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The state of youth employment is dire and worsening as the pandemic wages on. Young people not 

engaged in employment, education, or training –NEET youth1—are at increased risk of long-term 

negative impacts on their career growth and earnings, known as employment scarring.  Identified during 

the 2008 economic crisis, studies show those employment-scarred graduates took a decade to catch up 

to peers. As this health and economic crisis persist, there is opportunity to halt the negative impacts of 

the pandemic on Ontario’s young people by investing in their success now.  

First Work – the employment sector (ES) convener – has identified 3 key areas the government can 

action to ensure a stronger economy, province, and youth workforce. Ontario must invest in targeted 

funding for youth-focused programming, and also provide supports for the school-to-work transition. 

Additionally, as the government actions meaningful endeavors to combat racism, Ontario should invest 

their anti-racism endeavors with their ES practitioners on the ground—the gateway entrants for the 

workforce—through anti-racism, anti-oppression (ARAO) training.  

Targeted Youth Funding + Programming 
System transformation in the ES sector has been challenging, no more so than for youth. Past 

transformations have eliminated youth programming, only to bring it back when negatives outcomes on 

youth employment are realized. The switch to performance-based funding through the government's 

recent transformation means youth-focused programs (i.e., Youth Job Connection) are being cut in 

prototype areas. Without specialized work-readiness programs nor funding incentives for summer 

student hiring, these youth are at higher risk of employment scarring. As the province’s young people 

are already struggling with high unemployment2, deteriorating mental health3, and lack of opportunities, 

Ontario’s young people need youth-focused programming to reduce the long-term impacts of the 

pandemic.  

Supports for the school-to-work transition 
Youth in the prototype regions are being left behind: programming has been cut, and school-to-work 

transition supports are no longer available. With the switch to performance-based, ES providers no 

longer have capacity to provide school-to-work transition programming through the school boards. As 

Ontario grapples with a skills-mismatch and changing workforce, these programs can strengthen 

economic recovery, while ensuring less government burden down the road. The government has taken 

great strides to improve apprenticeship programs, however incorporating less traditional career 

exploration into curriculums would better support uptake of these programs. Funding for ES providers 

to maintain their relationships with school boards will give young people opportunities desperately 

needed during the pandemic and beyond.  

 
1 OECD Date | Youth not in employment, education or training (NEET) | OECD indicates as of September 2020, 25% 
of Canadian youth identify as NEET youth.   
2 Trading Economics | Canada Youth Unemployment Rate 
3 StatCan | Youth unemployment rate in Canada increased to 19.7% in January 2021, over 10 percentage points 
higher than their core-age counterparts.   
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Anti-Racism Capacity Building  
As the Province pushes for increased inclusivity in our workforce, Ontario must invest in their 

practitioners who act as the largest gateway to the labour force: ES providers. Investing in the human 

capital of the sector with ARAO training will ensure the Province’s practitioners are best equipped for 

inclusive workforce development. Capacity building is a priority of some of the Service System Managers 

as they too recognize that investing in practitioners brings stronger employment outcomes. As ES 

providers are the guiding pipeline for the workforce, the government should readily provide the training 

needed by the sector and the youth they serve. First Work has provided ARAO training, however, it 

cannot be achieved sector-wide without government support. Ontario should seize the opportunity to 

capacitate front-line practitioners with ARAO training for a stronger recovery for BIPOC youth.  

 

Though there are an exceptional number of competing priorities in government spending during this 

time of upheaval, now is a critical time for Ontario’s youth.  This is the time to invest in Ontario’s young 

people. Not only will this lessen future burden, but we will be seizing the opportunity for Ontario’s 

young people to prosper.  
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