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Figure 1

Post-secondary completion and further education participation rates, employed labour force 
aged 25–64, Canada, 1998–2016.

Figure 1. Post-secondary completion and further education participation rates, employed labour 

force aged 25–64, Canada, 1998–2016. Sources: NALL 1998 Survey (N = 1,021); WALL 2004 

Survey (N = 5,644); WALL 2010 Survey (N = 1,254); CWKE 2016 Survey (N = 2,949).

A positive relationship between level of formal schooling and participation in further 

education has been one of the most consistent findings in social research. In contrast, the current 

survey suggests that the level of formal schooling continues to increase while the further 

education rate declines. This finding requires further studies to assess the accuracy of the new 

hybrid sampling method
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Table 1: Unmet Demand for Further Education by Educational Attainment, Employed 
Labour Force over Age 18, Canada, 2004–2016 (%)

No diploma HS diploma College University Total

2004 36 45 52 54 48
2010 36 46 48 56 48
2016 32 41 37 43 40
2004–16 decline -4 -4 -15 -11 -8
Sources: WALL 2004 Survey (N = 5,712); WALL 2010 Survey (N = 1,255); CWKE 2016 
Survey (N = 2,881).

survey (Livingstone, 2012), something new may be happening here in terms of disincentives 
to participate in further education.

Informal job-related learning. Most recent surveys of adult learning have paid scant 
attention to informal learning, the learning activities that people do on their own and 
with colleagues without necessary engagement with educational institutions or employers. 
Empirical studies led by our colleague Allen Tough (1979) documented that the “iceberg” 
of intentional informal learning is far more extensive than organized further education. For 
example, it is now commonly estimated that job-related informal learning is responsible 
for over 80% of job training, much more than organized further education courses (e.g., 
Cross, 2011). �e 1998, 2004, and 2010 surveys con�rmed the much greater extent of 
informal learning than further education participation among Canadian adults in terms of 
paid job-related learning, housework-related learning, community volunteer work-related 
learning, and general interest learning (see Livingstone, 2012). �e 2016 survey focuses on 
job-related informal learning among the employed labour force and compares this with 
similar pro�les in the prior surveys.6

As Table 2 shows, the general incidence of participation in self-reported informal 
learning related to the job has remained much higher than the participation rate in further 
education. �is is probably self-evident given the greater constraints on involvement in 
further education, such as quali�cation processes and fee payment. But there may also have 
been some recent changes in the incidence of job-related informal learning. About 90% of 
those in the employed labour force indicated that they had been involved in job-related 
informal learning activities in 1998, 2004, and 2010; the incidence drops to 75% in 2016. 
�e estimated amount of time devoted to such learning also appears to have dropped from 
a prior average of over �ve hours to under four hours now. In addition to this apparent 
general recent decline in the incidence of job-related informal learning, those with higher 
levels of schooling continue to report higher levels of participation in such learning than 
those with less schooling. Nevertheless, even a majority of those who lack a high-school 
diploma and do not participate in further education still continue to engage in substantial 
intentional informal job-related learning. 

6 �e 2016 survey does not address speci�c topical aspects of informal learning related to 
housework, volunteer work, or general interests. �erefore, it does not provide estimates of the 
full extent of self-reported informal learning that are comparable with the prior surveys..
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Figure 3

Topics of job-related informal learning, employed labour force over age 18,  
Canada, 1998–2016.
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Figure 4

Age by participation in further education and job-related informal learning, employed labour 
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Perhaps a more relevant question than basic literacy and numeracy levels now 
concerns competence with computers. As previously noted, use of computers in Canadian 
workplaces jumped from around 40% in 1989 to a nearly universal requirement today. One 
might expect signi�cant underquali�cation as workers struggle to catch up with such rapid 
change. However, in the 2010 and 2016 surveys, around half of employed workers indicated 
that they have higher computer skills than they are able to use in their current jobs, while 
only around 5% said they are underquali�ed. In the wake of the very quick di�usion of 
computer literacy requirements, employed workers’ learning activities may have kept them 
ahead.

Comparative evidence suggests that, at least on some measures, underemployment may 
now be greater in Canada than in most other advanced capitalist economies. For example, 
in our 2010 and 2016 surveys, over 40% of all Canadian workers described themselves as 
having the skills to cope with more demanding duties. �is is a higher proportion than 
found on the same question in 2010 surveys of most European countries; the United 
Kingdom also had one of the highest scores at around 40% (Eurofound, 2012). As noted 
previously, Canada has one of the most highly schooled labour forces in the world, partly 
as a consequence of constructing a relatively accessible post-secondary educational system 
and partly as a result of selecting highly educated immigrants. Canada also has had a branch 
plant economy that has continued to be highly based on the harvesting and export of staple 
resources such as wheat and bitumen, with relatively limited priority to diversi�cation 
into more knowledge-based industries (Bell, 2012; Laxer, 1989). Underemployment has 
been increasing most rapidly among Canadian post-secondary graduates. It may be that 
Canada now represents one of the most extreme cases in terms of the underutilization of 
the quali�cations of the employed labour force in an advanced capitalist economy.

�e unprecedented decline in participation in further education may be related to 
diminishing returns for individual investment in further education for those who have 
invested most heavily in formal schooling. Recent analyses indicate that those with 
graduate degrees have almost doubled as a proportion of low-wage earners in the Canadian 
labour force between 1997 and 2014 (�omas, 2016). Disincentives for further education 
may be greatest among those who are experiencing continuing underemployment. Prior 
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that their educational attainments are underemployed on the job. Underemployment of 
quali�cations is becoming a more pervasive condition than ever before. �e motivation to 
continue to pursue further education is therefore muted for growing numbers.

In the context of increasingly unstable employment conditions, increasing 
underemployment, and decreasing accessibility of and demand for further education, 
there are also indications that workers are becoming somewhat less engaged in intentional 
informal job-related learning. Informal learning remains the relatively pervasive basis of 
most job training, still dwar�ng formal learning. But there are intimations in the current 
survey that this iceberg itself may be melting. �e implications of these apparent declines in 
both further education and informal job-related learning should be highly worrying. 

Generations of empirical research on informal learning have established that it is a 
dominant basis for much lifelong learning (see Livingstone, 2010). Continual informal 
learning may be seen as fundamental for humans to cope with our changing environmental 
conditions. If the economic and social organizations that we construct for ourselves begin 
to constrain and limit our practical learning activities, we also begin to imperil our survival 
capacity. It may seem outlandish to claim that the declines observed here in participation in 
further education and informal job-related learning are so serious. But the unprecedented 
nature of these changes should at least provoke some reconsideration of established relations 
between learning and work.

�e supply of quali�ed workers has o�en exceeded demand in advanced capitalist 
economies as workers have sought further quali�cations to compete and employers have 
encouraged workers to compete among themselves for jobs. But underemployment is now 
chronic and growing, particularly in Canada. �e key problem is not a lack of relevant 
formal schooling and further education, nor is it a failure to engage in continual job-related 
informal learning. Whatever improvements are made in the form and content of formal 
schooling and further education, increasing numbers with advanced formal education 
cannot �nd commensurate jobs. Continuing escalation of the post-secondary educational 
arms race will continue to produce greater underemployment of learning and knowledge. 
�e unprecedented decline in further education and diminished interest in PLAR are 
indicative of a growing systemic failure of the economy as now organized to e�ectively use 
the skills and knowledge of growing numbers. �ese declines are not likely to be indications 
of less interest in learning per se, but there is mounting skepticism about the prospects 
of recognition or reward for further investments in job-related intentional learning under 
current conditions. 

A resolution of this problem should be increasingly obvious: provide better opportunities 
for application of workers’ knowledge through economic reforms. Such reforms should 
include redistribution of paid work so that older overworked employees can take more phased 
retirement while mentoring younger workers, and involuntary part-timers can work more 
while full-timers who want to reduce their hours can also do so. Greater democratization of 
paid workplaces should allow many more highly quali�ed workers discretion in designing 
their own jobs and contributing to organizational decision making. New job creation should 
give increasing priority to renewable energy and collaborative communications networks 
for future jobs to be sustainable. In short, there should be concerted e�orts to create more 
decent ful�lling jobs for an increasingly knowledgeable labour force (Livingstone, 2004, 
2009). �ere are signs here and there of the development of such reforms, but whether 
these tendencies can blossom into a third industrial revolution of zero marginal costs and 
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