
MEASURE UP
The case for national training 
standards in construction





CONSTRUCTION IS ONE OF CANADA’S 
FASTEST-GROWING ECONOMIC SECTORS.
Except for a brief  interruption during the 2009 
recession, the industry experienced strong growth 
throughout the first decade of  the century and can 
look forward to continuous expansion during the 
current decade.*

Continued growth and changing demographics 
will create challenges in managing the supply and 
demand for a skilled workforce. Some of  these 
challenges could be addressed by training that 
is based on comprehensive national standards for 
construction occupations. People in the industry have 
been working for decades to develop and institute 
such standards. Today, it is more important than ever 
to push forward and finally achieve this goal.

The Construction Sector Council (CSC) has launched 
its “Measure Up” campaign to present the case 
for national standards and to provide a forum 
where organizations and individuals can explore 
ways to develop and implement them. The CSC 
is a national industry-led organization committed 
to the development of  a highly skilled workforce 
that will support the future needs of  Canada’s 
construction industry.

We believe that Canada’s construction industry 
needs national training standards to support 
the success and mobility of  its workforce, and 
we urge you to join the conversation at 
csc-ca.org/measureup.

*  The Construction Sector Council’s Construction Looking Forward 
2011–2019 labour market report. The report is based on input 
from owners, contractors, labour groups and government 
representatives from all provinces and all sectors of  the 
industry. It incorporates key information on major planned and 
pending construction projects, workforce demographics, and 
training capacity.
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HOW STANDARDS BENEFIT OWNERS

 Project owners have an obvious interest in high-quality 
work, and therefore in ensuring that their contractors 
hire construction workers who are trained to meet 
the highest possible standards. Other reasons for 
owners to support national training standards for 
construction workers include the following.

• Maximize return on investment. Projects that 
are executed smoothly and completed on time, or 
even ahead of  time, help maximize the owner’s 
return on investment. Choosing contractors whose 
managers and workers meet national training 
standards can make the difference.

• Develop a highly skilled workforce. High-quality 
training aligned with industry-accepted training 
standards will contribute to the development of  
a highly skilled and productive workforce able to 
complete projects on time and on budget.

• Make work sites safer. Well-trained construction 
workers and managers help ensure that work sites 
are safe and projects are completed with few or 
no accidents, injuries or fatalities. No owner wants 
a project where workers are hurt or the public 
is endangered. 

• Reduce corporate liability. Owners whose projects 
are consistently well-managed and completed 
without workforce casualties or public safety 
incidents are likely to reap the benefits of  reduced 
insurance and liability costs. 

• Take advantage of new skills and technologies.
A contractor with a highly skilled workforce is 
well positioned to adapt to new systems and 
technologies that may help owners complete 
complex projects in a safe and timely manner.

• Build contractor capacity. By insisting that 
contractors hire workers who meet national 
training standards, owners can help build capacity 
in the contractor community. In the long term, 
owners can only benefit from more competition 
among qualified contractors. 

•  Increase workforce mobility. By supporting 
national training standards, owners can help 
ensure that skilled construction workers and 
managers will be available for future projects 
across Canada.

HOW STANDARDS BENEFIT CONTRACTORS

Contractors stand or fall on the strength of  their 
workforce. There are many excellent reasons for 
contractors to support the development of  national 
training standards, and to hire management staff  
and construction workers whose training meets 
those standards.

• Become more competitive. Construction is 
changing: there’s a demand for contractors 
who can deal with new materials, systems and 
technologies, and who have the capacity to 
build or participate in world-class projects. 
Well-trained workers are the key to success. 
Tomorrow’s most successful contractors will 
be ready to compete for projects across the 
country. To do that they will need a workforce 
whose training meets national standards.

• Deliver the highest quality product. Project 
owners are looking for contractors who can do 
more than deliver a project on time and on 
budget. They want a well-managed project, a 
safe work site, and a quality product that 
reflects well on its owners and developers. 

THE CASE FOR NATIONAL STANDARDS
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For contractors, employing people whose training 
meets national standards is the first step toward 
delivering the highest quality product.

• Generate repeat business. Satisfied customers 
are the most reliable source of  new business – 
and nothing satisfies like a job well done. 
Contractors who invest in highly skilled, 
professional employees may enjoy the best 
returns of  all.

•  Improve the bottom line. A competent, efficient 
workforce is the key to higher profits. By insisting 
on comprehensive training that meets national 
standards, contractors can maximize their return 
on investment.

•  Improve safety. Workers who are trained to 
use a wide range of  equipment and handle 
materials properly have the best chance of  
managing work-site hazards and improving 
safety on construction sites. 

• Reduce costs of insurance and legal liability.
Contractors who support the highest quality 
training can reasonably expect safer work 
sites and fewer errors. Over time, lower risks 
can yield lower costs for insurance and fewer 
liability settlements.

• Reduce hiring costs. Assessing the skills of  
prospective employees who come from other 
Canadian jurisdictions or from other countries 
can be costly and time-consuming. When 
candidates have training that meets national 
standards, contractors can be reasonably sure 
that they have the necessary skills and will need 
minimal additional training.

THE CASE FOR NATIONAL STANDARDS
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HOW STANDARDS BENEFIT THE 
WORKFORCE

Construction tradespeople and management 
who have taken training that meets national 
standards will be better prepared to compete 
for the jobs they want, and to reach their full 
earning and professional potential.

• Increase mobility. Training that meets national 
standards ensures that apprentices and journey-
persons are prepared for jobs in any jurisdiction 
in the country. In today’s economy, construction 
projects often require more skilled workers than 
a region has to offer. Workers from other regions 
whose training meets national standards 
have the best chance of  being employed on 
these projects.

•  Improve professionalism. High-quality training 
does more than develop specific skills; it also 
teaches workers how to act in a professional 
manner – to work in teams, respect co-workers 
and take pride in a job well done. Professionalism 
may seem like an abstract concept, but in fact 
it’s one of  the most valuable assets workers can 
possess if  they seek long and rewarding careers.

• Improve earning. Training of  any kind is likely 
to help workers earn better wages and advance 
more quickly in their careers. Training that 
meets national standards will open doors in 
every area of  the country and every segment of  
the construction industry. 

• Create opportunities for advancement. Quality 
training based on national standards can create 
the foundation for career success and pave the 
way for advancement.

• Stay current with new technologies. Workers 
can benefit from training that reflects 
current techniques, materials, equipment and 
technologies. Up-to-date skills make the worker 
more employable and in demand.

• Maximize investment in training. Training aligned 
to national standards will help to ensure that 
workers are spending time and money on  current 
and effective training, and that their investment 
in skills development will pay dividends. 

HOW STANDARDS BENEFIT TRAINING 
PROVIDERS

Training providers work closely with industry to meet 
training needs, usually in a particular region. Trainers 
succeed by meeting local demand, but they can also 
benefit by aligning training to meet national standards.

• Meet industry demand. As the Canadian 
construction industry evolves, and more owners 
and contractors require workers who are trained 
to meet national standards, the industry will turn 
to training providers who have anticipated these 
needs. Trainers that are proactive in working with 
industry to use national standards are certain 
to thrive.

• Develop curricula. Training standards provide 
the basis for building effective training curricula 
that reflect the full breadth and depth of  a trade 
or occupation.

• Place more graduates. The aim of  every training 
institution is to graduate students who enter the 
workforce and develop rewarding careers. By 
embracing national standards at an early stage, 
institutions may position themselves to achieve 
very high placement rates in the near future.

• Attract more students. Students choose training 
institutions that offer the training they want and 
need. They may also judge an institution based 
on the success of  its graduates. On both counts, 
training providers that adopt national standards 
are likely to attract more students in the future.

• Improve the institution’s reputation. A training 
institution that anticipates industry’s needs, helps 
develop programs that meet national standards, 
and graduates highly skilled new construction 
workers is likely to improve its reputation and 
ensure its long-term success in the industry. 

• Support the professionalization of the 
construction industry. By collaborating with 
industry partners to align construction training 
to national standards, training providers can 
contribute to the mobility of  the construction 
workforce – an outcome that will make training 
even more essential to the industry’s long-
term success.
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PUTTING STANDARDS TO WORK

Every jurisdiction in Canada has developed training 
standards based on local industry needs, and on 
a range of  variables including climate, geography, 
culture and historical practice. For example, workers 
in some regions need to be prepared for earthquakes; 
workers in other regions need the skills to operate 
equipment at extremely low temperatures. While 
regional variations will always exist, national standards 
are increasingly necessary to ensure that workers 
from one jurisdiction have the skills to work in another.

The effort to develop national standards has a 
long history.

•  Many construction tradespersons meet 
interprovincial standards thanks to the Red 
Seal Program, which has been operated by the 
Canadian Council of  Directors of  Apprenticeship 
since 1959.

•  Certain management occupations are certified 
through the Gold Seal program, run by the 
Canadian Construction Association since 1993. 

•  Some labour/management partnerships, such 
as the Canadian Operating Engineers Joint 
Apprenticeship and Training Council, have taken 
the initiative and developed national standards 
for their segment of  the industry (see Case 
Study on page 8). 

•  Some provinces and territories have attempted 
to harmonize their standards with neighbouring 
jurisdictions.

•  Canada’s provinces and territories instituted 
an Agreement on Internal Trade in 1995 and 
consolidated it in 2011. The agreement guarantees 
that the qualifications of  workers certified 
in any jurisdiction will be recognized in every 
other jurisdiction in Canada. It also stipulates 
that jurisdictions will take steps to reconcile 
differences in their occupational standards, 
adopt standards based on national or 
international standards, and develop or change 
training standards in a manner conducive to 
labour mobility. 

Achieving national standards may still be an elusive 
goal, but it’s a goal that is within our reach. Provinces 
and territories consult with industry when they set 
or revise standards, and the construction industry 
is therefore in a position to press for uniform 
training standards across the country. Owners, 
contractors, workers and training institutions 
all have a stake in developing national standards, 
and their organizations can play a pivotal role in 
developing and implementing them.

Individuals and organizations interested in working 
to develop and implement national training standards 
can join the discussion at csc-ca.org/meaureup.
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RESOURCES

Red Seal
www.red-seal.ca

The Interprovincial Standards Red Seal Program
(also known as the Red Seal Program) was 
established more than 50 years ago to provide 
greater mobility across Canada for skilled workers. 
Through the program tradespersons are able to 
obtain a Red Seal endorsement on their provincial/
territorial certificates by successfully completing 
an interprovincial Red Seal examination. 
The Interprovincial Standards Red Seal Program
acknowledges their competence and ensures 
recognition of  their certification throughout Canada 
without further examination.

Gold Seal
www.goldsealcertification.com

The Gold Seal Certification Program is a national 
certification program developed and managed by the 
Canadian Construction Association. The certificate 
signifies that the individual has attained a nationally 
recognized level of  experience and competence as a 
Project Manager, Superintendent, Estimator or Owners’ 
Project Manager.

Occupational standards published by the 
Construction Sector Council
www.csc-ca.org/en/catalog/training/training-
standards

The Construction Sector Council has worked 
with industry groups to prepare and publish 
occupational standards for first level construction 
supervisors, 27 heavy equipment operator 
occupations, home and property inspectors, 
and professional building officials.

The CSC is currently working on a competency 
analysis for construction project planning and 
for framing.

National Occupational Classification (NOC)
www.hrsdc.gc.ca/eng/workplaceskills/noc/index.
shtml

Published by Human Resources and Skills 
Development Canada, the National Occupational 
Classification (NOC) is the authoritative resource 
on occupational information in Canada. The NOC 
classifies and describes the occupations in the 
Canadian economy. It is a foundation for labour 
market statistics and career information. 

The NOC does not provide training standards but it 
does define occupations, list the main duties, and 
identify the skills and training that they require. The 
NOC website also features an Employers’ Handbook 
that provides job descriptions employers can use 
to hire employees, evaluate their performance and 
identify training needs.
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THE DRIVE TO DEVELOP NATIONAL 
STANDARDS FOR OPERATING ENGINEERS

Operating Engineers have played a pivotal role in 
construction for more than a hundred years, but 
they never had national training standards, and 
many of  their occupations are not recognized as 
trades by jurisdictions across Canada. That all started 
to change in the first decade of  the new century when 
the Operating Engineers took up the challenge to 
develop their own standards.

The Canadian Operating Engineers Joint 
Apprenticeship and Training Council (COEJATC) led 
the initiative. The Council – a labour/management 
partnership – has been responsible for developing 
programs and providing training for decades. 
Recently it has also worked with the Canadian 
Council of  Directors of  Apprenticeship (CCDA) to 
develop Red Seal certification for several trades. 

Even in those trades, however, standards vary across 
the country. Heavy Equipment Operators, for example, 
may use as many as 12 different machines. To be 
certified, in most jurisdictions operators have to be 
able to run between three and five machines. The 
list of  machines they need to master varies from 
region to region. Workers may be limited in job 
opportunities and have to upgrade their skills when 
they move from province to province.

By the late 1990s, it was obvious that the Operating 
Engineers needed a more comprehensive approach. 
“We realized that a lot of  our occupations are not 
designated as trades and don’t have national 
standards,” explains Allan Bruce, International 
Representative with the International Union of  
Operating Engineers (IUOE). “We decided that we 
should develop national standards first and then 
push to have those standards recognized when 
we pursue the Red Seal.”

In the early 2000s, COEJATC worked with the 
Construction Sector Council (CSC) to conduct a 

national occupational analysis and prepare 
standards that would define the skills, knowledge 
and abilities required for each occupation. The 
new National Occupational Standards for Operating 
Engineers were published in 2004 and are now 
posted on the CSC website and registered with 
the National Library. 

Allan says that one of  the keys to the project’s success 
was working with a steering committee that included 
operators, employers and training experts. “We 
involved all the stakeholders and took everyone’s 
needs into account. The published standards 
include a list of  participants so people in the 
industry can see that their peers were involved. 
As a result, the standards are widely accepted 
as valid.”

Once the standards were published, COEJATC 
proceeded to the next step: developing tests and 
assessment tools. “The standards we developed 
were an important first step and we are moving 
forward, developing the testing and assessment 
tools needed to bring them to life,” Allan explains. 
The Council has developed testing for seven 
occupations and is about to start on another 
set of  seven or eight. This stage of  the 
development is being funded by the industry – 
unions and employers. 

Canada’s Operating Engineers and their industry 
partners support the initiative because standards 
raise everybody up. Training that meets national 
standards will help workers compete for jobs across 
the country and assure employers that they’re hiring 
workers who can do the job. National standards will 
also make it easier to assess foreign-trained workers. 
“As the world becomes more sophisticated and 
technologies change, we need more and better 
standards,” Allan concludes. “Rigorous national 
standards lead to greater productivity and mobility 
for Canadian workers, and that benefits the 
Canadian economy.”

CASE STUDY
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