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The Role of Employees in
Training Decisions in Canada

Constantine Kapsalis*
Data Probe Economic Consulting Inc.

There is a widespread view that employee
education and training are critical for

maintaining competitiveness in an increas-
ingly open and technologically-driven econ-
omy. A frequent criticism of Canada in that
regard is that employers invest less in em-
ployee education and training than employ-
ers in a number of competing countries,
such as Japan and Germany. A frequently
drawn policy implication is that employers
should be encouraged to increase their effort
through the “stick” of payroll taxes or the
“carrot” of training tax credits.

The purpose of this article is not to question
the need to provide more employee education
and training or to encourage employers to in-
vest more in employee development. Rather,
it is to show that the decisions of employees
themselves have as much to do with em-
ployee education and training as do those of
employers. Consequently, the promotion of
training requires addressing all workplace
partners, not just employers, but also employ-
ees themselves, as well as governments, un-
ions and educational institutions.

The article is based on the results of the 1994
Adult Education and Training Survey (AETS).
The 1994 AETS collected information on edu-
cation and training activities during 1993, in-
cluding programs leading to a diploma, cer-
tificate or degree and courses (such as
in-classroom courses, workshops or semi-
nars) not leading to a diploma, certificate or
degree. A distinction is drawn between train-
ing activities that are sponsored by the em-
ployer — that is, that are either directly pro-
vided by the employer or supported through
tuition fee reimbursement or time-off with
pay, — and those taken by individuals on
their own initiative. The survey makes no dis-
tinction between education and training, and

the use of the term “training” in this article re-
fers to both types of activity.

The article makes three important points: 1)
that there is a considerable amount of adult
education and training activities taking place
in Canada; 2) that non-employer-sponsored
training activities are at least as important as
those sponsored by employers; and 3) that
employee motivation is a critical factor.

With respect to the amount of training activ-
ity taking place in Canada, if we look at full-
time employees with at least one year’s tenure
with their current employer, we find that in
1993, 4.5 per cent were registered in a pro-
gram leading to a degree that was sponsored
by their employer while 4.2 per cent were reg-
istered in a program on their own; 29.0 per
cent received education or training courses
sponsored by their employer and 6.2 per cent
took courses on their own. In the majority of
cases, these activities were primarily related
to the employee’s current or future job. In ad-
dition to these work-related training activities,
8.9 per cent of employees took courses geared
mainly to personal interests.

In all, 42.4 per cent of full-time employees
with more than one year’s tenure with their
current employer took part in education and
training activities in 1993. The incidence is
even higher among part-time employees, but
this reflects the significant numbers of stu-
dents working part-time. The incidence for
periods longer than one year is even greater
since many individuals do not receive educa-
tion and training each year but on a more spo-
radic basis. Finally, these estimates do not
take into account informal on-the-job training
which, although difficult to measure, is an im-
portant component of employee training.

Fall 1996 Canadian Business Economics 71



Non-employer-sponsored training activities
are at least as important as employer-spon-
sored activities. In particular:

• In quantitative terms, the total number of
hours of education and training that em-
ployees take on their own, mostly through
college and university courses, is signifi-
cant. For example, non-employer-spon-
sored training activities accounted for 45
per cent of total training activities for full-
time employees with more than one year
with the same employer, and for a signifi-
cantly higher percentage of the total hours
of education and training received by
other employees.

• While employer-sponsored education and
training are likely to relate more directly to
the current skill needs of employees, non-
employer-sponsored education and train-
ing are more likely to relate to their future
career aspirations. The latter type of train-
ing is particularly important, given the in-
creasing f requency with which
individuals change careers.

• Employer-sponsored training activities
leave out the self-employed and tend to be
less accessible to part-time and term em-
ployees — a growing segment of the work-
force.

Even in the case of employer-sponsored
training, employee motivation is a critical fac-
tor and employees often exert a significant in-
fluence on how much training they actually
receive from their employer. For example, our
research shows that:

• In one third of cases, the employer-spon-
sored training activity was suggested by
the employee.

• Employees who felt that they needed more
training also had a higher incidence of em-
ployer-sponsored programs or courses
than other employees (47 per cent versus
30 per cent).

• Employees who took programs or courses
on their own also displayed a higher inci-
dence of employer-sponsored training (41
per cent versus 30 per cent).

Employees influence the amount of educa-
tion and training they receive from their em-
ployer in various ways. In some cases, em-
ployers may offer training in response to
employee demands. In others, employees

with a strong interest in training may tend to
take greater advantage of existing opportuni-
ties. And finally, employees may take courses
on their own initiative and then receive em-
ployer support in the form of tuition fee reim-
bursement or time-off with pay.

Literature Review
There is a consensus around the proposition

that adult education and training are essential
for competitiveness and the successful opera-
tion of labour markets. In one of its final re-
ports, the Economic Council of Canada noted
that “learning is, and must be, continuous.”
The Council added that “the Canadian system
lacks coherence and ... improvements can be
achieved only with the substantially in-
creased involvement — and commitment —
of a wide community of stakeholders” (Eco-
nomic Council of Canada, 1992:3).

One of the themes found in the literature on
adult training is that Canadian employers in-
vest less in training than their counterparts in
other advanced industrialized countries. A
widespread view is that “it seems plausible
that Canadian industry may be underinvest-
ing in human resource development” and that
“international comparisons, with all their
problems, support the position that Canadian
industry does not invest in training as much
as it is the case elsewhere” (Betcherman,
1992:32; Employment and Immigration,
1989). A particular concern is that small firms
tend to train less than larger firms (Lynch and
Black, 1995).

Similarly, various studies have shown that
participation in employer-sponsored training
is higher among employees in the 25 to 44 age
group, with longer job tenure, with higher
education and in higher skilled (and better-
paying) occupations (De Broucker, 1995; Kap-
salis, 1993; Hum and Simpson, 1993; Jen-
nings, 1996).

The conventional wisdom that employers
bear full responsibility for training is increas-
ingly being questioned. One of the views that
is being challenged in this article is that train-
ing decisions are made only by employers and
that the outcome is preferential access by em-
ployees with higher education and more-
skilled and better-paying jobs.
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For example, Paquet (1983:ii) argues that “in
general ... training is the employer’s preroga-
tive and that employees and their organiza-
tions have a relatively minor influence over
the entire process.” A direct corollary is that
“establishment training is a direct function of
the firm’s immediate needs, namely adapting
the worker to his job” and that “it is less obvi-
ous that establishment training can ade-
quately meet the skill development needs of
the workers relative to improving their com-
petence, hedging against layoffs and plant
closures, improving their chance of promo-
tion within the organization and obtaining
more steady, more satisfying and better pay-
ing jobs.”

More recently, Betcherman (1996:14) ob-
served that “undoubtedly, an important ex-
planation for the differences in the incidence
of job-related training ... hinges on employer
decisions about who to train.”

However, there is also recent evidence that
this view may not be entirely accurate. For ex-
ample, a recent study based on the AETS data
observed that “although employers were the
principal initiators of course training for all
over-35-hour trainees regardless of occupa-
tion, they played a much smaller role in
prompting white-collar workers to take train-
ing” (Crompton, 1994:11).

Similarly, a recent study of job-related train-
ing found “a high level of on-the-job training
being acquired by younger workers, particu-
larly by those who had also acquired more
formal education” (Lowe and Krahn,
1995:374). The same study also raises an eq-
uity issue and suggests that “given that
younger workers are benefiting from these
present arrangements, future research could
usefully identify the factors most likely to in-
crease the educational and training activity
among middle-aged and older workers, as
well as among workers with low educational
attainment” (Lowe and Krahn, 1995:375).

Adult Education and
Training Survey
To address the question of how much adult

education and training takes place in Canada
and to understand the role that employees
play in the initiation of workplace training, we

analyzed Statistics Canada’s recently released
1994 Adult Education and Training Survey
(AETS), which collected information on the
education and training activities of adult Ca-
nadians in 1993. The survey, conducted as a
supplement to the January 1994 Labour Force
Survey, was funded by Human Resources De-
velopment Canada (HRDC). It involved a rep-
resentative sample of 41,645 Canadians aged
17 and over, and thus provides the most com-
prehensive account to date of the education
and training activities of adult Canadians,
both employer- and non-employer-spon-
sored.

The AETS organizes education and training
activities into programs and courses:2

• Programs refer to education and training
leading to an elementary or high school di-
ploma, an apprenticeship certificate, a
trade/vocational diploma or certificate, a
college diploma or a university degree.

• Courses refer to education and training
not leading to a degree, diploma or certifi-
cate. Courses can be given in the form of
in-classroom courses, workshops, semi-
nars or tutorials.

Programs and courses are classified into em-
ployer-sponsored and non-employer-spon-
sored education and training. Employer-
sponsored training may involve the direct
provision of training, the payment or reim-
bursement of tuition fees or other costs
(course materials, transportation, etc.), or the
provision of time-off or educational leave.

The AETS provides detailed information on
each education and training activity, includ-
ing the subject area, the type of support pro-
vided by the employer and the source of fund-
ing, where and how the activity was taken,
and the duration of the activity in 1993. Other
details include the characteristics of trainees
and non-trainees, such as gender, age, educa-
tion level, employment status, industry, occu-
pation, job tenure, union membership status
and size of firm.

The sample employed here included indi-
viduals aged 20 to 64. For part of the analysis
the sample was further restricted to full-time
employees who had been with their current
employer for at least one year so as to exclude
most full-time students and individuals with a
marginal attachment to the labour force and
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Table 1 Incidence of Education and Training, by Labour Force Status, 1993

Employer-
sponsored
training 
(per cent)

Non-employ-
er-sponsored

training 
(per cent)

Either type
of training
(per cent)

Distribution of adults by
labour force status

Thousands Per cent

Full-time tenure 
> 1 year 32.1 17.5 42.4 7,376 44.2

Full-time tenure 
≤ 1 year 14.5 31.5 42.4 1,355 8.1

Part-time
employee 13.5 37.7 47.4 1,445 8.7

Currently
self-employed 12.1 18.7 27.9 1,208 7.2

Currently
unemployed 5.0 25.4 29.2 1,523 9.1

Currently not in
labour force 1.5 25.3 26.3 3,765 22.6

All adults aged 20
to 64 18.2 23.0 36.9 16,672 100.0

Table 2 Incidence of Various Types of Education and Training, 
by Labour Force Status, 1993

Employer-sponsored
(per cent)

Non-employer-
sponsored (per cent)

Other
courses1

(per cent)

Any
training

(per cent)Programs Courses Programs Courses

Full-time tenure 
> 1 year 4.5 29.0 4.2 6.2 8.9 42.4

Full-time tenure 
≤ 1 year 3.3 12.0 19.6 10.2 9.0 42.4

Part-time
employee 2.9 11.4 23.4 11.3 10.9 47.4

Currently
self-employed 1.4 10.8 4.4 8.2 8.3 27.9

Currently
unemployed 1.0 4.1 15.3 8.8 5.1 29.2

Currently not in
labour force 0.3 1.2 15.9 6.8 6.7 26.3

All adults  aged 20
to 64 2.8 16.3 10.7 7.5 8.2 36.9

1. Other courses are mostly general-interest courses taken by individuals on their own.
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to ensure that the individuals selected had an
opportunity to be trained by their current em-
ployer throughout 1993.

The Overall Picture
Training incidence
In 1993, 36.9 per cent of adult Canadians

aged 20 to 64 took part in some form of educa-
tion or training activity (Table 1). The inci-
dence of such activity was significantly
greater among people who were employed
than in the rest of the adult population. In par-
ticular, 42.4 per cent of full-time employees
and 47.4 per cent of part-time employees re-
ceived employer-sponsored or non-employer-
sponsored education and training in 1993.

While the incidence of all training was about
the same between full- and part-time employ-
ees, there were significant differences in the
relative importance of employer- and non-
employer-sponsored training:

 Among longer-term full-time employees
(i.e. full-time employees who had been with
their current employer for more than a year)
the incidence of employer-sponsored training
was almost twice as high as that of non-em-
ployer-sponsored training (32.1 per cent ver-
sus 17.5 per cent).

 Among short-term full-time employees and
part-time employees, regardless of tenure, the
incidence of non-employer-sponsored train-
ing was more than twice as high as that of em-
ployer-sponsored training. This was due, in
part, to the fact that many part-time employ-
ees are students.

Training duration
Most employer-sponsored training is in the

form of individual courses, while most non-
employer-sponsored education and training
involve programs (Table 2). In general, pro-
grams are more time-intensive than courses.
Both employer-sponsored programs and
courses are less time-intensive than non-em-
ployer-sponsored programs and courses (Ta-
ble 3).

Chart 1 shows the average number of hours
of training per employee, which is equal to the
product of the incidence of training, times the
duration of training. The average number of
hours of employer- and non-employer-spon-

sored training was similar for full-time em-
ployees with one year’s job tenure or more (19
hours versus 16 hours). However, among
short-term and part-time employees, the aver-
age number of hours of non-employer-spon-
sored training was considerably higher than
that of employer-sponsored training. Again,
part of the reason for this is that many part-
time employees are still students. Overall, all
employees together received 2.6 times more
hours of non-employer training than em-
ployer-sponsored training in 1993.

The Adequacy of
Employer-Sponsored
Training
The AETS indicates that there is high em-

ployee demand for education and training.
More than one third of all labour force partici-
pants reported that they needed more job-re-
lated training or that they wanted more train-
ing for any reason (Table 4).

Among long-term full-time employees,
many reported that they needed and/or
wanted more training (Table 5). In particular,

• 14.2 per cent felt they needed more educa-
tion and training for job-related or career
reasons, while 30.1 per cent wanted to re-
ceive more training; in total, 36.3 per cent
reported that they needed or wanted more
education and training in 1993;

Chart 1 Average Hours of Training per
Employee, 1993
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Table 3 Average Annual Number of Hours of Education and Training, 
by Labour Force Status, 1993

Employer-sponsored
Non-employer-

sponsored Other
courses1

Any
trainingPrograms Courses Programs Courses

Full-time tenure 
> 1 year 168 39 226 43 41 85

Full-time tenure 
≤ 1 year 376 45 503 79 48 310

Part-time employee 449 28 578 79 43 349

Currently
self-employed 254 45 326 68 38 117

Currently
unemployed 317 36 457 95 48 301

Currently not in
labour force 380 42 620 89 41 420

All adults aged 20 
to 64 226 39 497 69 42 206

1. Other courses are mostly general-interest courses taken by individuals on their own.

Table 4 Proportion of Adults Needing or Wanting More Training, 
by Labour Force Status, 1993

Needed more training
for job/career 

(per cent)

Wanted more training
for any reason 

(per cent)

Needed or wanted
more training for any

reason (per cent)

Full-time tenure  
> 1 year 14.2 30.1 36.3

Full-time tenure 
≤ 1 year 12.6 32.2 37.7

Part-time employee 9.5 30.3 34.7

Currently
self-employed 10.6 27.3 32.1

Currently
unemployed 7.6 33.6 37.6

Currently not in
labour force 1.9 23.9 24.8

All adults aged 20 
to 64 10.0 29.0 33.5
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• 13.3 per cent felt that employer-sponsored
training was inadequate or somewhat
adequate; and

• 28.2 per cent reported that their employer
provided no education or training oppor-
tunities.

As expected, the expressed need for more
education and training is negatively corre-
lated with the level of adequacy of employer-
sponsored training. This relationship, how-
ever, breaks down when employers did not
provide any training to their employees. In the
latter case, the proportion of employees who
needed or wanted more training, although
still high, was lower than for those with in-
adequate employer-sponsored training (32.6
per cent versus 70.2 per cent). A possible in-
terpretation of the breakdown in the correla-
tion is that the mere presence of employer-
sponsored training has a positive awareness
effect on employees’ perceptions of the need
for education and training.

However, the reasons why employees did
not receive as much training as they felt they
needed or wanted go beyond the mere inade-
quacy of employer-sponsored training. Being
too busy at work was by far the reason most
frequently cited by employees for not taking
training that they needed (54.8 per cent) or
wanted (69.9 per cent). Other significant rea-
sons were: training was too expensive or the
employee had no money; the time or location
of training were inconvenient; there was a

lack of employer support; and the programs
desired were not being offered (Table 6).

Motivating Factors
Differences in the incidence of employer-

sponsored training are often discussed in the
context of equitable access to training. The
general interpretation of such differences is
that some employer groups (e.g. certain in-
dustries or small firms) do not provide
enough training.

However, the AETS results suggest that em-
ployee demand for training has a significant
effect on the incidence of employer-spon-
sored training opportunities. The policy
implication of this finding is important. It in-
dicates that the promotion of employer-spon-
sored training requires a balanced focus on
both employers and employees.

The analysis in this section focuses exclu-
sively on full-time employees who had been
with their current employer for at least one
year, so as to exclude most full-time students
and individuals with a marginal attachment
to the labour force, and to ensure that the in-
dividuals selected had an opportunity to be
trained by their current employer throughout
1993.

There are several indications of the impor-
tance of employee motivation in the training
decision:

Table 5 Proportion of Long-Term, Full-Time Employees Needing or Wanting
More Training, by Perceived Level of Adequacy of
Employer-Sponsored Training

Employer-
provided
training

Distribution of
employees
(per cent)

Needed more
training for
job/career
(per cent)

Wanted more
training for any
reason (per cent)

Needed or
wanted more

training for any
reason (per cent)

Very adequate 24.8 12.6 26.6 33.0 

Adequate 33.7 12.4 27.5 33.2 

Somewhat
adequate 9.1 26.5 43.1 52.8 

Inadequate 4.2 47.1 53.4 70.2 

None offered 28.2 9.0 28.6 32.6 

All employees 100.0 14.2 30.1 36.3 
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The training suggestion
One indicator of the importance of employee

demand for training is that, although it is
more common for the employer to suggest
employer-sponsored training, in one quarter
of the cases it is the employee who suggests
the training.

The perception of the need or
desire for more training
Particularly revealing is the fact that the inci-

dence of employer-sponsored training is
higher among employees who reported that
they needed more training for career- or job-
related reasons than among those who did
not (47 per cent versus 30 per cent; see Chart
2). A similar relation is found with respect to
employees wanting more training for any rea-
son.

Training initiatives
One of the most interesting findings is that

those who took part in employer-sponsored
training also tended to have taken the initia-
tive with respect to non-employer-sponsored
training. The positive correlation between the
two types of training is an indication that the
common underlying factor is the desire of em-

ployees to receive training. Chart 2 shows that
the incidence of employer-sponsored training
is higher among employees who received
training on their own than among those who
did not (41 per cent versus 30 per cent). Over-
all, the incidence of employer-sponsored
training among employees with at least one
indication of demand for training was 41 per
cent, whereas it was only 25 per cent among
those who did not express any need or desire
for training.

These employee demand indicators were
combined into a single variable and their
combined effect on employee training was es-
timated through a regression equation that
took into account differences in employee and
employer characteristics.3 The regression re-
sults showed that employee demand for train-
ing increases the probability of receiving em-
ployer-sponsored training by 10.9 percentage
points — a 34 per cent increase if it is ex-
pressed as a proportion of the average inci-
dence of employer-sponsored training, which
was 32.1 per cent. This confirms the hypothe-
sis that employee desire to receive training
has a strong bearing on the probability of re-
ceiving employer-sponsored training.

Table 6 Reasons Why Long-Term, Full-Time Employees Did not Take
Training that They Needed for Work or Wanted for Any Reason

Reason the employee did not take training that was:

Needed for job-related
reasons (per cent)

Wanted for any reason
(per cent)

Program not offered 27 10 

Inconvenient time or location 29 29 

Lack of sufficient qualifications 3 2 

Lack of employer support 27 na 

Too expensive/no money 30 31 

Too busy at work 55 na 

Too busy na 70 

Lack of child care 2 6 

Other family responsibilities 10 16 

Language considerations 1 0 

Health reasons 3 3
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Conclusion
The evidence presented here indicates that

differences in the incidence of employer-
sponsored education and training among em-
ployees reflects a much more complex phe-
nomenon than mere differences in the ability
or willingness of employers to train their em-
ployees. In particular, there is evidence that in
many cases employers play a facilitating role
while employees themselves are the driving
force.

This has significant policy implications. Tra-
ditionally, employer-sponsored training has
been promoted from the employer side —
either through the “carrot” of grants or tax
credits or through the “stick” of payroll taxes.
There is now emerging evidence that em-
ployee training can be effectively promoted
through programs aimed directly at employ-
ees. This means that even when we talk about
workplace training, much more attention
needs to be paid directly to employees — e.g.
in terms of promotion campaigns or financial
incentives.

The growing size of non-standard employ-
ment (e.g. short-term employment, part-time
employment and self-employment) suggests
that reliance on non-employer-sponsored
training is likely to grow. Since typically non-
employer-sponsored training takes place in
publicly funded institutions, this also suggest
that it is important to maintain the accessibility
of postsecondary institutions for adult learners.

Employee motivation to train can be a key
factor in the incidence of employer training.
Employees can play an important role in the
provision of training opportunities by inform-
ing employers that there is a need for such op-
portunities. And of course, employees are
more likely to know their strengths and weak-
nesses in the job and to be able to assess their
own needs.

However, there is an equal need for main-
taining the accessibility of non-employer-
sponsored training and education for the en-
tire workforce and for promoting training
directly through employees. This could be
achieved, for example, by promoting training
through government agencies, unions and
business associations; and by providing direct
financial incentives to individuals.

Ultimately, the best guarantee of a successful
adult education and training system is a post-
secondary education system that is sensitive
to the needs of the workplace and is widely
accessible for all individuals. Strengthening
the links between postsecondary institutions
and industry is by far the best strategy for pro-
moting adult education and training. For em-
ployers, this means wider access to resources
more closely related to their practical needs.
For postsecondary institutions, it means ac-
cess to more private sector funding in the face
of declining public funding. For employees, it
means a more successful integration of em-
ployment and life-long learning.

Chart 2 Incidence of Employer Training by
Indicators of Demand for Training
among Full-time, Longer-term
Employees, 1993
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Notes

* This article is based on a study funded by Human
Resources Development Canada (Kapsalis, 1996).
The author wishes to thank Doug Giddings, Philip
Jennings and Valerie Clements of the Applied Re-
search Branch, HRDC; and Steve Arrowsmith of Sta-
tistics Canada, for their constructive comments. The
author is solely responsible for the conclusions ex-
pressed in the article as well as for any errors or
omissions.

1. The lower incidence of training among employees
of smaller firms is offset by the fact that the hours
of training per trainee in small firms is higher, indi-
cating a “lumpiness” in training activities among
small firms (Kapsalis, 1993).

2. The AETS captures only structured (formal) training
in the form of programs and courses, and does not
take on-the-job (informal) training into account.

3. See Kapsalis (1996). The employee-training-demand
variable is a dummy variable with a value of 1 if any
of the demand indicators are present, and of 0 oth-
erwise.
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