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Settling into a New Normal?
Working from Home across Canada’

by Tammy Schirle

B At the end of 2023, 26 percent of paid employees across Canada spent at least part of their
week working from home, down from 42 percent in the spring of 2020.

B There are substantial differences across Canada in work-from-home arrangements.
Regional differences largely reflect the feasibility and desirability of working from home.
Important factors, such as the types of jobs available and typical commute times are
described in this paper.

B While a large share of employees in public administration are working from home, a much
larger share (65 percent) of employees in the finance and insurance industry do so. Those
working from home tend to be more educated, work for large employers, and are more
likely to have young children.

B With an expectation that work-from-home arrangements will continue, policymakers will
need to ensure the laws and regulations that frame relationships between employers and
employees are suitable to the range of work-from-home arrangements that prevail in local
labour markets.

Introduction

Working from home is not a new arrangement for Canadians. According to Akyeampong (1997),
6 percent of employees regularly did some or all of their paid work at home in 1991, and this rose to
9 percent in 1995. According to Statistics Canada (2024), 7.1 percent of Canadians usually worked

The author thanks Parisa Mahboubi, Rosalie Wyonch, Tingting Zhang, Mikal Skuterud, Jim Stanford,
members of the Institute’s Human Capital Policy Council, and anonymous reviewers for comments on an
earlier draft. The author retains responsibility for any errors and the views expressed.

1 Data for this study were accessed as part of the Statistics Canada Research Data Centres Program with the
Canadian Research Data Centres Network. The opinions expressed herein do not represent the opinions of
Statistics Canada or CRDCN.
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Figure 1: Percent of Paid Employees Aged 20-64 Working from Home
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most of the time from home in 2016. In the spring of 2020, however, public health measures taken to reduce
the spread of COVID-19 resulted in record numbers of Canadians shifting into work-from-home arrangements.
As a result, many workers may have been pleasantly surprised by their ability to work from home and remain
productive (Barerro, Bloom and Davis 2021). In Canada, evidence suggested most workers who shifted to work-
from-home arrangements preferred to continue with hybrid arrangements after the pandemic was over (Mehdi
and Morissette 2021).

It seems many Canadian workers are getting what they wished for. In April 2020, 42 percent of paid employees

in Canada (aged 20-64) were working from home, largely as a result of public health measures, with women being
more likely to work from home than men (See Figure 1 and Box 1 for details). Through 2020 and 2021, work-
from-home trends largely reflected the stringency of public health measures and how Canadians navigated their
way through the labour market in response.* Moving into 2022 and 2023, however, Canadian workers appeared

[\
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Recall that the pandemic’s impact on job loss was severe and not evenly distributed across the population. Estimates by
Lemieux et al. (2020) suggest a 15 percent decline in employment, with job losses disproportionately affecting low-
earning, younger workers, in public-facing jobs (such as accommodation and food services). For these workers, work-
from-home arrangements were not possible during pandemic shutdowns.



to be settling into a new normal. While working exclusively from home declined through 2022 and 2023, working
in a hybrid arrangement (with some days worked at home and some at a worksite) became more common. By the
end of 2023, 26 percent of paid employees were spending at least part of their week working from home.

But how well does this trend describe Canadians’ experience with work-from-home arrangements? It really
depends on where one is located and the type of work one does. In this E-Brief, I make use of the Canadian Labour
Force Survey and its Supplements to describe who is, and is not, working from home. I think it is useful to frame
the Canadian labour market as representing a set of interconnected regional markets — each with its unique
composition of businesses, workers, and policy challenges.

The aim of this E-Brief is to characterize the extent to which working from home varies across the country and
describe some of the factors underlying the differences we see in the work-from-home experience nation-wide.

Regional Differences in Work-from-home Arrangements

Figure 2 shows substantial differences across the country in workers’ likelihood of having work-from-home
arrangements with their employer in 2022-2023. Ottawa had a substantial portion of employees working entirely
at home (35 percent). Many employees had hybrid arrangements in Ottawa (10 percent), comparable to the
portion with hybrid arrangements in other larger centres such as Toronto or Montréal. The portion working from
home in several other cities, however, is much smaller. For example, only 14 percent of employees had any work-
from-home arrangements in Regina. Note that when looking at work-from-home arrangements at the provincial
level, Saskatchewan’s workers were the least likely to have any work-from-home arrangements (12 percent of
employees) and Ontario’s were most likely (29 percent).

Several factors might explain these differences across the country, including population density, commuting
times, and each region's industry and occupation mix. These factors play a role in whether work-from-home
arrangements are feasible from an employer’s point of view and desirable from the employee’s point of view. These
factors are discussed in the next sections.

Factors Underlying Regional Differences

Population Density and Long Commutes

In Figure 2, Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) are ranked from those with the largest to those with the smallest
share of workers in work-from-home arrangements. Looking at this ranking, we may anticipate a relationship
between population density and working from home. Such a relationship has been observed across US cities

and linked to commuting durations (Barrero, Bloom and Davis 2023). Figure 3 shows a positive relationship
between typical commuting times (in 2016, with 2021 presented for reference) and the percentage of workers with
work-from-home arrangements. Toronto stands out as a city (CMA) with long average commuting times (at 34
minutes in 2016), a notably high population density (at 1,051 people per square kilometre in 2021), and high
rates of working from home in 2022-23 (35 percent).’ In contrast, cities like Lethbridge or Regina have shorter
commuting times (17 and 18 minutes in 2016) and population. Density (42 and 58 people per square kilometre),

3 Population density by CMA can be found in Statistics Canada Table 98-10-0003.
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Box 1: The Labour Force Survey and Work-from-home Measures

The Labour Force Survey (LFS) is a monthly survey of approximately 100,000 individuals. The sample and
questionnaire are designed to produce key labour market indicators within provinces and regions across
Canada, with several questions that can be used to characterize employees and their employers. The LFS
Supplements ask a subset of respondents to answer additional questions, which may change from one
month to the next. For this study, the confidential files for the Supplements were accessed through Statistics
Canada Research Data Centres program at the South Western Ontario Research Data Centre.

From April 2020 until December 2021, the LFS Supplements included questions related to the impact
of COVID-19 on Canadians. The questionnaire consistently asked a question about doing “telework,” or
working from home, as a result of public health measures or as a normal part of their job. Starting in 2022,
the Supplement questions about working from home were revised. Rather than focussing on the effects of
the pandemic, the questions were designed to characterize whether people worked entirely at home, both at
home and outside their home (which I refer to as hybrid arrangements), or entirely outside the home. These
questions were asked each month of 2022, and in May, August and November of 2023.

In this study, I focus on a sample of individuals aged 20-64, who are paid workers (not self-employed),
and report being employed and at work in the LFS reference week. The number of Census Metropolitan Areas
(CMAs) and Census Agglomerations (CAs), and other variables described in the study are limited in order to
meet sample size requirements that ensure the privacy of respondents. In addition to these LFS tabulations,
2016 and 2021 Census information has been used to characterize CMAs and CAs across Canada.

corresponding to the lower rates of working from home. While there is a general relationship between commuting
times and working-from-home arrangements across Canada, it is important to point out that more remote and
rural areas are not as well-represented in this figure. Consider the example of Wood Buffalo (CA) in Figure 3. With
a population density of only 1.2 people per square kilometre in 2021, most people travel a longer distance to get to
work (with an average commute time of 31 minutes in 2016) and very few are working from home. This suggests
there are factors other than commuting times affecting the feasibility or desirability of working from home. In
addition to those factors outlined below, areas with low population density may also lack reliable high-speed
internet, limiting employees’ ability to work from home.*

Industries and Occupations

Perhaps obviously, the most important factor for determining whether one can work from home is the feasibility
of doing so. Deng, Morissette and Messacar (2020) provided estimates in the early months of COVID-19 suggesting
roughly four in ten Canadian workers were in jobs that could plausibly be carried out from home (as “telework”).

4 The variation in internet access can be seen in the National Broadband Internet Service Availability Map available at
https://ised-isde.canada.ca/app/scry/sittibc/web/bbmap#!/map
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Figure 2: Percent of Paid Employees, Aged 20-64 Working from Home, by Select CMA/CAs,

2022-2023
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Note: The calculations are based on the average of estimates for each month of 2022, and for May, August, and November of
2023. See Box 1 for details.

Source: Author’s tabulations using the LFS Supplements 2022-2023.
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Figure 3: Percent Working from Home and Average Commuting Time, by Select CMA/CA

o 2016 2021
Percent Working
from Home
504
e Ottawa
e Gatineau
40
. oT
Saint John (NB) o Québec Monteéal oronto
. - o
30 St. John’s (NL) oKltghener (KCW) ) 5
o e Halifax ® *Vancouver
o ° % Calgary
20 o Ho & . eWinnipeg
? T o @ ° Peterb’oorough °
5 o S8 © , ®Saskatoon o
Regina
10 ° - .I?Jethbridge .
Brandon Wood Buffalo
0 -
15 20 25 30 35
Commuting Time (minutes)

Source: Percent working from home represents at home and hybrid arrangements combined, based on author’s tabulations using
the LFS supplements (see Box 1). The 2016 average commuting duration is from Statistics Canada 98-400-X2016322. The
dashed (best-fit) line represents the relationship between 2016 commuting and 2022-23 rates of working from home, with an
R-squared of 0.3101. The 2021 average commuting duration is from Statistics Canada table 98-10-0504-01.

They suggest most jobs (over 84 percent) in finance and insurance, educational services and professional,
scientific and technical services could be done at home, while industries such as accommodation and food services,
agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting had almost no telework capacity. Statistics Canada (2024) suggests high
telework capacity effectively predicted the extent to which Canadians could work from home during the pandemic
across economic regions.

Figure 4 shows that differences in feasibility translate into differences in continued work-from-home
arrangements across industries. Leading industries in work-from-home arrangements are those dominated by
occupations easily characterized as “office jobs.” In the finance and insurance industry, 65 percent of employees
have some form of work-from-home arrangements. In contrast, it is not surprising that most people working in
the construction industry would not be able to work from home. Only 8 percent of employees in the construction
industry had some work-from-home arrangements in 2022-23. Note that while it may be highly feasible for the
educational services industry to make use of work-from-home arrangements, it proved to be challenging for the
part of this sector teaching children to offer high-quality instruction. Having children learn from home also had
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Figure 4: Percent Working at Home or in Hybrid Arrangements, by Industry, 2022-23
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Source: Author’s tabulations using the LFS Supplements. See Box 1.

negative spillover effects on parent’s ability to participate in the labour force during the COVID-19 shutdowns, as
documented in Qian and Fuller (2020). By 2022-23, 21 percent of workers in educational services had some work-
from-home arrangements.

Whether people are able to find jobs in industries and occupations that can accommodate working from home
will vary by education group. According to Deng, Morissette and Messacar (2020), there is a strong relationship
between the feasibility of work-from-home arrangements and one’s educational attainment. Their estimates
suggested that 60 percent of workers with a Bachelor’s degree or higher could work from home, while 19.5 percent
of those with a trades certificate and 13 percent with less than a high-school diploma could feasibly work from
home. Figure 5 shows a similar relationship between education and working from home, whereby 37 percent of
workers with a Bachelor’s degree worked from home in 2022-23 and only 10 percent with a trades certificate or
diploma did so.
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Figure 5: Percent Working at Home or in Hybrid Arrangements, by Highest Level of

Education, 2022-23
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Source: Author’s tabulations using the LFS Supplements. See Box 1.

Returning to the regional differences in work-from-home arrangements, the industry and occupation composition
of the labour market (and the associated feasibility of work-from-home arrangements) can help explain the regional
variations across Canada. As a simple measure to illustrate the importance of occupational structure, I consider the
portion of the workforce employed in business, finance and administration occupations as likely “office jobs,” and
relate that to the portion working from home in Figure 6. It is clear that regions with more of these types of office jobs
are more likely to have people working from home. For example, Gatineau has nearly one-quarter of people working
in business, finance and administration occupations, while Wood Buffalo (with the longer commuter time shown in
Figure 2) has less than 14 percent of workers in such occupations.” In Wood Buffalo, 33 percent of the workforce held
occupations categorized as trades or transportation and equipment operators.

Employer Characteristics

While one’s occupation is a leading factor determining one’s ability to work from home, there may be differences
across employers in their ability and willingness to manage work-from-home arrangements. Similar to

5  Note that workers in administration occupations are in the public and private sector. However, as discussed in the next
section, there are not large differences between public- and private-sector rates of working from home.
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Figure 6: Percent Working from Home and Percent Working in Business, Finance and

Administration Occupations, by CMA/CA
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Source: Percent working from home represents at home and hybrid arrangements combined, based on author’s tabulations using
the LES supplements (see Box 1). The occupation measure is derived from Statistics Canada Table 98-10-0593-01, which is
based on the 2021 Census and those aged 25-64. The dashed line represents the relationship between these two measures, with
an R-squared of 0.6761.

evidence from the US (Barrero, Bloom and Davis 2023), Table 1 shows that there are substantial differences
across employers in Canada. Workers with larger employers appear more likely to be offered work-from-home
arrangements, as are those with employers who have multiple locations. This may, in part, reflect the industries
these large employers are found in, but also the extent to which they would already have the human resource
management practices in place that could facilitate managing employees working offsite.

Perhaps surprisingly, there is only a small difference between the likelihood of employees in the public sector
and private sector to work from home. In 2022-23, 26.9 percent of workers in the public sector had work-from-
home arrangements with their employer, compared to 24.2 percent in the private sector. This aligns with the
evidence in Figure 4 whereby workers in public administration were not more likely than those in the finance
and insurance industry to work from home. While cities like Ottawa often stand out in our minds as largely
representing public-sector employers, the region more generally has a lot of “office jobs” (with high representation
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Table 1: Percent of Workers with Work-from-home Arrangements, by Employer

Characteristics, 2022-23

Athome Hybrid Total WFH
(percent)
Establishment size
Less than 20 13.6 53 18.9
20 to 99 12.2 6.8 19.0
100 to 500 20.4 9.5 29.8
Over 500 27.6 12.3 40.0
Multiple locations
Yes 19.5 8.8 28.3
No 11.6 5.7 17.3
Sector
Public 17.2 9.7 26.9
Private 16.9 7.3 24.2

Source: Author’s tabulations based on the LFS Supplements. See Box 1 for details.

of people in the business, finance, and administration occupations).® When examining regional difference in the
use of work-from-home arrangements, differences between public- and private-sector representation are unlikely
to explain very much.

Employee Characteristics

When we consider the personal characteristics of paid employees, we can see differences across age groups and
gender in the likelihood of working from home (Figures 1 and 7). Part of these differences predictably reflect

the types of occupations that are most common within these demographic groups: women, for example, are
disproportionately represented in the finance and insurance industry while men have greater representation in the
construction industry.

The age profile for working from home (and gendered occupation choices) may also reflect the value of such
arrangements for employees. Figure 7 illustrates that working from home is most likely among people in their
30s. This is common when people have young children at home and would enjoy flexibility in their schedules
to manage childcare and family activities. According to Statistics Canada (2020), the average age of first-time

6  Within the public administration industry, federal government employees are most commonly working from home (with
67 percent at home or hybrid), followed by provincial government employees (47 percent) and municipal employees
(26 percent). Several factors (including the types of occupations held within each subsector and the nature of their
workplaces) may drive these differences and require further research to disentangle.
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Figure 7: Percent Working from Home by Age Group, 2022-23
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Source: Author’s tabulations using the LFS Supplements. See Box 1 for details.

mothers was 29.4 in 2019, and 50 percent of women had their first child when age 30 or older. As shown in
Figure 8, parents with younger children are more likely to have a job with work-from-home arrangements.
Among parents with kids aged 0-5, 20 percent work from home entirely while another 10 percent have a hybrid
work arrangement. For older individuals without children (age 17 or under) at home, only 15 percent work at
home entirely and another 7 percent work in hybrid arrangements. Notice, however, that parenthood is not the
only factor driving age differences in work-from-home arrangements. Younger employees (age 20-44) without
young children are more likely than older employees without children to enjoy work-from-home arrangements
(as shown in Figure 8). This will reflect many things, including the types of occupations held at different ages,
each generation’s sense of norms and expectations for employment relationships, and prioritization of flexible
arrangements in people’s preferences.

Discussion and Policy Considerations

Overall, this study shows there are significant differences across the country in the extent to which paid employees
are working from home — either entirely at home or in hybrid arrangements. The analysis presented here is
consistent with research based on job postings that suggests the relatively high portion of jobs that involve remote
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Figure 8: Percent Working from Home by Parental Status, 2022-23
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Source: Author’s tabulations using the LFS Supplements. See Box 1 for details.

or hybrid arrangements remains stable (Bernard 2023).” Perhaps the new normal is for roughly one-quarter
of Canadian employees to work from home, with a larger portion (over half) working in hybrid arrangements.
Importantly, those arrangements will be prominent in regions where industries such as finance and insurance,
professional services, or public administration represent a large part of the economy.

There are several potential benefits to work-from-home arrangements. For employers, this can reduce the
space and infrastructure required to have employees at a single worksite. From an employee’s point of view, the
time one spends on their job includes the time they are paid for directly, as well as their time commuting. Reduced
commuting time is important for many workers. Employees may also value having a wide range of options in
how they use their breaks during the workday, perhaps to manage productive tasks around their home. Generally
speaking, the option to work from home can make jobs a little less demanding of people’s time, allowing for
improved work-life balance, and potentially making it easier for people who are primary caregivers of children
to manage both work and family responsibilities. This consideration is also important for older workers who are
the primary caregivers of elderly parents, which will be an increasing concern over the next decade (Milligan

7 More recent data from Indeed are available, suggesting the trend remains stable in 2024. See https://data.indeed.com/#/
remote.
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and Schirle 2024). Goldin’s research (see Goldin 2021, for example) suggests such a move toward less “greedy”
jobs (that require long hours and inflexible schedules) is an important step in closing gender gaps in labour-
market outcomes, as caregiving responsibilities become easier to manage alongside a wider range of occupations.
Similarly, work-from-home arrangements could attract employees from among persons with disabilities. Hébert et
al. (2024) show that employment rates among persons with disabilities aged 25 to 64 increased between 2016 and
2021 despite a decrease over that period for their counterparts without disability. Their evidence also suggests a
large portion of persons with disabilities that are not employed have greater potential to work in an accessible and
accommodating labour market. From an employer’s point of view, offering work-from-home arrangements can
help with efforts to attract and retain productive employees who may have otherwise searched for more flexible
work arrangements with other employers.

But there are potentially important costs to consider as well. Interactions in the workplace are important for
employees’ skill development, productive collaboration, and networking. Both employers and employees might
miss out on opportunities to advance and improve productivity under working-at-home arrangements. Studies
have offered mixed results on whether productivity is higher or lower when work-from-home practices are
introduced (see Barrero, Bloom and Davis 2023 and references therein). This may depend on whether you take
the perspective of the employer who only considers paid work time, or the employee who also accounts for time
commuting as part of the workday.

Overall, the literature suggests working entirely from home is suitable for experienced employees who tend to
work independently, doing tasks that are clearly structured and easily evaluated. Hybrid arrangements are more
advantageous when employees are involved in team-based tasks, need to learn from colleagues in the workplace,
or can develop better networks when working outside the home. This may be particularly important for workers
early in their careers who would benefit from mentorship opportunities. Barrerro, Bloom and Davis (2023) suggest
when working from home is feasible, hybrid arrangements that allow people to work from home one or two days a
week can improve productivity and lead to happier employees.

The focus for policymakers should then be to ensure laws and regulations that frame relationships between
employers and employees are suitable to the range of work-from-home arrangements that prevail in local labour
markets. The provisions found in employment standards legislation in most provinces were originally designed
with employees working outside the home in mind. In this regard, provinces may need to look more closely at
provisions most relevant to flexible work arrangements. For example, since 2021, Ontario employers with more
than 25 employees must have a written policy on disconnecting from work, ensuring employees have time during
which they are not expected to engage in work-related emails, calls, or other communications related to their
job. Workplace health and safety legislation applies to those who work at home in many provinces, although in
Ontario, the Occupational Health and Safety Act does not generally apply if work is being performed in a private
residence. In unionized environments, collective agreement provisions can be negotiated to manage work-from-
home arrangements but may be challenging when employees have a wide range of experience, responsibilities,
and support needs in their jobs.

Policy may also play a role in ensuring access to the telecommunications infrastructure required to make
work-from-home arrangements feasible. The lack of reliable high-speed connections became most apparent for
rural and remote areas of Canada in the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Smaller businesses may find
it difficult to attract talent if high prices for communications services make it challenging to manage work-
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from-home arrangements. Robson and Bishop (2020) suggested public policy should be used to strengthen our

telecommunications infrastructure, and there is some evidence access has improved over the past few years
(ISED 2024).

With these challenges in mind, the process of settling into this new normal for work-from-home arrangements
may have some unsettling moments, with important policy developments and potentially uncomfortable
adjustments required of both employers and employees. In addition to employment standards, provisions to
consider include those for home insurance requirements, workplace health and safety rules, digital security, and
employee privacy and surveillance. Over time, however, we should look forward to work-from-home arrangements
evolving to everyone’s advantage.
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