineteen per cent of employees reported that one of the reasons they continue to work for a
company is because their employer offers flexible, stable, full time hours. Many low income
earners compensate for their low hourly wage by working overtime, or by working a second

job. The modal number of hours worked per year among the employees’ interviews was

between 40 — 49 hours. Twenty-two per cent of employers reported that one of the reasons
their employees choose to work for them is because they offer flexible, stable and full-time
hours. This suggests that employers correctly recognize the importance of providing flexible,
stable, full time hours to their staff.

Enjoyable Tasks/Field of Work
Employees experience increased satisfaction if they believe they are meaningfully
contributing to the company'’s product or service. One respondent reported that she continues
to work for her employer because she enjoys teaching and her current job offers her the
ability to teach. Another suggested that she continues to earn low pay because she enjoys
her line of work with the elderly. Many employees simply said they continue to work for their
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