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Canada’s information and communications  
technology (ICT) sector will face alarming skills 
and labour shortages in the next five years. 
Global job mobility, technological and demo-
graphic change and declining post-secondary 
enrolments have all combined to create an 
impending shortfall of skilled ICT workers.

Given the important role played by the ICT sector in 
Canada’s economy—as a generator of economic activity 
in its own right, and as an enabler of connectivity and   
competitiveness in virtually every other industry—we cannot 
afford to lose ground due to a lack of necessary human 
resources.

Working in partnership with the Information Technology 
Association of Canada (ITAC), the Information and 
Communications Technology Council (ICTC) produced the 
Outlook for Human Resources in the ICT Labour Market, 
2011-2016 to provide insight into the needs, challenges and 
opportunities associated with the country’s near-term ICT 
labour market trends.

Providing a comprehensive array of fresh data on the state 
of HR for ICT employers along with an informed projection 
of the ICT landscape five years from now and recommenda-
tions on steps the sector can take today to address key areas 
of concern, Outlook 2011-2016 was developed to serve 
as a tool for action for the entire spectrum of Canada’s ICT 
stakeholders.

What the research found

Between 2011 and 2016, Canadian employers will need 
to hire some 106,000 ICT workers—more than 17,000 per 
year—posing a significant recruitment challenge. Across the 
country, shortages will be felt most sharply for jobs requiring 
five or more years of experience, and most severely by 
employers looking for individuals with leading-edge skills or 
with particular combined domain and ICT expertise. 

It is no longer enough to be a technical expert: the 
industry now needs workers with multidisciplinary skills. ICT 

professionals are increasingly required to understand the 
business of their companies—the marketing, operations and 
HR management aspects, for example. Employers are on the 
hunt for personnel who have specific combinations of ICT 
experience as well as expertise in domains such as e-health, 
e-finance and digital media. In the next five years, Canada 
is going to see a new, radically different ICT job market 
emerge.

The information collected in Outlook 2011-2016 points 
ultimately to three conclusions associated with the above:

1.  ICT companies in every region of the country will      
experience systemic shortages between now and 2016.

2.  The nature of ICT jobs is changing.

3.  Industry, educators, governments and ICT                 
associations are poised to take action to address the 
sector’s HR challenges.

 

OUTLOOK 2011-2016: IT’S TIME FOR ACTION

Behind the findings

Outlook 2011-2016 is the fourth in a series of labour market forecasts issued by 
ICTC since 2004. Wholly new and more comprehensive than its predecessors, this ver-
sion emerged from a sophisticated research process involving:

•  econometric modeling

•  reviews of ICT spending and employment forecasts, post-secondary enrollment      
     trends, and immigration and technology trends

•  telephone interviews with 111 industry informants representing both ICT   
     producers and users

•  focus groups and webinars with more than 100 representatives in all from 
     industry and the post-secondary education system 

•  a web-based survey of 268 ICT sector employers

•  validation with industry to confirm and re-calibrate initial findings and  
     conclusions



A regional perspective

The labour market picture has many similarities across the six 
regions identified in Outlook 2011-2016: Atlantic, Quebec, 
Ontario, Manitoba and Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British 
Columbia. Employers in all of them will, to varying degrees, 
find it difficult to recruit for jobs that require five or more 
years of experience between now and 2016, with the 
following particularities:

• Atlantic employers will experience significant challenges, 
partly because the region’s experienced labour pool is 
comparatively small, and partly because it can be difficult 
to persuade out-of-region job-seekers to relocate there. 
After 2013, skill shortages will pose increasing risks to 
project timelines and costs.

• Quebec employers outside of the Montreal area will have 
the hardest time finding experienced talent—again, due 
to the relatively small size of their local labour pool—with 
hiring delays causing operational problems.

• In Ontario, the dynamic is much the same: harder for 
employers outside the Greater Toronto Area to find expe-
rienced labour, putting their operations at risk. 

• Like those in the Atlantic region, key problems for 
employers in Manitoba and Saskatchewan will be the limited 
size of the regional labour pool and difficulty attracting 
job seekers to the Prairies. Inability to hire will cause 
operational issues.

• Following a steep decline in 2009, Alberta (along with 
Saskatchewan) will experience the strongest economic 
growth in 2011—faster than that of the Canadian 
economy over the next few years. The labour market for 
most ICT occupations will tighten, with accompanying 
recruitment challenges that will cause operational prob-
lems for companies.

• Growth of the British Columbia economy is also projected 
to be above the national average in 2011 and 2012, 
causing symptoms similar to those in Alberta: a tight 
labour market with attendant recruitment challenges 
posing operational risks to companies. 

In all regions, recent graduates of co-op programs will 
generally be able to obtain employment that matches with 

their training, but graduates of traditional ICT programs will 
experience much longer search periods. In many cases, ICT 
job seekers will have to take positions for which they are 
over-qualified. The same is true for internationally educated 
professionals (IEPs) with no Canadian experience.

What the sector can do

The last of the three key conclusions of the Outlook 2011-
2016 research, that stakeholders are positioned to respond 
to the country’s ICT labour market issues, refers to the fact 
that employers, educators, governments and others have 
worked to build consensus around five recommendations 
issued after the previous Outlook was published in 2008. 
ICTC refers to these recommendations as ‘levers’—tools for 
effecting much-needed change. They are:

1. Stimulating enrolment in post-secondary ICT-related 
programs,

2. Integrating internationally educated professionals (IEPs) 
into the Canadian ICT workforce,

3. Shifting post-secondary education toward integrated, 
cross-discipline programs with practicum components, 
and providing professional development opportunities at 
critical points on the career pathway,

4. Encouraging industry to invest in the skills it needs, and

5. Embracing diversity and inclusion.

By working together to use these five levers, sector stake-
holders can capitalize on their collective strengths and orient 
themselves to the new labour market reality. So what specifi-
cally needs to be done?

Working the levers

LEVER 1: Stimulating post-secondary enrolment

Full-time undergraduate and college enrolments in math-
ematics and computer science peaked in the first half of the 
previous decade, then began a period of decline that seems 
to have bottomed out in 2007-2008. To meet Canada’s 
need for highly qualified ICT talent, the country has to 
maintain and, ideally, grow enrolment in ICT-related post-
secondary programs beyond current levels. The process 
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must start early—by encouraging elementary and secondary 
school students to take math, science and other ICT-related 
courses—and enrolment levels need to be monitored closely 
to track the success of such efforts.

The findings of the Outlook point to the importance of:

• Increasing awareness of ICT careers among youth—
particularly young women, as women represent an 
under-utilized segment of the potential ICT employment 
base—as well as their influencers (parents, teachers, 
guidance counsellors and the media)

• Improving the networks, tools and resources avail-
able to help young people overcome the challenges of 
preparing to enter ICT-related careers

• Encouraging blended-program post-secondary enrol-
ment (i.e., enrolment in programs that blend ICT and 
other domains such as business, health, or digital media)

LEVER 2: Integrating Internationally Educated Professionals 
(IEPs)

Making it easier for internationally educated professionals 
to enter the Canadian ICT workforce is already recognized 
as critical because even an increased number of domestic 
graduates will not be able to fill the full projected skills 
shortfall. The reality today is that IEPs with no Canadian work 
experience will have considerable difficulty securing ICT jobs 
that match their qualifications, particularly without excellent 
English or French language skills. 

To address this challenge, sector stakeholders need to work 
together to:

• Implement or expand the Provincial Nominee Program   
to include ICT occupations

• Identify and cultivate IEP candidates who specifically 
meet the needs of occupations experiencing skill and 
labour shortages

• Establish intensive integration programs with co-op, 
internship or commensurate-to-skill-set work experience 
components (of a minimum three-month duration) to 
strengthen IEPs’ business, language and cultural skills

• Engage and empower employers to recruit and retain 
IEPs

LEVER 3: Shifting to integrated, cross-discipline post-secondary 
programs with practicum components and professional 
development opportunities

It is critical that academic institutions can continue to make 
significant contributions to the development of Canadian 
ICT talent. To ensure graduates emerge from post-secondary 
studies with the workplace skills they need—and industry 
needs of them—companies and educators must work 
together to build academic programs with practicum compo-
nents. By shifting to integrated, cross-disciplinary programs, 
colleges and universities can ensure graduates are equipped 
with the mix of skills employers are looking for. 

That mix, as mentioned previously, includes both technical 
and business skills. The emergence of Business Technology 
Management (BTM) programs is an important develop-
ment in this regard. Through BTMs, students study both 
ICT-specific subjects such as systems analysis and design, 
Internet and web-based applications, ICT architecture and 
infrastructure, privacy and security as well as core business 
disciplines including marketing, operations management, 
accounting and finance, human resources management and 
law.

Key recommendations for post-secondary educators are to:

• Transition post-secondary students and graduates to 
employment through internships and work placements 
that are integrated into curricula

• Move toward blended post-secondary programs—
offered jointly by colleges and universities—to combine 
ICT skills with domain areas of study

• Collaborate with industry to provide professional 
development opportunities at critical points on the career 
pathway 

LEVER 4: Encouraging industry investment in the skills it needs

Industry must be willing to invest in providing students, 
new graduates and nearly-qualified candidates with job 



experience opportunities. The flip side is employers need 
to invest in existing employees and provide training and 
professional development through the creation of HR prac-
tices that focus on retention, retraining and learning for 
life. This includes professional development programs that 
are designed for employees with a professional level of 
competence and prior professional experience but require 
specific skills and competencies at critical points along the 
career pathway. These professional development programs 
are different than the traditional post-secondary offerings 
in structure, intensity, focus and practicality, and should be 
guided by a coherent strategy.

 Among the many steps industry can take, some of the most 
important are:

• Investing in ‘nearly qualified’ candidates—ones who 
may not possess all the required skills but are a close fit—
and focusing on training and development

• Accepting internships and work placements and 
providing greater numbers of co-op opportunities

• Using competency profiles and certifications as 
the basis for upgrading employees’ occupational 
competencies

• Enabling workers’ re-skilling by supporting continuing 
professional development

• Establishing national mentorship programs

LEVER 5: Embracing diversity and inclusion

Today, men make up approximately 75 percent of all ICT 
employees. This gender imbalance limits the pool of workers 
industry can recruit from and compounds the skills shortage 
in Canada. Women, of course, are not the only under-
utilized group of potential ICT workers. Canada is a multicul-
tural society, and has the unique opportunity to leverage that 
diversity into a competitive advantage. Aboriginal and First 
Nations people and other groups not traditionally repre-
sented in ICT occupations could become large and essential 
pools of talent.

To access its full domestic labour potential, Canada’s ICT 
sector should strive to:

• Increase awareness among and inform young women 
and Aboriginal/First Nations youth about ICT jobs in 

domains such as e-health and digital media

• Increase the visibility of role models and mentors who 
can inspire others within these important, underutilized 
groups to pursue ICT careers

• Make companies accountable for building targeted, 
non-biased diversity and inclusion strategies into their 
corporate practices 

• Provide advancement and growth opportunities for 
‘high potentials’ in non-traditional talent groups

Seizing the opportunity

Canada has to act now to solve its ICT sector HR challenges. 
While global ICT spending dropped off with the economic 
downturn, the trend is reversing and analysts expect a return 
to pre-2008 levels in the near future. As the sector recovers, 
a significant shift is underway: the centre of growth will not 
be North America and Europe as before but instead the 
Asia Pacific region, which will account for 43 percent of ICT 
spending increases.

This means new opportunities for Canadian ICT busi-
nesses with presence in the Asia Pacific market—but only 
if they have the capacity to respond. Without the support 
of focused, sector-based strategies, employers will face 
widespread and pervasive skills shortages arising from the 
widening gulf between the skills they need and those the 
current pool of job seekers brings to the table.

Closing the gap demands inclusion and diversity strategies 
to help stimulate post-secondary enrolments, new post-
secondary programs to alter the nature of Canada’s ICT 
skills supply, a more structured approach to transitioning 
candidates from education to employment, and acceler-
ated IEP integration. For employers to make smart, informed 
hiring decisions we need to continue to establish well-
founded occupational standards. And we need to cultivate a 
strong culture of ICT professionalism committed to providing 
job experience opportunities to new graduates, continuous 
learning and development—so that workers’ skills are 
strengthened and continually renewed and able to answer 
the demands of the day.

For the full Outlook 2011-2016 report please visit          
www.ictc-ctic.ca/Outlook_2011/index_en.html .
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