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Background and overview. Various levels of government off er retraining 
programs, known as skills development (SD), to enable workers to fi nd 
employment in a new fi eld.  Skills development oft en occurs in response to a 
change in the economic environment and generally refers to changing one’s 
profession as opposed to advancement in the same fi eld.  

Th e utilization of skills development opportunities is critical to the rapid 
re-employment of Hamilton’s workers.  However, various barriers may 
prevent workers from accessing skills development opportunities.  Th is 
research examines awareness of, and access to, skills development programs 
in Hamilton.  

Research tasks.  To learn more about access and awareness issues surrounding skills development, 
several research tasks were undertaken: (1) a brief review and evaluation of the literature on skills 
development program in Canada; (2) collection of information about skills development programs 
from three levels of government; (3) interviews with persons working in or knowledgeable about skills 
development; (4) a focus group of  employment service providers; (5) a focus group with service users of 
skilled development programs; and (6) a “person on the street” survey of unemployed persons currently 
looking for work.  

Signifi cant changes have aff ected access and awareness of skills development since this project began 
in June 2008, namely the launch of Employment Ontario’s Second Career Strategy and accompanying 
media campaign.  In late October 2008, the province announced changes that dramatically broadened 
the eligibility criteria for the Second Career program.  

As such, this report must be viewed as containing analysis that occurred within a specifi c and changing 
context, though every eff ort has been made to speak to general and ongoing concerns about access and 
awareness.   

Skills development literature review. Issues of human capital development and lifelong learning 
have been identifi ed as priorities in Canada and other advanced industrial economies wishing to 
compete successfully in the new, global economy.  Th e training and skill development of adult workers 
in particular is seen as key to enhancing innovation, productivity and national competitiveness.  

Knowledge about training and skill development in Canada primarily comes from a small number 
of government and academic studies.  Th ese show that rates of formal adult training in Canada are 
consistent with those in other industrialized countries.  At the individual level, fi ndings from the 
most recent Adult Education and Training Survey show that one out of every three adult workers, an 
estimated 4.8 million persons, participated in some type of formal job-related training in 2002, accessing 
opportunities to continue learning and to upgrade their skills.  On the other hand, just over 2.2 million 
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workers had not taken any formal training in 2002, nor during the fi ve-year period between 1997 and 
2001.  According to this survey data, most Canadian adults who undertake formal adult training do 
so for job-related skills development.  Th e Workplace Training Survey (WTS) estimates that three-
quarters of all training in a typical Canadian establishment is done informally.  Research also shows that 
Canadians place a high priority on adult education and skills development.  

Skills development programs in Hamilton.  SD programs are funded by all three levels of 
government.  In 2007-08, Service Canada spent $228,982 on two SD programs in Hamilton.  Under 
Ontario Works, the City of Hamilton spent approximately $1.2 million on skills development programs 
in 2007 and more than $1.5 million in 2006.  Employment Ontario is likely the largest funder of SD in 
Hamilton, but budget details have not been released. 

Over the past few years, the top occupations chosen by SD clients with successful applications were: 
Computer Skills Upgrading, Offi  ce Administration (including Medical Offi  ce Skills and Finance 
Administration), Personal Support Worker, Driver Training, Welding, and Call Centre training. Each 
successful applicant usually received $3000 to $6000 for retraining, sometimes supplemented by a living 
stipend.  Program details and eligibility criteria are included in abbreviated form in Appendix A of this 
report.  

Government-funded skills development programs have similar application processes.  Applicants 
have to be eligible to receive funds and prove that their request for training is the most appropriate 
intervention to help them return to work.  Th ey have to research various training programs that will help 
them return to work and calculate the projected expenses.  Lastly, applicants usually have to conduct 
some type of labour market analysis that involves speaking to employers in their proposed fi eld of work 
as well as compiling relevant job postings. 

Awareness of SD programs. Persons fi nd out about skills development opportunities through 
advertising, brochures, employment counsellors, training providers, and word of mouth.  According 
to service providers and those working with the employment services system, there is a high level of 
awareness of skills development opportunities.  In particular, this had been driven by the unprecedented 
marketing campaign around Employment Ontario’s Second Career Strategy.  Among the service users 
interviewed for this research, some found out about SD possibilities very early in their employment 
search, whereas others only learned aft er months of unemployment.  Among the general public, 
awareness is not as high.  Our own survey of 121 unemployed individuals in August 2008 found a very 
low awareness of SD programs. 

Accessibility of SD programs. Persons consulted in this research outlined a number of concerns 
around the accessibility of SD programs.  Th ese include (1) eligibility requirements, (2) the application 
process, (3) delays accessing programs, (4) inconsistencies in the approval process, and (5) poor fi nancial 
supports.  

Survey results. Among the unemployed persons we surveyed, more than half were receiving some 
sort of government benefi t.  Forty-fi ve percent of them were receiving Ontario Disability Support 
Program (ODSP) which in essence off ers no SD opportunities.  About one-third of those surveyed were 
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receiving Ontario Works benefi ts.  Th e population surveyed was not a representative sample of the 
unemployed population at large.

Only 15.1% of respondents indicated that they had ever received retraining funding.  Among those 
who had never received such funding, over half (55%) were not even aware that government-funded 
retraining programs existed.  Males were twice as likely as females to have received funding (18.2% of 
males interviewed compared to 9.5% of females).  Government sources were the single biggest source 
of information about retraining programs.  One-third of the respondents who have received money for 
retraining indicated that it led to a job, while almost 6 in 10 indicated that it did not lead to a job. 

Summary of key fi ndings

Awareness
• Qualitative research (consisting of focus groups and interviews held in September 2008) 

indicates that, within the employment services system, awareness levels of SD opportunities 
were thought to be high.  For those outside the system, awareness levels have increased 
considerably due to a recent advertising campaign by Employment Ontario for Second Career 
Strategy.  

• In contrast, our survey of unemployed individuals in Hamilton conducted in August 2008 
showed very low awareness of SD programs.  More than half of the 85% of respondents who 
had never accessed SD funding did not even know that such programs even existed – yet 
most of them were receiving some sort of government benefi t. (Due to the nature of sampling, 
fi ndings cannot be interpreted as being statistically signifi cant of the targeted population of 
unemployed persons looking for work.)  

Accessibility
• Many clients do not access SD programs simply because they are ineligible to do so, or because 

they face other barriers that are beyond the capacity of employment service providers to 
overcome.   

• Th e application process to access SD funds is viewed as diffi  cult and daunting for applicants.  
Elements of the process are seen as “hoops” created to test applicants’ endurance rather than to 
actually assist in the employment search.  

• Another source of frustration of service users concerned the time it took to get training 
assistance.  Th ey would like to be able to access SD funds earlier in their period of 
unemployment, for example before their benefi ts expire.  

• A fourth issue identifi ed by persons consulted for this research was inconsistency.  Under 
many of the SD programs, approval rates change over time and seem to depend on how much 
money the government has to give as opposed to whether applicants meet the same criteria.  
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Recommendations

Awareness
1. Educate front line staff  at smaller institutions such as private colleges that provide training about 

SD programs.  Th ey interact with students and potential students who might benefi t from SD 
programs, and they should know that government loan programs for students (OSAP) are not the 
only option.

2. Make websites easier to navigate and less bureaucratic sounding.  Use plain language rather than 
“government speak.”  Th e EO site in particular should more prominently feature the various 
programs its funds. 

3. Strategize ways to reach clients who may not access the Internet.  

Accessibility
1. Reduce the amount of work needed for the application process.  Th e paperwork and process can 

be quite daunting for someone who has lost a job or who has not been in the labour market.1   

2. Manage cases with email, telephone, and itinerant services wherever possible.   Transportation 
costs can be a signifi cant barrier for clients.   

3. Create one central toll free phone number that people could call for assistance with employment 
services.  Have a live person on the line who could make referrals and provide assistance.  Th is 
could be achieved by expanding the existing Employment Ontario toll free number to include full 
referrals to programs not funded by EO. 

Question for further research
1. Gender analysis of persons accessing SD.  Preliminary evidence gathered in this research found 

males twice as likely as females to receive SD funds.  Is this fi nding borne out in client usage data? 
If so, investigation into why women are not accessing retraining dollars should be undertaken. 

2. What are the outcomes of skills development training?  Is it successful in assisting clients to fi nd 
employment?  

3. Skills development program off erings are undergoing signifi cant changes at the present time.  
Future research should revisit and monitor progress of skills development programs, Second 
Career Strategy (SCS) in particular.  How are other SD programs being aff ected by the signifi cant 
marketing of SCS? 

1 Th is recommendation will increase accessibility, but it also raises concerns about whether it might compromise the success of 
applicants in the end.  Th ere is a need to balance the accessibility of the application process with the likelihood of achieving 
positive outcomes for applicants.
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1. Background and Objectives of Research
Hamilton’s economy is in transition, and in many cases seasoned workers who are laid off  do not have the 
skills to compete in the current labour market.  As a result, various levels of government off er retraining 
programs, known as skills development.  However, some barriers may prevent workers from accessing skills 
development opportunities.  In many cases, workers are unaware that such opportunities even exist.  In early 
2009, the Ontario government announced that only 3,300 persons had signed up for Second Career Strategy 
– the province’s most visible retraining program – despite the program’s capacity to assist 20,000 people 
(Hamilton Spectator, 13 January 2009).  Why is the uptake so small?

To promote a better understanding in the community of the skills development process, Hamilton Training 
Advisory Board (HTAB) has been working with skills development funding providers – Employment 
Ontario, Service Canada and Ontario Works – and others.  HTAB commissioned this research to: 

1. learn about the range of SD programs, government spending on them, and usage trends and data; 

2. ascertain general level of awareness of SD programs;

3. learn how service users found out about the programs and any 
barriers they faced accessing them; and 

4. make recommendations for future promotion and development. 

Th e underlying motivation for the research is the belief that access and 
awareness are critical for the rapid re-employment of Hamilton’s workers.  
Th e importance of skills development in this regard was emphasized in the 
trends and issues identifi ed in the HTAB’s 2007 consultation process and 
subsequent TOP Report (HTAB 2008). 
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2. Description of Research
To achieve the objectives outlined above, the following research tasks were undertaken: 

1. A brief review and evaluation of the literature on skills development program in Canada; 
 
2. Collection of information about skills development programs from three levels of government;

3. Interviews with six key informants; 

4. A facilitated discussion (focus group) with employment service providers;

5. A facilitated discussion (focus group) with service users of skilled development programs, held onsite 
at the VPI offi  ce; 

6. A public or “person on the street” survey of 121 unemployed persons who are currently looking for 
work, and analysis of the data collected. 

Th e results of each of these research components are integrated into this report.  Because each research 
component examined access and awareness of skills development programs, research results are integrated 
into fi ndings under these two categories, with the exception of analysis of the public survey, presented 
separately because of the more quantitative nature of the these results.  Research results are followed by a 
synthesis of overall key fi ndings from consultations and interviews with service providers, funders, service 
users, and the public.  Th e report also includes suggestions for improving awareness and accessibility.  

Signifi cant changes have aff ected access and awareness of skills development since this project began in June 
2008.  First, through Employment Ontario, the province launched the Second Career strategy off ering SD to 
laid-off  workers meeting certain criteria.  Th is was accompanied by an advertising campaign unprecedented 
in scope for a program of this kind.  Second, just as this research was coming to a close in late October, 
the province announced changes that dramatically broaden the eligibility criteria for the Second Career 
program.  As such, this report must be viewed as containing analysis that occurred within a specifi c and 
changing context.  At the same time, every eff ort has been made to speak to general and ongoing concerns 
about access and awareness as opposed to ones that will become outdated in the face of any further program 
announcements. 
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3. Skills Development in Canada
Th e process of learning a new skill or trade, oft en in response to a change in the economic environment, 
is known as retraining.  It generally refers to changing one’s profession as opposed to an “upward” 
movement in the same fi eld. 

In Canada, programs that assist individuals to retrain are known as “skills development.” Skills 
Development (SD) provides funding to eligible individuals who require skills training to secure 
employment. Under most government programs, individuals may receive money for tuition, books, 
income support and other supports.  Money is sent to the client who is responsible for making payments 
to the training provider.

More generally, issues of human capital development and lifelong learning have been identifi ed as 
priorities in Canada and other advanced industrial economies wishing to compete successfully in the 
new, global economy.  Th e training and skill development of adult workers in particular is seen as key 
to enhancing innovation, productivity and national competitiveness.  Research suggests that as much 
as one half of all skill formation takes place aft er individuals have concluded their formal education 
(cited in Baran et al. 2000).  Moreover, in the Canadian context, there is some evidence that employers 
committed to the ongoing training and skill development of their employees are far more innovative 
than those who do not train or engage in minimal training (Baldwin 2000; Betcherman, McMullen, 
and Davidman 1998).  Despite empirical support for the value of work-related training, there are many 
critical gaps in our knowledge about how best to develop skills and knowledge amongst adult workers 
(Hughes 2001).  

3.1 Current Training Patterns in Canada

Although this report focuses primarily on government-funded SD, much of the existing research on SD 
focuses on a broader range of programs, including employer-sponsored, formal and informal training.  
Knowledge about training and skill development in Canada primarily comes from a small number of 
government and academic studies, including surveys such as Human Resources Development Canada 
and Statistics Canada’s Adult Education and Training Survey (AETS) as well as one-time surveys such 
as the 2007 Environics survey conducted for HRSDC on Canadian attitudes towards the labour market.  
Baran et al. (2000: Appendix B) reviews the major surveys on adult training and education, but the 
review is rather dated.  

Most research focuses on formal training and learning, usually defi ned as being part of an 
institutionalized curriculum taught in an educational institution or workplace.  Classroom instruction is 
the most common method of formal training in Canada (HRDC 1997), but the use of new technologies 
to promote distance and remote learning is a growing fi eld.  

Canada ranks favourably compared to other industrialized countries in terms of formal training.  Rates 
of adult training in Canada are consistent with those in other industrialized countries.  Accounting for 
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population diff erences, Canada ranks second in expected job related training hours for individuals from 
25 to 64 years of age (OECD, 1999 cited in Baran et al. 2000: 10, 28-29).  Surveys on formal training such 
as the Workplace Training Survey (WTS) indicate that about 40% of fi rms in Canada provide formal 
training of some kind (Betcherman, McMullen and Davidman 1998: 46). 

At the individual level, fi ndings from the most recent Adult Education and Training Survey (AETS) 
show that one out of every three adult workers, an estimated 4.8 million persons, participated in some 
type of formal job-related training in 2002, accessing opportunities to continue learning and to upgrade 
their skills (Peters 2004).  Th is was an increase from the 29% of workers who reported they had taken 
formal training in 1997, the time of the previous survey.  Participation rates increased across the board, 
for men and women, all age groups and across all provinces.  Older workers aged 55 to 64 had the largest 
increase, from 15% in 1997 to 23% in 2002. 

On the other hand, just over 2.2 million workers had not taken any formal training in 2002, nor during 
the fi ve-year period between 1997 and 2001. Moreover, these workers had no expectations of taking any 
in the three years aft er the survey.  More than one-half of these individuals had no education beyond 
high school and two-thirds were over the age of 45. 

According to the AETS survey, participants in formal, job-related training received an average of 150 
hours or 25 days of training in 2002. Th is was virtually unchanged from 156 hours, or 26 days, in 1997.

AETS survey data indicate that most Canadian adults who undertake formal adult training do so for 
job-related skills development. In 2002, more than 80% of the Canadian adults (36.7%) who reported 
participation in formal training actually took job-related programs or courses during that period.  
Th e vast majority (around 80%) of these job-related learning activities consisted of training courses 
(Rubenson 2007: 27).

In contrast to formal training, far less is understood about the role of informal training despite 
growing recognition of its importance as a source of work-related skills (Baran et al. 2000; Betcherman, 
McMullen and Davidman 1998).  Specifi c groups of workers, such as the self-employed and small 
business owners, may be especially suited to informal training.  Informal training or learning generally 
refers to “any activity involving the pursuit of understanding, knowledge, or skill which occurs outside 
the curricula of educational institutions, or the courses or workshops off ered by educational or social 
agencies” (cited in Hughes 2001). 

Informal training can be pursued individually or as a group.  It can be a substitute for formal training, a 
complement, or supplement knowledge gained through formal training. Research suggests that informal 
learning plays an important role in skill development amongst adult workers, but there are many 
diffi  culties in measuring its incidence and duration, as well as its outcomes and returns (Baran et al. 
2000; Betcherman, McMullen and Davidman 1998). 

Th e Workplace Training Survey (WTS) estimates that three-quarters of all training in a typical Canadian 
establishment is done informally (Betcherman, McMullen and Davidman 1998: 46). Surveys in other 
countries suggest that informal training plays a key role (Baran et al. 2000: 23).  
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3.2 Canadian Public Opinion 

According to its strategic long-term economic plan titled Advantage Canada, the Government of Canada 
is “committed to a goal of creating the world’s best-educated, most skilled and most fl exible labour force.”  
In this context, Human Resources and Social Development Canada (HRSDC) commissioned a public 
opinion survey of 3,000 adult Canadians regarding labour market issues in 
2007.  A number of the questions pertained to skills development needs and 
opportunities in this country, and they are presented here.   

First, Canadians place a high priority on education and skills development.  
Th ose surveyed were given a choice between three general goals outlined 
as being important to pursue in the upcoming years: (1) increasing the 
participation of people in the workforce to meet current and future 
shortages, (2) enhancing the quality of education and skills, and (3) 
facilitating workforce adjustment and mobility.  Canadians named 
“increasing the quality of the workforce through education and skills 
development” as the highest priority goal in government eff orts to improve 
the labour market.  Eight in ten (81%) thought this goal should be a high 
priority.  Majorities across all regional and demographic groups stated that, 
among the three goals, increasing the quality of the workforce should be the 
highest priority.

Second, choosing from a list of 13 specifi c actions that the federal 
government might undertake, Canadians gave the highest priority to 
increasing training and learning opportunities for groups experiencing 
employment diffi  culties.  Two-thirds of those surveyed ranked it as a high 
priority.  In contrast, very few (33%) assigned a high priority to creating 
incentives for older workers to remain in the labour force.

Th ird, in terms of anticipated need for services and supports, half of Canadians expected to need job-related 
training in the next fi ve years.  One-third anticipated a future need for labour market information.  One-
third of those surveyed also anticipated the need for programs to gain experience.
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4. Overview of Government-funded Skills Development Programs
Skills development programs in Hamilton are funded by all three levels of government. Most of the 
application processes for the diff erent programs are quite similar.  In general, applicants for SD start with 
a needs assessment and attend various job search and training information seminars.  With the aid of a 
counsellor, they develop a “return to work action plan.”  If the plan includes a retraining component, they 
must then assemble an application package that includes local labour market information for their chosen 
career as well as a description of training programs that will help them fi nd employment.  Th ey also prepare 
a budget of their current fi nancial situation and demonstrated fi nancial need. Sometimes they must contact 
potential employers as well.  Th e applications are lengthy and require signifi cant research.  A local service 
provider then sends the application to the relevant government agency and awaits a decision.  In the case of 
the federal Opportunities Fund for persons with disabilities, the nonprofi t service provider makes its own 
funding decisions.  

Th e various SD programs are described below.  To facilitate easier program comparison, they are also listed 
in abbreviated form in a table at the end of this report (Appendix A).  

4.1 Federal 

Th e federal government has two SD programs available in Hamilton.  Within these programs, the top fi ve 
occupations chosen by SD clients with successful applications were: Computer Skills Upgrading, Offi  ce 
or Business Administration, Health Care/Personal Support Worker (PSW) or other Medical Offi  ce Skills, 
and some Driver Training.  In terms of outcomes, Health Care/PSW have been successful in obtaining 
employment even if only part time for clients who have disabilities.  Th e least successful in fi nding 
employment was Driver Training under the Opportunities Fund. 

In 2007-08, Service Canada spent $228,982 on SD programs and assisted 129 clients through the two 
programs listed below.  As of August 2008, for the 2008-09 year, expenditures were $60,099 for 22 clients.  
No records are kept regarding how many persons have applied each year to receive skills development 
training.  An estimated 85 % of applicants are funded, and ratio of approval rates appears to be stable. 

Individual Skills Enhancement (Service Canada)
Th e Individual Skills Enhancement (ISE) intervention enables youth (up to age 29) to participate in short 
term courses that fi ll specifi c, identifi ed gaps in their education and skill development. It is to be used when 
there is no other means of support available to meet the individual’s identifi ed skill needs. Courses supported 
under ISE will likely be pre-employment in nature, or entry-level courses that are pre-requisites for longer 
term programs of study. Service Canada will pay up to $5000 to individuals through the ISE intervention.   

In terms of specifi c criteria, courses should be twelve weeks in length and must be off ered by an institution 
recognized by the Ontario Ministry of Training Colleges and Universities (MTCU).  One issue in Hamilton 
is the paucity of courses that fi t these criteria.  
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Opportunities Fund (Service Canada) 
Th e Opportunities Fund – Skills for Employment/Skills Development provides direct assistance to 
participants to help them obtain skills for employment, ranging from basic to advanced.  Individuals 
must develop a “return to work action plan” with an authorized service provider and submit a detailed 
application including evidence of having researched their training option(s), a course description and a 
breakdown of projected expenses while on training.  It is off ered to persons with a self-disclosed mental 
or physical disability. 

Th e application process is a labour-intensive one with applicants proving that they do not owe money to 
the government, outlining why they cannot aff ord to pay for their own training, labour market research, 
budget for proposed program of study, and statement that they have the physical capacity to do the 
work. 

Th e Opportunities Fund provides up to 78 weeks of funding.  Applicants accepted into the program 
receive assistance to cover tuition, books and supplies, transit expenses and occasionally even 
accommodation.  In Hamilton, over the past few years the average amount approved for each client is 
about $5000, and the funding period ranged from 6 to 52 weeks.  

In Hamilton, the Opportunities Fund is administered by Goodwill/Amity which acts as “community 
coordinator.”  Goodwill does all assessment and case management of persons wishing to access funds.  
As such, applicants have no direct contact with Service Canada.  In the case of the federal Opportunities 
Fund for persons with disabilities, the nonprofi t service provider makes its own funding decisions.  Th is 
is a pilot project only and not a permanent arrangement. 

Perhaps due to the newness and pilot nature of the community coordinator model, there have been 
delays in replenishing these funds.  According to Service Canada, these funds are not used to capacity.  
However, according to some local non-profi t service providers, this fund oft en seems to be run low and 
has run out of funds altogether at times.  Service providers must then counsel their clients to wait for 
the fund to be replenished.  Since the advent of the pilot project, Goodwill/Amity has requested and 
received such replenished funds several times.    

4.2 Government of Ontario

Th e Government of Ontario also funds several SD programs that are described below.  Employment 
Ontario was not able to provide general data on the usage and costs of its skills development programs.  
Th e volume of applications has increased substantially since the advent of the marketing campaign in 
July 2008, and EO has been approving a higher number of clients as a result.  Th e top fi ve occupations 
chosen by successful applicants for SD programs were: AZ Truck Driver, Welding, PSW, Medical Offi  ce 
Administration, and Finance Administration. 

Th e application process for both programs included researching a minimum of three local training 
institutions, including at least one college of applied arts and technology and one private career college 
where feasible.  
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Ontario Skills Development (Employment Ontario)
As stated in the offi  cial literature on this program, this program assists applicants in fi nding the “shortest 
route to sustainable employment.”  Th e objective is to return persons to work as quickly as possible, and 
this is refl ected in the kinds of training supported under the program.  Th e skills training supported must 
provide the worker with the skills necessary for employment, but there are no restrictions in terms of job 
category or NOC skills matrix. 

Eligible clients must be EI claimants or eligible for EI reachback.2   Th ere is no minimum duration of skills 
training, and the maximum cannot exceed three years.  As of June 1, 2008, the maximum total fi nancial 
assistance an individual could receive was $28,000.  

Th e number of clients served on an annual basis could not be confi rmed.  

Second Career Strategy (Employment Ontario) 
Second Career was launched in June 2008 with the objective of providing support to recently laid-
off  unemployed workers who require long-term skills training for employment in high-skill, demand 
occupations.  

At the launch of the program, eligible clients had to have been laid off  within the past year and require long-
term skills training for employment in an occupation listed in Skill Level B of the Statistics Canada NOC 
Skills Matrix.  Skill Level B occupations generally do not require a university degree. 

Participants do not have to be EI eligible.  Skill training programs generally range from six month to two 
years in length, with a possible extension to three years if academic upgrading needed.  At the launch of the 
program, the maximum total fi nancial assistance provided to an individual was $28,000.  

Changes to Second Career
Despite a comprehensive media campaign that accompanied the launch of Second Career Strategy, Ontario 
Premier Dalton McGuinty admitted in a public statement on October 1 that the program was met with a 
poor response.  According to the statement, only 1,100 people had signed up for the program so far, despite 
a capacity to help as many as 20,000 laid-off  workers (CBC newswire, “McGuinty disappointed with job 
retraining numbers,” 1 October 2008). 

2 Reachback clients are unemployed clients who have had an EI claim in the past three years or received maternity or parental 
benefi ts in the past fi ve years before applying for assistance.
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A few weeks later, the government announced eligibility changes to Second Career that increased access to 
the program beginning in November 2008.  As outlined in the letter sent to service providers, Second Career 
would be expanded to include:  

1. Individuals who were laid off  aft er January 1, 2005. 

2. Laid-off  workers who have been compelled to take a job while seeking better employment, whether 
they are unemployed or if they are still in that job. 

3. Additional training options for non-EI-eligible individuals, namely access to short-term training (i.e. 
less than six months), therefore giving them the same range of training opportunities as EI-eligible 
individuals in the Ontario Skills Development program.

4. exceptions to the $28,000 per client cap in the following cost categories - academic upgrading, living 
away from home and dependant care. 

Th ese changes will dramatically expand the number of persons eligible to access Second Career Strategy.  Th e 
letter made reference to hopes that workers in the forestry and manufacturing sectors in particular would be 
able to benefi t from this change.

Regarding exceptions to the $28,000 cap, this change makes the Second Career program more attractive to 
persons needing academic upgrading, who must live away from home while undergoing retraining, and 
who have childcare expenses.  Th is will improve access to Second Career for individuals who may require 
additional support, such as single parents and those living in rural and remote areas, as well as individuals 
requiring academic upgrading.

Th ese changes were eff ective almost immediately, and current as well as previous applicants who fi t these 
criteria are allowed to reapply under the new criteria.  

Accessing Second Career
In Hamilton, persons interested in Second Career must fi rst go to VPI for an initial assessment and 
development of a “return to work action plan.”  If they need assistance with literacy and basic skills, they are 
referred to the Adult Basic Education Association for further evaluation and possibly on to service providers 
that focus on literacy and basic skills. Th e information the client receives around their needs for upgrading, 
might also become part of their application for training. Th e clients are sent to WorkPath where a counsellor 
works with clients to develop their applications to MTCU.  All completed applications that meet the program 
requirements and have a return to work action plan in place are forwarded by WorkPath to Employment 
Ontario (EO).  Th e EO Hamilton offi  ce makes the funding decisions on an individual basis, including 
taking into account labour market information.  Th e length of time from the initial consultation to the fi nal 
decision varies in length but takes about four weeks on average depending on the individual client.  
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ODSP Employment Supports (Ministry of Community and Social Services) 
Persons in receipt of Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) have a disability that makes it hard to 
fi nd or keep a job and is expected to last a year or more.  Th e Employment Supports staff  members explain 
to clients how the program works, what benefi ts they qualify for and the like, but there is no SD funding 
directly through ODSP.  Th ere is not a budget for skills development per se.  Rather, other service providers 
are expected to fi nd appropriate training for ODSP clients wherever possible.  Service providers may refer 
them to the Opportunities Fund, or to other training that will enable them to become employable.  

Th e expectation is that service providers pay for training and assist clients in fi nding employment.  Aft er the 
client has been employed for 13 weeks, the service provider is paid $6000 by the Ministry of Community 
and Social Services (MCSS).  In other words, service providers are expected to take a risk on ODSP clients.  
Th ey pay up front for assistance and any SD costs in the hopes that the client will fi nd employment as well 
as remain employed for 13 weeks.  If a client undergoes training but does not secure employment, the 
service provider is not reimbursed.  As one service provider noted, “the most disabled clients have the lowest 
supports in the system.” 

4.3 City of Hamilton

Ontario Works
Ontario Works (OW) provides employment assistance temporary fi nancial assistance to people in fi nancial 
need (City of Hamilton 2008).  OW does not receive funding for training per se, but its clients can receive 
assistance for up to six months of training, provided that they have exhausted all other funding sources.  
Th ey can receive up to $6000 from OW for SD, and the program duration must be shorter than six months. 

Participants expressing an interest in training must meet the following criteria:

• Must be on Ontario Works or ODSP-Participating in OW Employment Activities

• Must be a Canadian Citizen, Landed Immigrant or a Convention Refugee

• Must have completed an in-house employment program

• Must be prepared and able to work full-time directly aft er training

• Must lack skills that are currently in demand in the labour market

• Must exhaust other funding options ie. OSAP, HRIF, Bursaries, Opportunity Funding

• Must have received a pardon for a criminal record which would inhibit them from being employed in 
their chosen fi eld

• Must have suffi  cient command of English to work in their chosen fi eld

• Must be able to commit to a full-time program with no absences

• Must not have previously accessed training monies through OW
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Participants meeting the criteria must participate in a two week in-class program designed to maximize 
training/job retention.

Th e annual budget for skills development in OW remained constant in 2006, 2007, and 2008 at $1,480,050.  
In terms of how many persons accessed the SD funding, there were 360 in 2006, 334 in 2007, and 201 in 
2008 (to July 29).  At the end of July 2008, available funds for SD exceeded the number of applicants meeting 
the criteria, and expenditures were only at 75% of the Year to Date budget.  Th is compares to 84% spent 
during the same time period in 2007, and 105% in 2006.  No data is kept on how many applied for funding; 
therefore, it is not known if the acceptance rate is increasing or decreasing.

According to the City of Hamilton, the number of referrals for Skill Development Training has decreased.  
It was believed that favourable economic conditions were enabling many OW participants to secure 
employment.  Th e remaining caseload consisted of a higher percentage of persons with multiple barriers 
to employment (literacy, language skills, etc.).  It was believed that many of these clients were not ready to 
access SD programs.  All this is likely to change with the onset of the economic downturn late in 2008.  

Th e average amount approved for each OW client was between $3000 and $4000 ($3,858.00 in 2006, 
$3,163.00 in 2007, and $3,176.00 in 2008).  Th e duration of funding was generally no longer than six months. 
   
Th e top fi ve occupations chosen by SD clients with successful applications were: 
Personal Support Worker, Truck Driver, Welder, Call Centre, and Offi  ce Administration. 
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5. Research Findings
Th is section presents fi ndings from the focus group with service providers, the focus group with service 
users attempting to access or accessing SD programs, and interviews with other individuals knowledgeable 
about skills development in Hamilton.  Th ey are synthesized here for the sake of brevity and are presented 
in two categories:  awareness and access.  Because it is more quantitative in nature and includes data falling 
outside the categories of awareness and access, the results of the “person on the street” survey are presented 
in the subsequent section.  

Before turning to awareness of actual programs, something might be said about the general level of interest 
in skills development by persons looking for work.  According to most service providers, job-seeking clients 
are very interested in SD opportunities.  Th e perception is mostly very positive because clients see retraining 
as a way for them to move forward and make a fresh start.  In the case of workers who have been laid off  
from the manufacturing sector, they view SD as a means to leave a stagnant sector of the economy without 
having to resort to temporary labour (“temp jobs”) and other low-paying, low-skilled work.  One service 
provider noted that most people would prefer to start earning money right away rather than go to training, 
but many of them are either unsuccessful at fi nding work or realize that they need some type of SD in order 
to move ahead.  Th ey need a plan, and that plan may include an educational component. 

5.1 Awareness of SD programs 

Persons hear about skills development opportunities through a variety of means. Th ey may see literature 
at a service provider or library branch location, or they may hear about them through their employment 
counsellor.  In some cases, as with the Steelworkers Action Centre, staff  persons actually contact workers 
aft er a closure or layoff  and map out retraining options for them.  Word of mouth appears to play a large role 
as well, especially coming from persons who have had success with a particular program or course.  

According to service providers and those working with the employment services system, there is a high level 
of awareness of skills development opportunities. In particular, this had been driven by the unprecedented 
marketing campaign around Second Career Strategy.  Print and television ads, website ads, and inserts in 
the weekly mailings to EI recipients have been very infl uential.  Second Career is also being promoted at the 
assessment level, for example via fl yers available at assessment centres.  Th is is a very recent phenomenon, 
occurring since July 2008 only.

Th e increasing awareness of Second Career in particular is evidenced by the rapid growth of clientele at 
VPI, the organization that acts as gatekeeper to the assessment and application process.  Since the advent of 
the ad campaign, VPI has almost doubled its client list.  Whereas prior to the launch of Second Career, 80% 
of clients were referred from Service Canada, referrals are now split evenly between Service Canada and 
Employment Ontario, which funds Second Career.  Although it has continued to hire more staff , the wait 
time to see a counsellor at VPI in September 2008 was close to two weeks and increasing.   
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Within this overall fi nding of increased awareness, however, there are discrepancies.  Because the 
information sessions that outline SD possibilities are no longer mandatory for all EI clients, some EI clients 
still do not know that there is money for skills development.  Th is point was made by service providers as 
well as in the focus group of service users.  Some participants found out about SD possibilities very early in 
their employment search, whereas others were referred to VPI for an assessment and opportunity to learn 
about SD aft er being on EI for months.  Several participants felt that their time had been wasted while they 
were on EI, as they did not learn about SD possibilities until very late.  Th ey would like to have fi nished their 
retraining courses before their EI ran out.  

It should be noted that all new applicants for EI (including applicants who have not applied for EI within 
the past fi ve years) are now required to attend an information session in Hamilton.  At this session, they are 
informed of SD programs and other services. 

Other focus group participants who are currently enrolled in skills development courses happened upon VPI 
or SD opportunities almost by chance, either by seeing a sign or a billboard and then making inquiries.  Most 
participants had learned about retraining through VPI, not surprising since the focus group was comprised 
of VPI clients.  One participant had been directed to VPI by a course instructor. 

Among the general public, awareness is not as high.  At the career information centres run by the Hamilton 
Public Library, for example, service users were not thought to be very aware of skills development 
opportunities.  Similarly, our survey of unemployed individuals (discussed later in this report) found a very 
low awareness of SD programs.  

A negative aspect of high awareness is that individuals may be aware of programs but still not be able to 
access them.  Numerous service providers recounted stories of persons who got their hopes up about SD 
opportunities only to learn that they were not eligible.  Especially for persons who might receive information 
in a government mailing, they have a sense of entitlement about their eligibility and get frustrated when 
they do not qualify.  OW and ODSP clients were also concerned about why they could not access training 
through Second Career.  

In sum, awareness of SD opportunities appears to be high among persons who are already in the 
employment service network, either as service providers or service users.  As one service provider stated, “If 
you are in the system, you hear about things.”  Members of the general public, on the other hand, are more 
likely to have low awareness about these opportunities.  Th e advertising campaign for Second Career has 
boosted general awareness levels, but the ads are not clear enough about the program details and eligibility 
requirements.  
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Suggestions for improving awareness
Numerous suggestions were made regarding how to improve awareness of skills development opportunities 
in Hamilton.  Th ese include:  

• Educating the front line staff  at smaller institutions such as private colleges that provide training.  
Th ey interact with students and potential students who might benefi t from SD programs, especially by 
getting their tuition paid.  Th ey should know that OSAP (government loan program for students) is 
not the only option.  

• Include information in mailings to people who get EI (already done for Second Career Strategy).

• Make websites easier to navigate and less bureaucratic sounding.  Use plain language rather than 
“government speak.”  Th e EO site in particular should more prominently feature the various programs 
it funds. 

• Marketing materials should clarify exactly what the programs are and who is eligible.  

• Strategize ways to reach clients who may not access the Internet.  

5.2 Access to SD programs

Once a person knows about the existence of SD programs, the next step is accessing them.  Frustrations 
about access questions have been alluded to above.  In this section, they are laid out in more detail.  

Persons consulted in this research outlined a number of concerns around the accessibility of SD programs.  
Th ese include (1) eligibility requirements, (2) the application process, (3) delays accessing programs, (4) 
inconsistencies in the approval process, and (5) poor fi nancial supports. 

Eligibility requirements
An overall and important comment from service providers is that many of their clients are simply not 
eligible for SD programs.  Th ere are gaps in services related to the eligibility of clients, whether they are 
OW clients, EI clients, EI reachback, or ODSP.  Moreover, persons who have never accessed any of these 
programs – for instance if they are new to Canada or had been self-employed – may be interested in 
retraining but do not qualify.  One service provider said that his agency was seeing a completely new client 
group consisting of people who are just getting by without assistance from any source.  Th ey may be living 
with a working spouse or living on savings, and many are living below the poverty line.  Because they do not 
receive assistance for transportation, they have diffi  culties accessing resource centres and services.  If they 
have children, they cannot aff ord a babysitter.  One service deliverer described the staff  in his offi  ce as “front-
line deliverers of bad news” since oft en his clients are not eligible for the specifi c funding they come through 
the door asking about.  

Also, the eligibility criteria can be confusing to service providers.  Sometimes clients are bumped around 
from service provider to service provider before fi nding assistance.  Th ere are also issues around the kinds 
of supports people need to become employable.  Available programs may not cover the kinds of support 
needed.  
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More generally, job-seekers face many other barriers that are beyond the capacity of employment service 
providers to overcome.  Th ese include issues of mental health, housing, transportation, and literacy among 
others.  Many of these barriers pertain to living in poverty.  Age is another barrier.  Many older workers are 
not comfortable with the education system and are reluctant to go “back to school.”  Other workers may have 
poor capacity in an offi  cial language, having worked most of their lives in jobs where they did not need high 
level English or French.  All of these may make it diffi  cult for a person to muster the resources and energy to 
apply for SD opportunities. 

Th e application process
Persons consulted in this research repeatedly referred to the diffi  cult application process required to access 
SD funds.  Among service providers, it was acknowledged that there are lots of criteria required to get the 
funding.  Th ey said that many clients do not understand this in advance, and they are not prepared to handle 
the process.  Some of them become bitter about it.  It is also true that some people start off  with unrealistic 
goals and extremely high expectations.

Among service users, there were a lot of complaints about the tasks involved in the application process.  
Th ese are viewed as “hoops” that are created to test the applicants in terms of their seriousness of purpose 
more than because they will actually help out in the employment search.  One participant stated:  “I pity 
someone who just has Grade 12 because the whole process of paperwork to fi ll out is daunting, intimidating 
and lengthy.”  Th e application for Second Career is in excess of twenty pages.  Indeed, service providers off er 
workshops to provide instruction on fi lling out application forms. 

Th e application process generally has several components, including labour market research and researching 
training options.  Th e labour market research component entails calling a certain number of employers.  
Th e intent is to get direct feedback from an employer to help support the application for funding.  Many 
service users view it as a “farce” and note that a lot of people make up some of this feedback. One service 
user stated that she called 18 potential employers and only three would talk to her.  She felt that she was 
actually alienating possible employers who did not want to be bothered.  Another said she used tricks to get 
through on the phone and had to lie to get employers to call her back.  Another claimed to have gotten all 
the information from the company website and then spoke to a receptionist to get a few more details.  Some  
people had used the labour market information provided by HTAB for certain occupations, and this was 
seen as helpful.  

It was also noted that the labour market research can actually give job-seekers false expectations regarding 
pay and job availability.  For example, a client interested in healthcare discovered that she could make $15 an 
hour if she worked at Hamilton Health Sciences.  She was very disappointed to be hired elsewhere at a much 
lower rate of pay.  

Secondly, applicants have to collect information about programs of study in their fi eld.  Th is becomes 
diffi  cult for those who do not have cars.  It could take an entire day to travel around by bus collecting 
information, not to mention the costs.  Some service users thought this was just an exercise in persistence 
because the funders must already have all this information.  



Skil ls  Development in Hamilton: Awareness and Access

21

At the same time, some persons acknowledged that an intensive application process served as a good 
screening tool.  Th ere was a sense that applicants value something more once they have invested their 
own time or money into it.  At one centre that was experiencing a high attrition rate in their programs, 
staff  members have started booking follow up appointments with OW clients rather than processing 
their requests on the fi rst day.  If the applicant does the assigned “homework” and shows up for the next 
appointment (and most do), then the application is processed.  Th e agency has seen attrition levels fall aft er 
introducing this front-end screening tool.  In general, the attrition rate is quite low in SD programs. 

Other clients wished that the assessors would be more willing to point them in the right direction.  As 
they are more informed about job prospects in diff erent fi elds, they should be willing to share some of that 
information with clients.  One client noted that he continually asked for assistance only to be told that the 
counsellor could not provide it.  Rather than having real support, he said, “It’s like you are on your own.”  
Another client had a diff erent perspective.  She thought it was good not to be told what to do:  “You have to 
decide for yourself what kind of training you want – ask your friends,” she said.  Nonetheless, it was agreed 
that access to a list of the most popular or in demand jobs would be very useful. 

Among service providers, it was noted that some persons need a lot of assistance with their applications.  
Persons with disabilities in particular were identifi ed as needing more assistance.  Some clients felt that they 
needed more than a week or two to complete the application.  Th ey felt under pressure to make decisions 
about career choices.   

Delays to accessing SD
Another source of frustration of service users concerned the time it took to get training assistance.  One 
stated that his approval was held up at Mohawk College because some people did not know the process.  
Another complained that her program did not start until the week her EI ran out.  Now she is enrolled in a 
program and not eligible for additional assistance from EI or OW.3  Another stated that she was laid off  with 
a four-month severance package.  She was unable to get assistance until her pay ran out and she switched 
over to EI.  She felt that she could have gotten a head start on her course, and relied less on government 
assistance, if the system had been more fl exible.

A related issue pertains to the time it takes to process applications.  In some cases, a person’s circumstances 
may change while they are waiting to hear about their application.  For the most part, however, wait times 
were not identifi ed as a problem.  Applications processed through WorkPath take an average of four weeks 
from start to fi nish, though the agency is aiming to reduce this by a week.  Others noted that improvements 
had been made.  Regarding the Opportunities Fund, for example, applications took months to process a year 
ago.  Under the community coordinator model where decisions are made on site, the process takes only a 
few weeks.  

3 Subsequent to the focus group, it was determined that clients are eligible to receive living allowances if there is a demonstrated 
need.  It is not clear what program this participant was accessing, but living allowances are available from OW, EO, and Service 
Canada.
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Inconsistencies in approval rates and instructions
A fourth issue identifi ed by persons consulted for this research was inconsistency.  Under many of the SD 
programs, approval rates change over time and seem to depend on how much money the government has 
to give as opposed to whether applicants meet the same criteria.  Th is makes it more diffi  cult for service 
providers to assist their clients in obtaining successful results.   In the words of one service provider, “It is 
confusing since they give money for one thing at one time, such as fund a client to attend teacher’s college, 
and not at another time.”  Another participant stated, “the goal posts shift  on what gets approved and what 
doesn’t.”  Th ere was some feeling that results depended as well on a client’s literacy and research skills.  

Service users also discussed inconsistencies in instructions they received about their job search.  Some 
were told to look for jobs in Hamilton only, whereas others were told to look for jobs anywhere within a 
commutable distance.  Service users were also told to research diff erent numbers of employers.  Th e criteria 
for what constitutes an adequate job search are not transparent, perhaps because they vary from case to case 
and among occupational sectors.  Some were given information about skills development opportunities 
early in the process, whereas others had been looking for work for months before learning about retraining 
options. 

Insuffi  cient fi nancial supports 
Lastly, some SD programs are inaccessible due to the inadequate fi nancial supports that accompany them.  
Th ere are clients who fi t the eligibility criteria but cannot live on $28,000 for two years.   Sometimes, the 
$28,000 is spread over three years.  Th is is simply not enough to live on, particularly for persons who have 
childcare needs and tuition costs.  In essence, it limits eligibility to persons who can live with their parents or 
depend on their spouse or even adult children for fi nancial support.  

Th e announcement in late October regarding exceptions to the $28,000 per client cap for Second Career 
program was welcome news.  Eff ective November 2008, the cap will not include costs from academic 
upgrading, living away from home and dependant care.  Th is will go a long way toward supporting persons 
who wish to take retraining but have not been able to aff ord it.  It could really benefi t single parents, for 
example.  

For those on ODSP, there is really no skills development option for them.  Th eir only choice is to go 
through the Opportunities Fund, but there are oft en no funds immediately available.  Persons consulted 
in this research felt that the Opportunities Fund should be better fi nanced and replenished more quickly.  
Otherwise, the community should be informed that it is not operating.  
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Suggestions for improving access
Numerous suggestions were made regarding how to improve access to skills development opportunities in 
Hamilton.  Th ese include:  

• Reduce the amount of work needed for the application process.  Th e paperwork and process can be 
quite daunting for someone who has lost a job or who has not been in the labour market.  

• Broaden and lengthen training to include building literacy skills sets.  Literacy is a long term strategy, 
not a quick fi x.  Literacy services have fl at-lined in terms of funding, yet research shows that improved 
literacy generates tax benefi ts that exceed program costs.  

• Build on the community coordinator model used by the Opportunities Fund in which applications are 
approved quickly and on site.  As long as accountability measures are put in place, service providers 
could assume responsibility for ruling on applications.  Th is would save time as well as cut down on 
processing errors.  

• Manage cases with email, telephone, and itinerant services wherever possible.  Transportation costs can 
be a signifi cant barrier for clients.   

• Create one central toll free phone number that people could call for assistance with employment 
services.  Have a live person on the line who could make referrals and provide assistance.  Th is could 
be achieved by expanding the existing Employment Ontario toll free number to include full referrals to 
programs not funded by EO.  

• Keep accessibility in mind as Employment Ontario service providers move to the “full suite services” 
model in 2010.  

5.3 Skills Development Survey Results

Th e Hamilton Training Advisory Board conducted the Skills Development Survey in August 2008.  Th e 
survey was targeted towards people who were both currently unemployed and looking for work or in a 
retraining program.  Th e purpose of the survey was to assess overall levels of participation in, and awareness 
of, government retraining programs.  Th e survey was also developed to determine if any barriers exist to 
participation and awareness.  Th e full questionnaire can be found in Appendix C.

A total of 121 unemployed persons completed the survey, with the majority of respondents coming from 
Jackson Square (90), and the rest being interviewed at Mountain Plaza (19) and Eastgate Square (12).  
Because respondents were not identifi ed from a random sample, the fi ndings of this research are not 
statistically signifi cant, so the normal margin of error cannot be calculated.  Nonetheless, this was a simple, 
feasible means of capturing the views of unemployed persons not already accessing SD programs.  Figure 
1 shows that most (but clearly not all) of the respondents were younger males,4 with relatively low levels of 
formal education. 

4 Compared to the Canadian labour force, the sample is representative in terms of age, but less so in terms of gender.  Th e 2007 
Labour Force Survey (Statistics Canada) indicates that approximately 56% of unemployed persons are males; in terms of age, just 
under 30% of unemployed persons are age 45 or older.
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Figure 1: Characteristics of Respondents5 

Benefi t programs accessed
Respondents were fi rst asked if they were currently receiving any type of benefi t, such as Employment 
Insurance, Ontario Works, and Ontario Disability Support Program.  Just over half (55.4%) indicated that 
they were receiving some sort of benefi t.  Figure 2 indicates that age and gender have a clear impact on 
the likelihood of receiving benefi ts, with males and older respondents being more likely to receive benefi ts 
than females and younger respondents.  Education seems to have an inconsistent impact on whether or not 
someone is a benefi t recipient. 

5 While the survey included 11 separate education categories, for ease of comparison these 11 categories have been recoded into 
just 4.
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Figure 2: Receiving Benefi ts by Demographic Characteristics

Figure 3: Types of Benefi ts Currently Being Collected
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Th e Ontario Disability Support Program is clearly the most common source of benefi ts for benefi t recipients.  
However, roughly one-third receive Ontario Works benefi ts.  

Match between skills and available jobs
Respondents were asked if they felt that their skills matched the requirements for the types of jobs that are 
currently available.  A clear majority (74.8%) indicated that their skills do match the requirements of the 
current job market.  Th ere are some slight diff erences in responses based on the age, gender and education 
characteristics of the respondents (Figure 4).  Th e middle two age groups are the least likely to feel that their 
skills are adequate; females are slightly more likely than males to express this sentiment.  Perhaps the most 
interesting fi nding is that those with at least some university education are the least likely of all respondents 
to feel that their skills are adequate.  However, this is not to suggest that higher levels of education are not 
important – except for the highest education category, the general pattern is that higher levels of education 
result in a better match of job skills with the current job market.

Figure 5 confi rms this, as “lack of high school diploma” is the most frequently cited reason for the skills-
jobs mismatch.  Th e next two most common reasons are a general lack of skills and physical/health related 
reasons.  Only a very small percentage indicated a lack of specifi c literacy skills related to language and math.

Figure 4: Adequate Skills by Demographic Characteristics
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Figure 5: Reasons for Skills not Matching Available Jobs

Accessing skills development
As Figure 6 shows, almost all respondents have never received money from the government for retraining 
of any kind.  Only 15.1% of respondents indicated that they have at some point received retraining funding.  
Also of interest though is the fact that of the 84% who have never received such funding, over half (55%) 
are not aware of such funds being available (see Figure 7).  Figure 8 compares whether or not a respondent 
received funding by their demographic characteristics.  With the exception of the oldest age group and the 
highest age group (of whom none received funding), the likelihood of receiving funding increases with age 
and education; males are also twice as likely as females to have received funding.  Figure 9 illustrates how 
awareness of such funds increases with age and, to a certain degree, education.  Males are also more likely 
than females to be aware of skills development funding.  
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Figure 6: Ever Received Money From the Government for Retraining

Figure 7: Awareness of Retraining & Skills Development Funds
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Figure 8: Ever Received Retraining Funding by Demographic Characteristics

Figure 9: Awareness of Retraining Funds by Demographic Characteristics
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Respondents who received retraining funds were also asked how they found out about the funds.  Figure 
10 clearly shows that government sources are the single biggest source of information about retraining 
programs.  Figure 11 shows that almost all of those who received funding had to apply for the funding.  
Figure 12 indicates that one-third of the respondents who have received money for retraining indicated 
that it led to a job, while over half (58.3%) indicated that it did not lead to a job.  Th e reasons cited for it not 
leading to a job were:

• called back to (original) job (2 mentions)

• did not have enough Canadian work experience and couldn’t do in-house training

• didn’t fi nish retraining

• skills didn’t match poor English

• training centre went out of business

Figure 10: Source of Information about Retraining Programs
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Figure 11: Did Recipient Apply for Funding

Figure 12: Did Retraining Lead to a Job?
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6. Summary of Key Findings
Awareness

• Qualitative research indicates that, within the employment services system, awareness levels of SD 
opportunities were thought to be high.  For those outside the system, awareness levels have increased 
considerably due to a recent advertising campaign by Employment Ontario.  

• In contrast, quantitative research showed very low awareness of SD programs.  More than half of 
the 85% of respondents who had never accessed SD funding did not even know that such programs 
even existed – yet most of them were receiving some sort of government benefi t. (Due to nature of 
sampling, fi ndings cannot be interpreted as being statistically signifi cant of the targeted population of 
unemployed persons looking for work.)  

Accessibility
• Many clients do not access SD programs simply because they are ineligible to do so, or because they 

face other barriers that are beyond the capacity of employment service providers to overcome.   

• Th e application process to access SD funds is viewed as diffi  cult and daunting for applicants.  Elements 
of the process are seen as “hoops” created to test applicants’ endurance rather than to actually assist in 
the employment search.  

• Another source of frustration of service users concerned the time it took to get training assistance.  
Th ey would like to be able to access SD funds earlier in their period of unemployment, for example 
before their benefi ts expire.  

• A fourth issue identifi ed by persons consulted for this research was inconsistency.  Under many of 
the SD programs, approval rates change over time and seem to depend on how much money the 
government has to give as opposed to whether applicants meet the same criteria.  

Survey fi ndings
• Among those surveyed, more than half were receiving some sort of government benefi t.  Forty-fi ve 

percent of them were receiving Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP) which in essence off ers no 
SD opportunities.  About one-third of those surveyed receive Ontario Works benefi ts.  

• Age and gender have a clear impact on the likelihood of receiving benefi ts, with males and older 
respondents being more likely to receive benefi ts than females and younger respondents.  
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• Respondents were asked if they felt that their skills matched the requirements for the types of jobs that 
are currently available.  A clear majority (74.8%) indicated that their skills do match the requirements 
of the current job market.  

• Only 15.1% of respondents indicated that they ever received retraining funding.  Among those who 
have never received such funding, over half (55%) were not even aware that government-funded 
retraining programs exist.  Somewhat ironically, this survey was conducted a month aft er the Ontario 
government began an unprecedented advertising strategy around its Second Career skills development 
program. 

• Among those who have received funding for retraining, males were twice as likely as females to have 
received funding.  Males were also more likely than females to be aware of skills development funding.  

• Among those have received funding for retraining, government sources were the single biggest source 
of information about retraining programs.  

• One-third of the respondents who have received money for retraining indicated that it led to a job, 
while almost 6 in 10 indicated that it did not lead to a job.  (Keep in mind that this survey was of 
unemployed persons only and did not include persons who may be working now due to having taken 
SD programs.)
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7. Recommendations
Awareness

1. Educate front line staff  at smaller institutions such as private colleges that provide training about SD 
programs.  Th ey interact with students and potential students who might benefi t from SD programs, 
and they should know that government loan programs for students (OSAP) are not the only option.

2. Make websites easier to navigate and less bureaucratic sounding.  Use plain language rather than 
“government speak.”  Th e EO site in particular should more prominently feature the various programs 
it funds. 

3. Strategize ways to reach clients who may not access the Internet.  

Accessibility
4. Reduce the amount of work needed for the application process.  Th e paperwork and process can 

be quite daunting for someone who has lost a job or who has not been in the labour market.  (Th is 
recommendation will increase accessibility, but it also raises concerns about whether it might 
compromise the success of applicants in the end.  Th ere is a need to balance the accessibility of the 
application process with the likelihood of achieving positive outcomes for applicants.)

5. Manage cases with email, telephone, and itinerant services wherever possible.  Transportation costs 
can be a signifi cant barrier for clients.   

6. Create one central toll free phone number that people could call for assistance with employment 
services.  Have a live person on the line who could make referrals and provide assistance.  Th is could 
be achieved by expanding the existing Employment Ontario toll free number to include full referrals 
to programs not funded by EO. 

Question for further research
1. Gender analysis of persons accessing SD.  Preliminary evidence gathered in this research found males 

twice as likely as females to receive SD funds.  Is this fi nding borne out in client usage data? If so, 
investigation into why women are not accessing retraining dollars should be undertaken. 

2. What are the outcomes of skills development training?  Is it successful at assisting clients to fi nd 
employment?  

3. Skills development program off erings are undergoing signifi cant changes at the present time.  Future 
research should revisit and monitor progress of skills development programs, Second Career Strategy 
(SCS) in particular.  How are other SD programs being aff ected by the signifi cant marketing of SCS?  
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Appendix A.  
Snapshot of Current Skills Development Programs in Hamilton

See other document.  
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Appendix B.  
List of Persons Interviewed

Th is list includes participants in the focus group of service providers. 

Kathy Badgley, Goodwill/Amity

Lori Corby, MTCU 

Chris Hendrie, Hamilton Wentworth Catholic District School Board

Jim Huff , Steelworkers Action Centre

Jason Linton, VPI

Lily Lumsden, YMCA of Hamilton/Burlington/Brantford

Michelle McGaw, Hamilton Public Library (Dundas Branch)

Sharon Marafon, Marafon Consulting

Leah Morris, Adult Basic Education Association

Drew Nunn, Service Canada

Linda Oligmueller, Ontario Works

Wally Stadnicki, Employment Hamilton

David Vujasinovich, Work Path
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Appendix C.  
Text of Skills Development Survey

Hi, I am doing a survey for the Hamilton Training Advisory Board.  Can I have a couple moments of your 
time?

Our survey is for people who are unemployed, to talk about their experiences with skills training programs.

If you qualify to do the survey, it will take about fi ve minutes and your responses will be confi dential.  To 
thank you, we’re giving out a $2 Tim Horton’s certifi cate.  Are you interested?  [if answer is yes, ask the 
questions below]

Qualifying questions:

Are you unemployed? Yes or No

Are you looking for work or in a re-training program right now.  Yes or No

[If both answers are yes, they qualify]

Great, you qualify to complete the survey.

[If no, say…]  Th anks for your interest, but you do not qualify to do the survey.

Survey questions:
1.  Are you currently collecting Employment Insurance (EI), or Ontario Works (OW), or Ontario 

Disability Support Program Benefi ts (ODSP), or Workplace Safety and Insurance Board Benefi ts 
(WSIB) or any other benefi ts?

 Yes or No

 [If Yes], which one are you collecting?

 a. EI
 b. OW
 c. ODSP
 d. WSIB
 e. Other:_________________
 f. Yes, but not sure which one

[OW is also known as social assistance, ODSP as disability, and WSIB as workers’ comp.]



Skil ls  Development in Hamilton: Awareness and Access

39

2.  Do you feel that your skills match the skills for jobs available these days?

 Yes or No

 [If No…ask them…]

 Why do you feel that your skills don’t match the jobs available?

 [Th is is an open-ended question.  Don’t read the choices below aloud.  Check all responses that apply 
and list any other ones under “other.”]

 ___ Lack of high school diploma
 ___ Low literacy skills
 ___ Poor math skills
 ___ Poor English language skills (ESL)
 ___  Lack of recognition of international credentials (ie. foreign trained)
 ___ My industry/fi eld has changed (eg. More technology used, etc.)
 ___ Other:  
 ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

3. Have you ever received money from the government for retraining?  

 [If person doesn’t understand the question, say]…

 Th is is money that the government gives to help workers learn to work in a new area, for example, if 
you have been laid off  from a manufacturing job and decide to learn more about computers. 

 
 ___  Yes [go to question 4]

 ___  No [got to question 6]

 ___  Tried to access funds, but was unsuccessful [Ask the following and then go to question 6]
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3.a. Can you tell me what happened? [this is an open ended question, write down the response and use back 
of page if needed.]

 ________________________________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________________________________

 ________________________________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________________________

4. How did you fi nd out about this retraining? [Th is is an open-ended question.  Don’t read the response 
choices below aloud.  Check off  all that apply and describe under other, if appropriate.]

 ____  Friends
 ____  Family
 ____  Ads
 ____  Community organization/job search agency
 ____  Government
 ____  Other:

 ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

5.   Did your retraining lead to a job?

 ____  Yes
 ____  Can’t say: still in a training program
 ____  No (why not?) [open ended, use space here to take down answer and use back of page if you   

  have to]

 ________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

 _______________________________________________________________________________ 
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6.   What is the highest level of education you fi nished?
 
 ___  didn’t complete elementary (1-8)
 ___  up to grade 8 (completed elementary)
 ___  some high school
 ___  high school diploma
 ___  some college 
 ___  college diploma
 ___  partial completion of apprenticeship [terms used by people might also be: tickets, c of q,   

  papers, red seal, trade]
 ___  completion of apprenticeship
 ___  some university
 ___  university degree
 ___  post graduate study

 [Complete questions 7 and 8  aft er fi nishing the survey.  If you aren’t sure of the answer, ask the person 
directly…eg. “In what age category would you place yourself ”, then read the possible responses].

7.   Person is:

 ___  Male
 ___  Female

8. Age of person is:

 ___  16 to 30
 ___  31 to 45
 ___  46 to 60
 ___  over 60

Th ank you for completing our survey!  Here is your $2 gift  certifi cate.  Are you interested in re-training?  
[If answer is yes, give them a VPI fl yer].  You can call VPI for an appointment.  Th ey have offi  ces on the 
mountain and in the east end.  Bye bye!
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Notes
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