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It’s the Talent, Stupid. 
by Allan Bailey B.A.Sc, CEO, Learning Designs Online 

Canada’s envied high standard of living is at 

risk unless we learn to exploit our greatest 

untapped resource—the human capacity, 

creativity, and innovation of our workforce. 

For more than a decade, Canada’s economic 

growth has been anaemic. Canadian productivity 

growth has been less than 30 per cent of our major 

trading partner, the United States, and has kept Canada 

in 20th place out of 29 OECD countries (Organization 

of Cooperation and Economic Development). 

Increasingly, economists and policy specialists worry 

that inevitably this dismal performance will leave a 

bleak legacy of higher taxes and ballooning deficits. 

This need not happen. Recent research has 

identified positive and convincing links between the 

level of investment in skills development and corpo

rate performance and national productivity growth. 

It appears that the root cause—and the solution— 

of our problems are related to a chronic blind spot. 

Unlike most of our trading partners, we Canadians 

seem oblivious to an economic sweet spot—namely, 

investing in skills and human capacity is not only 

profitable, it’s paramount to success. This fiscal 

myopia has become a national handicap as we 

struggle to compete in the knowledge economy. 

According to Statistics Canada, “More than half 

(55 per cent) of the differences in economic growth 

between OECD countries can be explained by differ

ences in the average skill level between countries.” 

A recent report by the Canada Council on Learn

ing’s Work and Learning Knowledge Centre (WLKC) 

suggests that Canadian industry is unprepared for 

success in the knowledge economy as fewer than 

three workers out of 10 ever receive any training on 

the job. The report, Connecting	the	Dots…	Linking	

Training	Investmen	to	Business	Outcomes	and	

the	Economy, lthe	Economy, lthe	Economy inks Canada’s poor productivity 

performance to our chronic underinvestment in the 

human capacity of Canadian workers. Employees 

in most of Europe and the US get about 40 per 

cent more training than Canadian employees do. 

The Connecting	the	Dots	study simultaneously 

explodes two key myths that have suppressed levels 

of investment in training. First, at the level of the 

economy, it has been assumed that only investments 

in capital, technology or infrastructure are the best 

strategies to boost productivity. Second, at the 

firm level, business proprietors have traditionally 

considered training expenditures as a cost, falsely 

assuming it is impossible to link training investments 

with business outcomes. 

It turns out that much of this received wisdom 

is misguided: inimical to business success and  

detrimental to the economy. According to Statistics 

Canada, “Investment in human capital, that is, 

in education and skills training, is three times as 

important to economic growth as investment in  

physical capital, such as machinery and equipment.” 

The WLKC report quotes one of numerous studies 

conducted by the Australian government on 

training’s return on investment which concludes that, 

“the commitment to the skill and training of its 

employees are far and away the most powerful 

predictors of improvements in a company’s  

productivity and profitability.” 

From a historical perspective, training investment 

has never been more crucial or more strategic. 

Canadian public and corporate citizens are being 

swept through a wormhole into an unfamiliar 

knowledge economy inhabited by legions of smart, 

low cost, highly motivated competitors. 

We have to adapt. And we haven’t much time. 

But consider the facts. More than 70 per cent 

of working age Canadians receive no training at all. 

Four out of 10 Canadian workers (5.7 million 

Canadians) do not possess the basic skills to com

pete effectively in the knowledge economy! Worse, 

essential skills training maintains a low priority 

with employers and represent only 2.2 per cent 

of all training investment in Canada. Finally, 

more than 98 per cent of the Canadian economy 

is made up of small to medium size enterprises— 

just the sort of firms least able to afford training 

and skills development. 

The United Kingdom, facing similar knowledge 

economy anxieties, has recently released a major  

report acknowledging the strategic importance 

of skills to the nation’s future standard of living: 

“Without increased skills, we would condemn 

ourselves to a lingering decline in competitiveness, 

diminishing economic growth and a bleaker future 

for all.” Prosperity for all in the Global Economy— 

WorldClass Skills. The twoyear study may herald 

a seismic shift in one of the world’s oldest and 

respected educational and training traditions 

(e.g., doubling higher education spending; doubling 

the number of apprenticeships, a goal of 95 per cent 

adult literacy by 2020). 

If we in Canada hope to sustain our own 

prosperous legacy, there is an even greater urgency 

to connect the dots across the Canadian mosaic and 

help our small firms fortify their ‘bench strength’ 

and gird for the knowledge economy. And, for the 

millions of workers marginalized by inadequate 

education or essential skills, “there is a compelling 

need to encourage greater levels of investment in 

the human capacity of all working Canadians.” 

abailey@learningdesigns.com 



abailey@learning-designs.com
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Employee Training Delivers Results 
by Lisa Tabachnick Hotta 

Man versus machine. This has been an ongoing 

struggle throughout modern history. And now a 

new study by the Canadian Council on Learning’s 

Work and Learning Knowledge Centre (WLKC) 

backs up the fact that, although many business 

owners feel strongly about investing in new 

technologies, Canadian employers need to 

get serious about investing in human capital. 

The report, entitled Connecting the Dots… 

Linking Training Investment to Business Outcomes 

and the Economy by Allan Bailey, CEO of Learning 

Designs Online, is based on research carried out 

in Canada, the United States, Ireland and Australia. 

It outlines Canada’s recent decline in productivity 

which may be linked to a decrease in employee 

training. “As we prepared this report, we realized 

many Canadian employers view training as an 

expense, rather than an investment,” said Dr. Paul 

Cappon, president and CEO of the Canadian Council 

on Learning (CCL). “This perception has to change 

if we are to turn around recent drops in productivity.” 

According to the paper’s findings, the rate of 

Canada’s productivity growth has been only 25 

per cent of that of our major trading partner – 

the United States. 

But all is not lost. A Canadian manufacturing 

giant offers more than a few examples of how an 

investment in employee training can bring about 

a positive return on investment. Dave Santi is the 

manager of learning and development at Dofasco 

(now operating under the name Arcelor-Mittal 

Dofasco) and has been working at the company 

for 28 years. Currently, Dofasco is closing in on 

a “$100 million investment overall [in employee 

training].” As an example of Dofasco’s commitment 

to training, Santi illustrates a recent upgrade at the 

plant: “In the last five years we have invested close 

to one billion dollars in our manufacturing area and 

that investment includes equipment on the floor. 

People had to be competent in running the mill and 

we were very successful with that – no glitches. 

[Our] good approaches paid off.” 

Santi also points out that from a training vantage 

Dofasco is the “benchmark” in the industry. 

But, while the company’s employees and managers 

are eager to share Dofasco’s success in training and 

development, Santi is concerned with the lack of 

contribution from the Canadian government. 

“The government’s role is unclear in corporate Canada. 

We can’t go it alone; we need the government’s 

involvement… skilled trades shortage is an issue.” 

But, at least in part, the government is listening. 

According to the WLKC study, in 2005, Alan Nymark, 

the former deputy minister of Human Resources and 

Skills Development Canada, was quoted as saying, 

“One of Canada’s weakest links [in labour productivity] 

is upgrading the skills of our adult workforce.” 

As Santi points out, training via apprenticeships 

is an important factor in bolstering an industry 

suffering from a shortage of skilled-trades workers. 

According to a “landmark Canadian study” from the 

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum in 2006, “employers 

accrue $1.38 for each dollar they invest in training 

an apprentice.” Dave Santi illustrates how the 

apprenticeship program at Dofasco operates: 

“Students work [at the company] for six-nine 

months on a co-op assignment; if there’s a good fit 

here and in school, then they’re made an offer. 

In most cases they do very well.” Dofasco averages 

about 30-40 new apprentices each year. 

In addition to a reflection on the bottom line, job 

satisfaction is another result of employee training. 

Dr. Cappon, of CCL, notes that “firms that invest 

more in training not only increase profits and 

productivity, but see increases in customer 

satisfaction and employee morale.” Dave Santi 

observes that a commitment to employee training 

“starts at the top when you have a CEO who [has] 

less of a focus on how much things cost and [more 

focus on] how efficient people are.” He continues, 

“If you look at the investment at the top performing 

companies, you’ll find they have always invested in 

their employees.” Although Santi quickly adds that 

it’s “meaningless if it’s not affecting performance at 

the end of the day.” 

With the rising Canadian dollar and a recent drop 

in some exports, will a change in the direction of 

employee training be the catalyst we need to see 

Canada’s economy rise in productivity in the near 

future? Find out more in 20/20 magazine which will 

continue to highlight the issue of employee training 

and its many outcomes. 
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Findings clearly show it pays to hire and retain an apprentice 
Investment in apprenticeship nets positive return for employers 

What  is  the  return  on  investment  (ROI)  in  apprenticeship  training,  and  what  are  the  benefits  for  employers?  These  are  just  some  of  the  questions  the  Canadian 

Apprenticeship  Forum-Forum  canadien  sur  l’appentissage  (CAF-FCA)  sought  to  uncover  in  its  2006  groundbreaking  study:  Apprenticeship  - Building  a  skilled 

workforce  for  a  strong  bottom  line  –  Return  on  Apprenticeship  Training  Investment  for  Employers  –  a  study  of  15  trades.  

fig.1 
Top Five Reasons for Investing in Apprenticeship 

Need to ensure company has skilled labour 8.9 

Want to support the trade 8.5 

Need to replace aging workforce 7.5 

Reduces our turnover rate 7.5 

Apprenticeship pays for itself        7.1 

0 2 4 6 8 10 
not important very important 

fig.2 
Benefits of Employing a Home-grown Journeyperson 

Better fit with the organization 8.5 

Avoid risk of skill shortage 8.2 

Greater overall productivity  8.0 

Potential for career advancement 7.8  

Better relations with customers 7.8 

 Fewer mistakes  7.8 

Better health & safety performance    7.7 

0 2 4 6 8 10 
no benefit 	 significant benefit 

“The report is certainly creating a buzz in the 

business community”, says Paul McLellan, president, 

Alliance Energy Ltd. and CAF-FCA Board of Director 

representing business. “The fact that a definitive 

study has finally been done has opened up the 

dialogue regarding apprenticeship training. In the 

past, some looked at it as a pure cost. Now, an 

employer can sit down and evaluate apprenticeship 

as an investment, like any other business decision. 

The study provides a yardstick against which all 

employers can measure their business success.” 

Dan Mott, president, Mott Electric and chair of the 

CAF-FCA Board of Directors agrees: “The information 

in the study will definitely change some employers’ 

outlook on training. It is always a good practice for 

any business to re-examine the per hour cost of 

labour and training (or lack thereof) and the value of 

the associated return on that investment. The time 

an employer invests in training from basic safety 

instruction evolving through the mentoring of craft 

skills has an escalating value for the business, 

especially as an individual gains skill and confidence.” 

Highlights – Quantitative Findings 
According to the analysis: 

•	 For each $1 invested in an apprentice, employers 

accrue a benefit of $1.38 (a return of $0.38 

on the dollar). If eligible tax credits are included, 

Ontario (n=103) 68.9 2.9 28.2 (n=66) 26.6 

Prairies & North (n=174) 64.4 2.3 33.3 (n=104) 23.8 

BC (n=77) 64.9 2.6 32.5 (n=46) 27.7 

Total (n=400) 65.3 2.3 32.5 (n=240) 26.5 

1These figures are based on employers’ assessments. Source: Apprenticeship Survey (Q40 & Q41) 

fig.3 
Perceived Productivity of a Home-grown Relative to an Externally Trained Journeyperson 

% of Employers More Productive Less Productive No difference % Difference in Productivity1 

<20 Employees (n=212) 

20 to 499 Employees (n=159) 

500+ Employees (n=29) 

Atlantic (n=26) 

Quebec (n=20) 

65.6 

66.0 

58.6 

53.8 

70.0 

2.4 

2.5 

0.0 

0.0 

0.0 

32.1 

32.4 

41.4 

46.2 

30.0 

(n=124) 26.4 

(n=99) 27.6 

(n=17) 

(n=11) 31.4 

(n=13) 38.1 

20.3 

the net return to employers increases to $0.44 

on the dollar; 

•	 The net benefit of apprenticeship training 

increases in each year over the course of the 

apprenticeship period. Employers in only three 

of 15 trades examined incur a cost when training 

first year apprentices; 

•	 The revenue generated by an apprentice 

increases throughout the apprenticeship; 

•	 The costs related to journeyperson time spent 

training apprentices declines through each year 

of the apprenticeship; and, 

•	 Wastage, disbursements and administration are 

relatively small components of the total costs of 

apprenticeship training. 

Approximately 430 employers from across 

Canada were surveyed between September 2005 

and February 2006. They provided 

information about wages, charge-out rates, training 

costs and qualitative measures of the benefits of 

apprenticeship training. Employers 

and economists from across the country provided 

very favourable feedback on the study. According 

to them: 

•	 The methodological approach was appropriate; 

•	 The scope of the study far exceeds any previous 

research in Canada; 

•	 Employers agreed that on average, apprentices 

generate a net return to their organization over 

the apprenticeship period. 

Highlights – Benefits 
The study also included a series of questions 
designed to measure the importance of the 
qualitative benefits of apprenticeship training which 
include: 

•	 Reasons for investing in apprenticeship; 

•	 Benefit of apprenticeship training for j 

ourneypersons; and, 

•	 The advantages of employing a home-grown 

journeyperson.
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Figure one lists the top five employer reasons for 

investing in apprenticeship. Employers clearly identify 

that the need to ensure skilled labour is the number one 

motivation for hiring an apprentice (score of 8.9 out of a 

10point scale). This is followed by a desire to support 

the trade, the need to replace an aging workforce, 

reduce turnover, and the perception that an apprentice

ship pays for itself. 

Figure two itemizes the top reasons for employing a 

homegrown journeyperson. The majority of employers 

(67.6 per cent) indicated that their journeypersons derive 

a benefit from training an apprentice. In addition, they 

find that a “homegrown journeyperson” (apprentice) is 

a better overall fit with the organization (8.5 points out 

of a 10 point scale). Among other benefits they maintain 

that hiring within the organization reduces the risk of skill 

shortages and leads to greater overall productivity. 

Figure three finds that approximately twothirds 

(65.3 per cent) of all employers surveyed consider that 

a journeyperson they trained as an apprentice is more 

productive than an externallytrained journeyperson. 

Strengthening the business case for 

employer investment in apprenticeship. 
The benefits of apprenticeship highlighted in the 

study (such as low turnover and the potential to replace 

an ageing workforce) are providing some seniorlevel 

staff with leverage to influence strategic decisionmaking. 

For example, Human Resource managers or staff in 

the public sector are using the study to establish a link 

between an organization’s HR needs and its business 

development strategies. CAFFCA is building upon this 

approach by hosting a series of employer engagement 

forums based on the results of the study. Employers and 

apprenticeship champions from across the country will 

convene to discuss opportunities and challenges facing 

employers in the skilled trades. Through these interactive 

forums the CAFFCA hopes to further emphasize the 

business case for investment in apprenticeship and 

demonstrate why apprenticeship improves your bottom 

line. The first employer engagement forum will take place 

September 12, 2007 in Vancouver, BC. 

For more information on the forums, please contact 

info@caffca.org. 

For a copy of the CAFFCA’s study, please visit: 

www.caf-fca.org	www.caf-fca.org	www > Documents and Reports. 



        

           

           

            

        

            

           

             

              

        

     

 

 

           

           

               

             

        

               

                                               

              

         

         

          

    

         

 

 

            

 

           

           

              

    

  

                

 

 

          

             

 Canada’s Industry Association Mag62 azine 

How to measure training ROI 
by Allan Bailey B.A.Sc,  CEO, Learning Designs Online 

Ever concerned with value and accountability, today’s executives increasingly 

expect the training and HR functions to justify their budgets and demonstrate 

their contribution to the bottom line. In response, the training community has 

turned to an evaluation framework — Return on Investment (ROI) — that has 

radically transformed the practice of business forecasting and accounting 

ever since it was introduced by F. Donaldson Brown of DuPont in 1912. 

Training outcomes have traditionally been seen as a ‘soft’ or intangible, 

but as a result of the works of evaluation gurus Dr. Donald Kirkpatrick and 

Dr. Jack Phillips, the tried and true ROI methodology can now be used to help 

decision makers identify successful (and unsuccessful) training programs, 

and forecast outcomes prior to investing. 

Measuring ROI 

In business, ROI is usually employed to analyze planned investment decisions for 

the acquisition of capital equipment and technology. Dr. Phillips adapted the DuPont 

model to suit the world of training. At its simplest, ROI of training is the 

ratio of the net benefits of an investment (e.g., training program) compared to 

its total costs. The formula for ROI is: 

Total  Program  Benefits  –  Total  Program  Costs   
ROI   =   x  100% 

  Program  Costs 

In order to conduct a training ROI analysis, the Phillips model lays out the 

key steps from needs assessment through program objectives, development, 

evaluation strategy, evaluation instrument design, data collection, analysis, 

return on investment calculating, reporting, etc. It measures training outcomes 

at five successive levels: 

Level 1, “Reaction, Satisfaction, and Planned Action” measures the satisfaction 

of program participants as well as their plans to apply what they have learned. 

Most organizations evaluate at Level 1, often with a generic, end-of-program 

questionnaire. While this level of evaluation is useful, a favourable reaction does 

not ensure that participants have learned new skills or knowledge. 

Level 2, “Learning” focuses on what and how well participants learned during 

the program using tests, skill practices, simulations, and other assessment tools. 

However, a positive measure at this level is no guarantee that what is learned will 

be applied on the job. 

Level 3, “Application and Implementation” recommends several types of 

follow-up methods to determine whether participants applied what they learned 

once back on the job. The frequency and use of the new skills and knowledge are 

important determinants of success at Level 3. While evaluation is important to 

gauge the success of the application of a program, it still does not ensure that 

there will be a positive business impact as a result of the training. 

Level 4, “Business Impact” focuses on the actual business results achieved 

by training participants as they apply what they have learned in their workplaces. 



How to measure training ROI
by Allan Bailey B.A.Sc, CEO, Learning Designs Online

Level  5,  “Return  on  Investment  (ROI),”  the  ultimate  level  of  evaluation,  compares 

the  monetary  benefits  with  the  program  costs.  Although  the  ROI  can  be  expressed  in 

several  ways,  it  is  usually  presented  as  a  percentage  or  cost/benefit  ratio. 

Level 4 measures include output, quality, costs, and time.  Although the program 

may produce a measurable and substantial business impact, there may still be 

concerns about program costs. 

The Chain of Impact 

Ideally, when a training program is implemented, it should create a chain 

of impact at several levels beginning at Level 1 and ending in Level 5, or ROI. 

When business results and ROI are to be measured (Levels 4 & 5), it is also 

important to evaluate the other levels. A chain of impact should occur through 

the levels as skills and knowledge learned (Level 2) are applied on the job 

(Level 3) to produce business impact (Level 4). 

If measurements are not taken at each level, it is difficult to conclude that 

positive results were actually caused by the program. If a negative ROI results 

from the training investment, the model should allow the evaluator to identify 

which link(s) in the chain was broken. From the perspective of the organization, 

the value of the information gathered increases with movement along the chain 

of impact from Level 1 (Reaction, Satisfaction, and Planned Action) to the most 

useful, Level 5 (ROI). 

The credibility of the Phillips model is also greatly enhanced by “isolation 

techniques” and “counting intangibles.” 

Isolation techniques: In the past, a major barrier to evaluating the business 

impact of training was the perception that it is all but impossible to separate 

training’s impact from the cloud of other factors in a business that may also influence 

the bottom line. Credibility, in Phillips’ evaluation model depends on how well the 

methodology takes into account other influencing factors. The model isolates 

the impact of training from other factors that might cause improvement such as 

changes in the competitive environment, interest rate changes, marketing programs, 

employee bonus schemes, and seasonal effects. Key isolation techniques include 

control groups, trend line analysis, and participants’ estimates. 

Counting Intangibles: Some outcomes resist easy measurement or 

conversion to monetary values. Trying to put a dollar value on outcomes such 

as ‘customer satisfaction’, ‘a less stressful work environment’, and ‘employee 

satisfaction’ can be extremely difficult, and the results may not be credible. 

Trying too hard to attach a business value can call into question the reliability 

and value of the entire evaluation effort. The Phillips methodology recommends 

that evaluators do not try to convert those “soft” business measures, and instead 

report them as intangible benefits along with the “hard” business outcomes such 

as increase in sales, reduced defects, time savings, etc. 

Today, the Kirkpatrick/Phillips evaluation model is widely popular in part 

because it is credible and familiar to executives, since it closely reflects the 

widely-used business evaluation practices currently in use. The methodology 

has been adopted by leading organizations such as Caterpillar, Nortel Networks, 

the CIA, Atomic Energy of Canada, Scotiabank, and the Canada Revenue Agency. 

The adoption of the DuPont evaluation framework signals an end to the view 

that training is a discretionary cost — part of doing business. In the knowledge 

economy, business leaders recognize that training is now a strategic function. 

According to the senior editor of Training magazine, measurement and evalu

ation of training is becoming essential to success. “By attempting to measure 

value—by any means—we can’t help but improve its existence.” 

abailey@learning-designs.com 

Selected Results from Ireland’s Skillnets Impact Evaluation Pilot Projects 

Case Study Type of Training Business Measures Estimated ROI 

Bord Na Móna Technical training Time savings Cost reduction 37% 

Braun Oral B Ireland, Ltd Soft skills Reduced scrap 695% 

Choice Hotels Ireland Call centre sales Increased sales 828% 

Complete Laboratory Systems (CLS) Food safety training Increased sales (- 81%) 

Diageo - St James’s Gate Brewery Technical training Increased productivity 121% 

Dublin 

Glanbia Meats Plc Basic skills Cost reduction 61% 

Hilton Hotel Dublin Health & safety Accident reduction 212% 

Lionbridge Technologies (Veritest) Management & supervisory skills Cost reduction 32% 

Masterchefs Soft skills Quality improvement (Cost reduction) (- 97%) 

From a 2004–2005 ROI evaluation pilot using the Philips/Kirkpatrick methodology conducted by Skillnets, Ireland’s government-business-labour industry associa

tion. Reproduced from A. Bailey, Connecting the Dots: Linking Training Investment to Business Outcomes and The Economy. Canadian Council on Learning, 2007. 
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The  Work  &  Learning  SMART  Sessions  – 
coming  to  a  community  near  you 

Montreal,  QC  – October  4   •   London,  ON  – October  11   •   Calgary,  AB  – October  17   
Vancouver,  BC  – October  18   •   Winnipeg,  MB  – November  6   •   Halifax,  NS  – November  21 

Please  visit  www.manufacturingourfuture.ca  or  www.ccl -cca.ca/worklearning  for  more  information.  If  you  have  any 
questions,  please  contact  your  local  CME  office  or  email  info@wlkc -csamt.ca.  Stay  tuned  to  future  editions  of  20/20 
magazine  for  the  latest  information  on  the  Work  &  Learning  SMART  SESSIONS. 

A New Frontier for Workplace Literacy 
By Lisa Tabachnick Hotta 

Many Canadian workers lack the reading, writing 

and numeracy skills needed to cope with the skills 

requirements increasingly demanded in the Canadian 

labour market. And few employers actively invest in 

developing the literacy skills that are the basic 

foundation for building the types of skills that they 

will need to compete in the knowledge economy. 

Understanding the Problem 

The staggering reality is that 42 per cent of 

working-age Canadians have low literacy, according 

to the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey. 

What’s more, these literacy figures in Canada have 

not improved significantly over the last 10 years. 

What has changed are the increasing skills require

ments for many jobs in our evolving knowledge 

economy. As a result, more than two-fifths of working 

age Canadians lack the literacy proficiency that is 

considered to be “the desired level of competence 

for coping with the increasing skill demands of the 

emerging knowledge and information economy.” 

Despite a growing interest in the issue, opportunities 

for Canadian workers to upgrade literacy skills are few 

and far between. “Canada’s current approach to adult 

learning limits our capacity to develop a learning culture 

and to engage the full potential of our labour market, 

particularly with existing workers,” says the Canadian 

Council on Learning (CCL) in its latest annual Report 

on Learning in Canada, Unlocking Canada’s Potential. 

Bottom Line Solutions 

So, what is the impact on the bottom line for Ca

nadian companies? And, what is the risk if we neglect 

literacy as an essential skill in our workforce? 

“Clearly, what’s at stake is our ability to compete. 

We know that training yields a return. We know 

that and we have statistics to back that up,” says 

Kurtis Kitigawa of the Conference Board of Canada. 

Indeed, the statistics are clear. According to one 

study a “rise of one per cent in literacy scores  

relative to the international average is associated 

with an eventual 2.5 per cent relative rise in labour 

productivity and a 1.5 per cent rise in Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) per person.” 

Ian Howcroft, vice president of CME’s Ontario 

division agrees. “What we’re trying to have is an 

evolving and knowledge-based economy. Workers 

must upgrade their skills if we’re going to continue 

to have a productive workforce and sustain the quality 

of life we have here in Canada.” 

Kurtis Kitagawa further explains why other compa

nies have invested in literacy.“You get some employers 

who are keen to have employees grow and develop from 

a business and from a humanitarian point of view,” 

he says.“They realize that such training breeds loyalty 

and self-confidence. From an operational perspective 

these employers understand that building skills and 

attitudes is essential in the workplace.” 

Accidents and deaths related to workers’ inability 

to read safety or operating manuals are obviously 

another good reason to boost workforce literacy. In one 

successful case outlined in Building Essential Skills in 

the Workplace a company’s literacy and essential skills 

program resulted in “a 13-fold reduction in lost time 

due to accidents” in addition to myriad other benefits. 

The First Step 

An important first step in upgrading low literacy 

skills is to remove any stigma attached to low literacy 

skills and to support any employee who comes forward. 

Sherry Campbell of Frontier College concurs. 

“Absolutely,” she says. “We know that’s the biggest 

barrier…You want the [employees] to come through 

that door…You then begin to deal with literacy.” 

Some Canadian employers have begun to deal 

with it, such as Diversified Metal Engineering Ltd. 

of Charlottetown, PEI whose owners, in conjunction 

with another local organization, put together a program 

that addressed, amongst other things, literacy skills for 

workers. The program resulted in decreased time and 

waste, increased production, lower staff turnover and 

improved teamwork. 

At their northern Saskatchewan mine, Cameco 

Corporation’s goal was to raise the literacy level of 

its employees. At first, supervisors were concerned 

that employees might take advantage of the paid 

training time but, their fears were soon put to rest as 

some of the trainees did not even ask for the allocated 

compensation. Benefits to Cameco included: 

lower production costs due to increased safety and 

efficiencies, more effective job-specific training and 

general self-confidence of the workers as well as 

fewer errors in written reports. 

Moving Forward 

The facts speak for themselves. Compelling 

evidence about low literacy rates and their impact on 

the Canadian economy, coupled with case studies 

illustrating innovative approaches to dealing with the 

issue, may be the impetus for employers to jump in 

and begin the journey to change. 

For more information on the International Adult 

Literacy and Life Skills Survey, visit ABC Canada Literacy 

Foundation’s website at www.abc-canada.org. 

For further reading, see CME’s Business Results 

Through Literacy Guide, the Canadian Council on  

Learning’s web site at www.ccl-cca.ca, and the  

Conference Board of Canada’s website at: 

www.conferenceboard.ca/education/best-practices/ 

case-studies.htm 
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