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ALBERTA FUTURES PROJECT  
PRE-PUBLICATION SERIES

Alberta has a long history of facing serious challenges to its economy, including shocks 
in the form of resource price instability, market access constraints, and federal energy 
policies. However, the recent and current challenges seem more threatening. It seems that 
this time is truly different.

The collapse of oil and gas prices in 2014 combined with the rapid growth of U.S. oil 
production, difficulties in obtaining approval for infrastructure to reach new markets and 
uncertainty regarding the impacts of climate change policies world-wide have proven to 
be strong headwinds for the province’s key energy sector. Together, the negative effects 
on employment, incomes and provincial government revenues have been substantial. To 
make matters worse, in early 2020 the COVID-19 pandemic struck a major blow to the lives 
and health of segments of the population and to livelihoods in many sectors. The result has 
been further employment and income losses, more reductions in government revenues and 
huge increases in government expenditures and debt. These events, combined with lagging 
productivity, rapid technological shifts, significant climate policy impacts and demographic 
trends, call for great wisdom, innovation, collective action and leadership to put the 
province on the path of sustainable prosperity. 

It is in this context that we commissioned a series of papers from a wide range of authors 
to discuss Alberta’s economic future, its fiscal future and the future of health care. The plan 
is that these papers will ultimately be chapters in three e-books published by the School 
of Public Policy. However, in the interest of timeliness and encouraging discussion, we are 
releasing selected chapters as pre-publications.
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INTRODUCTION
On March 5, 2020, Alberta reported its first case of the novel coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19). Shortly after, extensive measures were taken to “flatten the epidemic 
curve” and contain the spread of the virus: schools and daycares closed on March 15, 
a state of public health emergency was declared on March 17, and the closure of non-
essential businesses and services was mandated on March 27. The impacts of these social 
distancing efforts on Alberta’s labour market were large and immediate. In a year-over-year 
comparison, data from April 2020 shows that employment in Alberta declined by 15.5 per 
cent, while the unemployment rate increased to 13.4 per cent (Alberta Treasury Board and 
Finance 2020). 

As the government started to relax public health restrictions over the summer months, 
Alberta’s labour market showed promising signs of recovery (Business Council of Alberta 
2020). However, by mid-September 2020, COVID-19 cases began to rise again, with 
Alberta’s COVID-19 cases reaching new daily record highs throughout fall 2020 (see Figure 
1). A second state of public health emergency was declared on November 24,1 which was 
followed by further social and economic restrictions on December 8.2 Similar to the first 
round of social distancing measures, these restrictions brought further turmoil to Alberta’s 
labour market, including reduced working hours, increased unemployment, or complete 
non-participation in the labour force all together. 

In this chapter, we use data from Statistics Canada’s Labour Force Survey (LFS) to explore 
the health of Alberta’s labour market amid the twin-crises of low energy prices and the 
crippling COVID-19 pandemic. To get a sense of the differential impacts of these crises 
across socioeconomic groups, we examine their impact on employment, hours worked, 
part-time employment and labour force participation across gender, parental status, and 
age. Because researchers and policymakers in Canada have been particularly concerned 
about the potential gendered effects of the COVID-19 crisis (Alon et al. 2020; Montenovo et 
al. 2020; Stevenson 2020; Qian and Fuller 2020)3, in our main analysis, we focus on whether 
and to what extent the pandemic produced differential labour market effects for women 
versus men (with and without children).

1	
For additional details on the restrictions imposed by Alberta’s government in November see Cameron-Blake 
(2021) and Pearson (2020).

2	
This included: i) prohibition of all indoor and outdoor social gatherings, including limiting in-home contact  
to household members only; ii) mandatory working from home when physical presence was not required; iii) 
mandatory closure of restaurants/bars/cafes, entertainment businesses, and personal and wellness services; 
and iv) all K-12 students returning to online learning for the first week of school in January. See CBC News 
(2020) for further details.

3	
For example, in a February 2021 press release for the Feminist Response and Recovery Fund, the Government 
of Canada emphasized that “the COVID-19 pandemic has magnified systemic and longstanding inequalities, 
with women and girls disproportionately affected by the crisis” (Women and Gender Equality Canada, 2021). 
Similar concerns about an asymmetric economic recovery for women have been expressed by the federal 
government in the 2020 Fall Economic Update (Department of Finance, 2020).
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Figure 1: Number of Active COVID-19 Cases in Alberta, March 12, 2020-February 15, 2021Figure 1: Number of Active COVID-19 Cases in Alberta, March 12, 2020-February 15, 2021

Source: Government of Canada Public Health Infobase, 2020-2021. Tabulations by authors.

We first present a descriptive analysis of labour market outcomes before and during the 
COVID-19 pandemic by age, gender, education, parental status, and geography. While 
labour market losses are widespread, our analysis shows that women, individuals aged 
between 15 and 29, individuals with lower educational achievement, and residents of the 
tourism and hospitality-heavy regions in the Rockies were disproportionately impacted 
by the COVID-19 economic shutdowns. Second, we perform a regression analysis 
showing that: i) women were more adversely impacted than men at the onset of the 
pandemic; ii) differences between men and women stabilized in the summer months; 
and iii) the stabilization of gender differentials persisted into December 2020. Crucially, 
for policymakers, we also find that parents with young children in Alberta experienced a 
large deterioration in employment during both the first and second waves of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Finally, we provide evidence of a staggering decline in cumulative formal, paid 
hours worked for parents, irrespective of gender.

ALBERTA’S COVID-19 PANDEMIC AND THE LABOUR MARKET
Table 1 displays descriptive statistics for our sample of LFS respondents from Alberta in 
2019 and 2020.4 Panel A contains summary statistics for employed respondents (either 
absent from or at work) only, while panel B contains summary statistics for all LFS 
respondents (i.e., employed, unemployed, and not in the labour force). Examining panel 
B, there is a clear reduction in both employment (at work) and average total actual hours 
worked (all jobs) between the two years. Overall, labour force participation declined by 2 
percentage points, while part-time employment remained the same at 18 per cent. Average 
wages increased slightly between the two years; this is likely because job losses have been 
heavily concentrated in low-wage jobs so that the wages among individuals who remained 
employed throughout the pandemic are, on average, higher. 

4	
Note that the employment rate and labour force participation rate are higher than the real employment and 
labour force participation rate in Alberta because of sample selection.
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In terms of the composition of our sample, there are no remarkable differences between 
the pre- and post-pandemic years. In both years, almost half of the sample is comprised 
of women. About 19 per cent of respondents work in the public sector, and roughly 25 
per cent are covered by a collective agreement. The majority of LFS respondents: i) are 
married; ii) are non-students; and iii) do not have any children residing in the household. 
Of those with children, the presence of a child under the age of 6 is the most common, 
followed by children aged 6-12. Finally, there is a relatively even distribution of ages in our 
sample, though there are very few respondents who are older than 65. 

Table 1: Descriptive statistics, 2019 and 2020

2019 2020

Panel A: Employed respondents (absent or at work)

Average total actual hours worked (all jobs) 33.90
(17.44)

32.29
(18.16)

Part-time employment (%) 18
(.38)

18
(.39)

Average hourly wage ($) 31.39
(15.66)

32.89
(16.10)

Average job tenure (months) 82.21
(78.03)

86.80
(77.75)

Public (%) 19
(.39)

20
(.40)

Union (%) 25
(.43)

26
(.44)

N 80,308 64,772

Panel B: All respondents

Average total actual hours worked (all jobs) 30.42
(19.46)

27.15
(20.42)

Employed, at work (%) 82
(.38)

75
(.44)

Employed, absent from work (%) 7
(.26)

9
(.29)

Labour force participation (%) 94
(.24)

92
(.28)

Female (%) 46
(.50)

46
(.50)

Married* (ref: single) (%) 63
(.48)

64
(.48)

Children

None (%) 63
(.48)

61
(.49)

Youngest child < 6 (%) 14
(.35)

15
(.36)

Youngest child 6-12 (%) 11
(.32)

11
(.32)

Youngest child 13-17 (%) 6
(.24)

6
(.25)

Youngest child 18-24 (%) 5
(.23)

6
(.24)
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Low education** (%) 30
(.46)

29
(.45)

Student 

Non-student (%) 92
(.27)

92
(.28)

Full-time (%) 6
(.24)

6
(.24)

Part-time (%) 2
(.14)

2
(.14)

Immigrant 24
(.43)

23
(.42)

Age Group

Age 15-24 (%) 14
(.35)

14
(.34)

Age 25-34 (%) 23
(.42)

23
(.42)

Age 35-44 (%) 23
(.42)

24
(.43)

Age 45-54 (%) 19
(.39)

19
(.39)

Age 55-64 (%) 15
(.36)

16
(.36)

Age 65+ (%) 5
(.22)

5
(.21)

N 89,644 76,697

Notes: Summary statistics are computed with LFS survey weights. Unweighted sample sizes reported. 
Figures in brackets show the standard deviation. * Married includes common-law relationships. ** Low 
education includes individuals who have secondary education or less. Proportions may not sum to 1 due 
to rounding. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family workers; ii) respondents who have never worked; and iii) 
respondents who are not employed and who last worked more than a year ago.

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.

It is clear in Table 1 that survey response declined substantially over the course of the 
pandemic. Overall, between 2019 and 2020 there is a reduction of 12,947 respondents. 
While this may be potentially problematic if those still responding to the LFS are more (or 
less) likely to be employed during the pandemic than those who are not responding, Table 
1 suggests that the use of survey weights adequately corrects for the possibility of a non-
representative sample due to non-random attrition. 

In Table 2, we present data on changes in employment rates, labour force participation 
rates, average weekly hours worked, and the share of employment in part-time occupations 
across several different demographics of interest.5 Note that, in order to reflect pre- and 
post-COVID-19 samples over the same seasonal period, these statistics include all data 
between March and December in 2019 and 2020.

5	
Note that the employment rate is the percent of the total surveyed population that is employed. Labour force 
participation rates include both employed and unemployed individuals (i.e. those who are not working, are 
actively searching for work, and are able to do so) as a percent of the surveyed population. Finally, the share 
of employment in part-time occupations is the percent of total employed persons working in a part-time 
occupation (less than 30 hours per week).
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Across gender, age, parental status, education, and geography, declines in the Alberta 
labour market due to the COVID-19 economic crisis have been wide-ranging. The raw 
differentials we present in Table 2 suggest that, overall, the following groups have 
experienced especially large labour market consequences during the pandemic: i) women; 
ii) individuals under the age of 30; iii) individuals with less than a bachelor’s degree; iv) 
and residents of Edmonton.6 Across the four labour market statistics presented, the largest 
reductions are seen in employment rates. We do not observe movements of a similar 
magnitude for labour force participation. This suggests that many individuals shifted 
into unemployment rather than complete non-participation—i.e., many respondents may 
have been temporarily laid off or were still searching for work despite heavy losses in 
employment. Furthermore, the reduction in labour market hours worked is shown to be 
uniform across all demographics. Table 2 also indicates that the 15–29-year-old cohort 
experienced a slight increase in part-time employment during the pandemic. 

Table 2: Changes in labour market statistics between 2019 and 2020,  
March – December

Employment
Rate

Labour Force 
Participation Rate

Average Weekly
Hours Worked

Part-Time
Employment (% of 
Employed Persons)

2019 2020 Diff. 2019 2020 Diff. 2019 2020 Diff. 2019 2020 Diff.

Men (15-29) 83.3 74.0 -9.3 89.2 86.7 -2.5 29.0 23.5 -5.5 21.0 23.9 +2.9

(37.3) (43.9) (0.8) (31.0) (34.0) (0.6) (20.4) (20.7) (0.4) (40.7) (42.6) (0.9)

Men (30-54) 94.2 89.9 -4.3 98.2 97.2 -1.0 37.3 33.8 -3.5 4.9 5.5 +0.6

(23.4) (30.2) (0.3) (13.1) (16.4) (0.1) (18.9) (20.7) (0.3) (21.5) (22.8) (0.3)

Women (15-29) 84.9 72.5 -12.4 89.6 84.4 -5.2 23.7 18.4 -5.3 34.8 37.0 +2.2

(35.8) (44.7) (0.8) (30.5) (36.3) (0.7) (17.4) (17.8) (0.4) (47.6) (48.2) (1.1)

Women (30-54) 93.6 87.5 -6.1 96.3 93.9 -2.4 28.6 25.4 -3.2 21.0 21.1 +0.1

(23.9) (33.0) (0.3) (18.9) (24.0) (0.3) (17.3) (18.7) (0.2) (40.7) (40.8) (0.5)

Parents (Child <13, Men) 95.4 91.4 -4.0 98.7 97.6 -1.1 38.0 34.2 -3.8 3.9 5.1 +1.2

(20.9) (28.1) (0.5) (11.2) (15.4) (0.2) (18.6) (20.3) (0.4) (19.2) (22.0) (0.4)

Parents (Child <13, 
Women)

92.2 86.7 -5.5 94.7 92.7 -2.0 24.8 21.9 -2.9 27.8 26.6 -1.2

(26.8) (34.0) (0.6) (22.5) (26.0) (0.5) (17.8) (18.8) (0.4) (44.8) (44.2) (0.9)

Parents (Child >=13, 
Men)

95.2 90.6 -4.6 98.1 96.4 -1.7 37.7 33.5 -4.2 4.0 5.8 +1.8

(21.4) (29.2) (0.7) (13.5) (18.5) (0.4) (18.8) (20.9) (0.6) (19.7) (23.3) (0.7)

Parents (Child >=13, 
Women)

95.3 89.1 -6.2 97.1 94.3 -2.8 30.1 26.6 -3.5 22.6 22.0 -0.6

(21.1) (31.1) (0.7) (16.8) (23.1) (0.6) (16.6) (18.0) (0.5) (41.9) (41.4) (1.2)

Bachelor’s Degree 92.8 88.5 -4.3 95.4 94.3 -1.1 31.1 29.1 -2.0 15.7 15.1 -0.6

(26.0) (31.9) (0.4) (20.9) (22.8) (0.3) (18.4) (19.1) (0.2) (36.4) (35.8) (0.5)

6	
In fact, deteriorating economic conditions in Edmonton led the city to the highest unemployment rate in the 
nation (Johnson, 2020).
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No Bachelor’s 89.0 81.0 -8.0 93.5 90.3 -3.2 30.2 25.8 -4.4 19.0 19.6 +0.6

(31.9) (38.6) (0.3) (25.0) (29.3) (0.2) (19.9) (20.9) (0.2) (39.2) (39.7) (0.3)

Calgary 90.2 83.9 -6.3 94.2 92.4 -1.8 30.1 26.7 -3.4 17.8 16.8 -1.0

(29.6) (36.8) (0.4) (23.3) (26.4) (0.3) (18.6) (19.6) (0.2) (38.2) (37.4) (0.5)

Edmonton 90.2 82.8 -7.4 94.6 91.3 -3.3 30.2 26.2 -4.0 17.2 18.3 +1.1

(29.7) (37.7) (0.4) (22.7) (28.1) (0.3) (18.6) (20.2) (0.2) (37.7) (38.6) (0.5)

Other Alberta 89.3 82.9 -6.4 93.2 90.6 -2.6 31.1 26.9 -4.2 18.7 18.9 +0.2

(30.9) (37.7) (0.4) (25.1) (29.2) (0.3) (21.4) (20.5) (0.2) (38.0) (39.1) (0.4)

Notes: Labour market statistics are computed with LFS survey weights. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family 
workers; ii) respondents who have never worked; and iii) respondents who are not employed and who last 
worked more than a year ago. For the “2019” and “2020” columns, the parentheses denote the standard 
deviation, while the difference column reports the robust standard error. All estimates are rounded to one 
decimal place. From March 2019 to December 2019, we draw from a total sample of 73,941 unweighted 
survey respondents. Over the same period in 2020, our sample size is reduced to 62,615 individuals. 

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.

Figure 2: Percent Change in EI Usage by Census Division, January 2021-January 2020

Source: Statistics Canada Table 14-10-0323-01. Tabulations by authors.

To gain a better understanding of the possible urban/rural or regional differences in labour 
market outcomes in the latter half of the pandemic, we use Employment Insurance (EI) 
data for census divisions in Alberta and take the year-over-year percentage change in the 
number of EI recipients between January 2021 and January 2020. These data are presented 
in Figure 2. We find that EI usage increased over 300 percent in the census division 
including Banff, Canmore and Jasper. With a heavy reliance on the tourism and hospitality 
industries, this region stands out sharply compared to the rest of the province. Indeed, the 
hospitality-heavy regions appear to be more impacted than the energy-intensive regions, 
which were also recovering from a subsequent decline in the price of oil. Comparatively, the 
least afflicted region is the rural and sparsely populated census division in the central-east 
part of the province. Notably, all regions were at least 60 percent above their pre-COVID-19 
levels in January 2021.



8

While these descriptive statistics give some insight into the labour market impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Alberta, they are far from conclusive. To conduct a statistically 
rigorous analysis of the crisis, in the next section, we present the regression framework that 
we use to measure whether the impact of the pandemic has trended differently across time 
and sociodemographic groups and whether those differences exhibit statistical significance. 

REGRESSION ANALYSIS
Based on the overwhelming policy interest in the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
women and parents, in this section we perform a regression analysis to determine whether 
Alberta’s economic shutdowns generated significant labour market differences between 
men and women and individuals with and without children. We use a difference-in-
difference approach to investigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on labour supply 
in Alberta. More specifically, for each group of interest, we compare labour force statistics 
from February 2020 to each of the post-COVID-19 months in 2020. We use February as our 
comparison month since it captures the most recent state of Canada’s labour market before 
the onset of the crisis. To account for normal seasonal fluctuations in the labour market, we 
also use data from 2019. 

Using weekly hours worked for men and women in March as an example, intuitively, this 
approach involves computing average hours worked separately for men and women 
in February 2020 and March 2020. We then take the difference between average 
hours worked in February 2020 and March 2020 for men and women. We do the same 
computation using data from 2019. Taking a second difference between average hours 
worked in 2020 and 2019 thus provides our double-difference estimate of the impact of 
COVID-19 on the labour market. To examine whether the pandemic produced differential 
effects across gender, we also take the difference in average hours worked between men 
and women, which provides our third difference.7 

EMPIRICAL RESULTS

GENDER-BASED DIFFERENTIALS: HAS COVID-19 GENERATED A ‘SHE-CESSION?’

Figure 3 plots the results of the employment regressions estimated using equation (1) and 
equation (2) for men and women. To be clear, the black squares represent the difference 
in employment between men and women, while the light grey diamonds/circles indicate 
the group-specific estimate. The vertical bars denote the 95 percent confidence intervals 
computed using robust standard errors. When the black vertical bars cross the zero line, 
there is no statistically significant difference between the groups; for example in the right-
hand side of Figure 3, the black bars cross the line in every month, suggesting that there 
was no difference in the likelihood of being employed and absent from work between men 
and women. 

7	 The regression equation for the double difference takes the form 𝑌𝑌!"# = 	𝛼𝛼 + ∑ 𝛿𝛿"$$
"%$ 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶ℎ" ∗

	𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶#	+	∑ 𝛽𝛽"$$
"%$ 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶ℎ" +	𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃# +	𝛾𝛾𝑿𝑿!"# +	𝜀𝜀!"#. The regression equation for the triple 

difference takes the form 𝑌𝑌!"# = 	𝛼𝛼 + ∑ 𝛿𝛿"$$
"%$ 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹! ∗ 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶ℎ" ∗ 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶# +	∑ 𝛾𝛾"$$

"%$ 𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹𝐹! ∗
	𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶ℎ" 	+	𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋𝜋! ∗ 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶# +	∑ 𝜂𝜂"$$

"%$ 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷𝐷ℎ" ∗	𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶# +
	𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇𝜇!	+	∑ 𝛽𝛽"$$

"%$ 𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶𝐶ℎ" +	𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃𝜃# 	+	𝛾𝛾𝑿𝑿!"# +	𝜀𝜀!"# 
 

.
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The panel on the left-hand size of Figure 3 presents estimates for the likelihood of being 
employed and at work while the panel on the right-hand side of Figure 3 presents estimates 
for the likelihood of being employed and absent from work. The left panel of Figure 3 confirms 
that women in Alberta experienced a disproportionate decline in employment relative to 
men in the first four months of the pandemic. The difference in the likelihood of employment 
(at work) between men and women is around five percentage points between March and 
June. These differences are significant at the 5 per cent level. However, the estimated gender 
differential converges to zero during the summer months and remains at a similar level 
through the fall and into December. Apart from December 2020, there are no statistically or 
economically significant differences between men and women in terms of the likelihood of 
being employed but absent from work during any month of the pandemic. Interestingly, our 
results suggest that Alberta’s second wave did not reproduce the large gender differentials 
that were observed in the beginning of the crisis. Instead, Figure 3 indicates that between 
July and December 2020, men and women have faced an almost identical decline (or gain) in 
employment—around six percentage points below pre-crisis levels. 

Figure 3: Double- and triple-difference estimates of the effect of the COVID-19  
pandemic on employment by gender, 2019-2020

Employed, at work Employed, absent from work

Notes: Figure 3 displays the regression results for each month of the pandemic estimated using equations 
1 and 2. The dependent variable in the left panel is an indicator for employed and at work, while the 
dependent variable in the right panel is an indicator for employed and absent from work. The vertical bars 
denote the 95 percent confidence intervals computed using robust standard errors. The black squares 
represent the difference in employment between men and women (equation 2), while the light grey 
diamonds/circles indicate the group-specific estimate (equation 1 estimated separately for women and 
men). Controls include: a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if the respondent is married or in a common-
law relationship, the age of the respondent (in 5-year age groups), the respondent’s highest level of 
educational attainment, and a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if the respondent’s youngest child is under 
the age of 13. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family workers; ii) respondents who have never worked; and iii) 
respondents who are not employed and who last worked more than a year ago.

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.

Although we observe a convergence in employment levels in the second half of 2020, 
labour market disparities between men and women may still exist if their actual hours 
worked are differentially reduced relative to pre-crisis levels. To investigate this, we plot the 
estimates for hours worked in Figure 4 for all LFS respondents (left panel) and only those 
who remained employed (right panel). Our results suggest that, early in the pandemic, both 
men and women experienced profound declines in weekly actual hours worked at all jobs. 
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For example, in May, actual hours worked declined by seven to eight hours on average for 
the entire sample of LFS respondents. Among those who were employed, the pandemic 
generated a significant reduction in hours worked of about four hours per week, on 
average. However, like the employment estimates, there is some gradual recovery over the 
course of the summer and fall months. We do not find any compelling evidence that there 
are statistically different reductions in hours worked between men and women in either 
group of respondents. 

Figure 4: Double- and triple-difference estimates of the effect of the COVID-19  
pandemic on actual hours worked by gender, 2019-2020

All respondents Employed respondents

Notes: Figure 4 displays the regression results for each month of the pandemic estimated using equations 
1 and 2. The dependent variable is a continuous measure of hours worked. The left panel contains 
estimates for the entire sample of LFS respondents (i.e., employed at work, employed absent from 
work, unemployed and not in the labour force), while the right panel contains estimates for employed 
respondents (at or absent from work). The vertical bars denote the 95 percent confidence intervals 
computed using robust standard errors. The black squares represent the difference in hours worked 
between men and women (equation 2). The light grey diamonds/circles indicate the group-specific 
estimate (equation 1 estimated separately for women and men). Controls include: a dichotomous variable 
equal to 1 if the respondent is married or in a common-law, the age of the respondent (in 5-year age 
groups), the respondent’s highest level of educational attainment, and a dichotomous variable equal to 
1 if the respondent’s youngest child is under the age of 13. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family workers; ii) 
respondents who have never worked; and iii) respondents who are not employed and who last worked 
more than a year ago.  

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.

In summary, while we document clear evidence of a ‘she-cession’ in the first round of 
economic shutdowns from the COVID-19 pandemic, we do not find evidence of a she-
cession in Alberta’s second round of economic shutdowns. While this suggests that the 
province may not need a gender-based recovery plan,8 it does not rule out the possibility 
that policy intervention is warranted among other groups. Indeed, because school and 
daycare closures have had profound effects on workers with young children, we investigate 
this group next. 

8	
Note that there are important gendered differences in labour market outcomes that existed prior to the 
pandemic which may require policy attention. These pre-crisis differences are distinct from the disparities 
that we are investigating in this paper (i.e., those generated by the pandemic).
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PARENT STATUS DIFFERENTIALS: DO YOUNG CHILDREN POSE UNIQUE 
LABOUR MARKET CHALLENGES? 

The pandemic has presented a unique set of challenges to parents in Alberta, many of 
whom have had to balance their time between childcare and formal and informal work 
activities amid two province-wide states of emergency. School and daycare closures, in-
home online learning, and isolation requirements resulting from exposure ultimately result 
in trade-offs between caregiving, parental supervision of learning activities, and paid 
employment. In turn, these trade-offs may generate adverse employment consequences 
for parents simply because a child is present in the household. This trade-off is likely to 
be especially large among people with younger children who require more attention and 
supervision (Montenovo et al., 2020). 

In Figure 5, we compare the employment status of respondents whose youngest child is 
under the age of 13 to those whose youngest child is 13 years of age or older and those who 
have no child in the household at all. We focus on parents with children under the age of 
13 as we believe that this age captures the point at which the trade-off between working in 
the labour market and providing childcare and parental supervision are likely the strongest. 

Figure 5 shows that—except for May—between March and August, there are similar declines 
in the likelihood of being employed and at work among individuals with young children and 
individuals with older or no children. During the fall months, these gaps widen—particularly 
in November and December—suggesting that the school closures and the move to online 
learning associated with Alberta’s second round of social distancing measures were likely 
more detrimental to employment than the shutdown of non-essential businesses. The 
right-side panel of Figure 5 reveals futher evidence that parents with young children have 
been especially impacted by the government’s social distancing measures: there are large, 
substantial differences between parents and non-parents in terms of absences from work 
among those who remained employed. In March, May, June and July, individuals with 
children under 13 years old were significantly more likely to be absent from work than those 
with older or no children in the household. During the fall months, these gaps are no longer 
statistically significant, but individuals with young children remain somewhat more likely to 
be absent from work than non-parents. 
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Figure 5: Double- and triple-difference estimates of the effect of the COVID-19  
pandemic on employment by presence/age of youngest child, 2019-2020 

Employed, at work Employed, absent from work

Notes: Figure 5 displays the regression results for each month of the pandemic estimated using equations 
1 and 2. The dependent variable in the left panel is an indicator for employed and at work, while the 
dependent variable in the right panel is an indicator for employed and absent from work. The vertical 
bars denote the 95 percent confidence intervals computed using robust standard errors. The black 
squares represent the difference in employment between respondents whose youngest child is under 
the age of 13 and respondents: i) whose youngest child is 13 years of age or older; or ii) who have no 
children at all (equation 2). The light grey diamonds/circles indicate the group-specific estimate (equation 
1 estimated separately for these groups). Controls include: a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if the 
respondent is married or in a common-law relationship, the age of the respondent (in 5-year age groups), 
the respondent’s highest level of educational attainment, and a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if the 
respondent is female. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family workers; ii) respondents who have never worked; 
and iii) respondents who are not employed and who last worked more than a year ago.

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.

There are two main reasons why the employment of parents may have continued to trend 
downward during the second wave of Alberta’s pandemic. First, between September 
and December 2020, many parents may have elected to use online learning or to provide 
home schooling for their children rather than risk the uncertainties associated with a 
return to the classroom.9 Second, in October 2020, the federal government introduced the 
Canada Recovery Caregiving Benefit (CRCB). The CRCB provided $500 weekly payments 
to households that had to reduce formal paid employment hours to provide child care.10 
The availability of this income support coincides with the downward trends observed in 
Figure 5, suggesting that the CRCB may have also incentivized more parents to stay home 
with their children.

The findings presented in Figure 5 suggest that, even among parents who have maintained 
employment, there may be a substantial re-allocation of hours away from the labour market 
towards home production. We investigate this in Figure 6, which shows that the stable 

9	
Indeed, relative to 2019, the coronavirus has led to a near doubling of enrollment in provincial home-based 
schooling (Edwardson, 2020) – an option which is eligible for funding from the Alberta government. The 
ability to receive such funding may impact the labour market decisions of parents differently than non-
parents (or parents with older children).

10	
To be eligible for the CRCB, parents must have experienced a 50 percent reduction in weekly working hours 
because of a need to care for a child under 12. The CRCB is also available to individuals who have reduced 
their hours worked due to care for another family member that may have been affected by school, daycare 
or other care facilities. Eligibility also extends to individuals providing care for a child who is at a high-risk of 
contracting the COVID-19 virus.
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differentials in employment observed early in the pandemic mask relatively large declines 
in hours worked among parents with young children. Subjugated to closures of childcare 
centres and schools to face-to-face learning, the challenges experienced by this group of 
workers are considerably different from the rest of the population as parental activities 
effectively reduce the amount of time available to do other things like formal, paid work in 
the labour market (i.e., constrained optimization). In most of the months in Figure 6, many 
of the differentials exhibit statistical significance and are typically in the range of two to 
four fewer hours worked per week for parents relative to non-parents. Specific to parents 
of young children, the change in hours worked relative to pre-COVID-19 levels was nearly 
ten hours less per week on average in May at the extensive margin (left panel). During the 
summer and fall months, this number reduced slightly to about six hours less on average in 
December.

Figure 6: Double- and triple-difference estimates of the effect of the COVID-19  
pandemic on actual hours worked by presence/age of youngest child, 2019-2020 

All respondents Employed respondents

Notes: Figure 6 displays the regression results for each month of the pandemic estimated using equations 
1 and 2. The dependent variable is a continuous measure of hours worked. The left panel contains 
estimates for the entire sample of LFS respondents (i.e., employed at work, employed absent from 
work, unemployed and not in the labour force), while the right panel contains estimates for employed 
respondents (at or absent from work). The vertical bars denote the 95 percent confidence intervals 
computed using robust standard errors. The black squares represent the difference in employment 
between respondents whose youngest child is under the age of 13 and respondents: i) whose youngest 
child is 13 years of age or older; or ii) who have no children at all (equation 2). The light grey diamonds/
circles indicate the group-specific estimate (equation 1 estimated separately for these groups). Controls 
include: a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if the respondent is married or in a common-law relationship, 
the age of the respondent (in 5-year age groups), the respondent’s highest level of educational attainment, 
and a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if the respondent is female. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family 
workers; ii) respondents who have never worked; and iii) respondents who are not employed and who last 
worked more than a year ago.  

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.
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The relatively greater loss in hours worked for parents with young children still leaves 
room for a potential gendered effect of the pandemic given that women tend to spend 
relatively more time on home production and childcare than men (Moyser and Burlock 
2018). Are mothers bearing the brunt of increased home production duties? We turn to 
this question next. 

EXAMINING DIFFERENTIALS BETWEEN MOTHERS AND FATHERS: WHO IS 
MAKING A BIGGER TRADE-OFF? 

We start this section by noting that any documented differences in hours worked between 
men and women should be interpreted with the following caveat: if women with children 
worked fewer hours relative to men before the pandemic, then they ultimately had fewer 
hours to give up during the pandemic. In other words, if the pandemic generates a larger 
negative effect for fathers at the intensive margin, this may simply be because men with 
children had more hours available to lose given the pre-pandemic status quo in Alberta. We 
explore whether and how differences in pre-pandemic labour market participation impact 
the interpretation of our results at the end of this section.

Figure 7 shows the change in hours worked between 2019 and 2020 for respondents with 
young and older/no children, separately for men and women. During the second wave, 
there is an evident downward trend in working hours for both men and women with young 
children. While these trends are similar for both genders, there is a much greater decline 
in hours worked for men, particularly in November and December when the Alberta 
government introduced the second round of school closures. This is suggestive of more 
equitable sharing of parental duties and perhaps provides evidence that the pandemic may 
be shifting attitudes about the role of men in household work. This is consistent with other 
research in the UK showing that the pandemic has produced a substantial increase in the 
share of home responsibilities held by men (Alon et al. 2020; Chung et al. 2020; Shafer 
et al. 2020). Finally, all the point estimates are consistently below zero for both women 
and men with young children.11 However, the difference in the reduction of working hours 
between these two groups is only statistically significant for men in May and the last two 
months of 2020.

11	
Note that conditioning the data in this way leads to smaller sample sizes and therefore a reduction in the 
precision of our estimates. While this is potentially concerning, there is little variability across the (separately) 
estimated months, which should provide readers with additional reassurance in our results.



15

Figure 7: Double- and triple-difference estimates of the effect of the COVID-19  
pandemic on actual hours worked by gender and presence/age of youngest child, 
2019-2020 

Women Men

Notes: Figure 7 displays the regression results for each month of the pandemic estimated using equations 
1 and 2. The sample includes all LFS respondents (i.e., employed at work, employed absent from work, 
unemployed and not in the labour force). The dependent variable is a continuous measure of hours 
worked. The left panel contains estimates for women, while the right panel contains estimates for men. 
The vertical bars denote the 95 percent confidence intervals computed using robust standard errors. The 
black squares represent the difference in employment between respondents whose youngest child is 
under the age of 13 and respondents: i) whose youngest child is 13 years of age or older; or ii) who have no 
children at all  (equation 2). The light grey diamonds/circles indicate the group-specific estimate (equation 
1 estimated separately for these groups). Controls include: a dichotomous variable equal to 1 if the 
respondent is married or in a common-law relationship, the age of the respondent (in 5-year age groups), 
and the respondent’s highest level of educational attainment. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family workers; 
ii) respondents who have never worked; and iii) respondents who are not employed and who last worked 
more than a year ago.

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.

A reoccurring theme in the data on labour market hours is the concept of persistence or 
the tendency for shocks, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, to have long-run effects that 
dissipate slowly. Because we observe steady reductions in working hours for parents of 
young children throughout the pandemic, persistence may be particularly concerning 
for this group. Cumulatively, this means that lower working hours will build up over time, 
leading to the potential for even greater differences between parents with young children 
and individuals with older or no children in the medium run. For example, a full-time parent 
working three hours less per week (relative to an individual without a child under the age 
of 13) would accumulate an excess loss of 120 hours between March and December—the 
equivalent of three full-time weeks—attributed to the pandemic effect alone. We examine 
this empirically in Figure 8, where we illustrate the loss of aggregate cumulative hours 
relative to 2019, noting that the difference in February is normalized to zero.12

Across all groups, the cumulative effect of the pandemic was most severe in the summer 
months, after which, some momentum in the labour market levelled out the differences 
relative to 2019. Nonetheless, by December, all gender-parent pairings saw large reductions 
in total hours worked. Figure 8 suggests that parents of young children (as highlighted by 

12	
More specifically, we gather the cumulative sum of total hours worked by parental status and gender from 
February to December in 2019 and 2020. Then, we normalize these values such that the February amount is 
set to be 100 in both years. Finally, we take the log difference between 2020 and 2019.
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the grey lines) experienced the most profound reductions in hours worked, and that men 
and women experienced nearly the same cumulative losses by the end of 2020. At 14 per 
cent, men without young children lost the smallest per cent of hours relative to 2019, while 
women with young children saw the largest declines by the end of 2020—26 per cent below 
their 2019 level. However, also note that by December 2020, the cumulative losses among 
men and women with young children were roughly at the same level. Given the large gaps 
between these two groups through the spring and summer months, this suggests that 
changes in hours worked among men in the second wave were substantial enough that they 
resulted in roughly the same cumulative losses by the end of December 2020. 

Given our finding that the hours worked of men with young children have been particularly 
impacted in the second half of the COVID-19 crisis in Alberta, it is important to distinguish 
between what can be classified as a ’pandemic effect‘ and any normal economic disparities 
that existed before the COVID-19 crisis. For example, Alberta has the highest proportion 
of stay-at- me home parents across Canada (Statistics Canada, 2018). Although Statistics 
Canada (2018) does not disaggregate this statistic by gender, this likely also means that 
Alberta has the highest proportion of stay-at-home mothers. Relative to men, this suggests 
that women with children likely had less hours to lose when businesses and schools/
daycares started to close throughout the province in March 2020. This, in turn, may explain 
the smaller reductions in hours worked among women with children in the second wave of 
Alberta’s pandemic compared to their male counterparts (i.e., they may have maxed out 
reductions in working hours). In other words, these results may simply reflect pre-pandemic 
gender inequality in Alberta’s labour market. 

Figure 8: Percent change in cumulative labour market hours lost compared to 2019 by 
gender and presence/age of youngest child

Notes: Figure 8 displays the per cent change in cumulative labour market hours lost over the course of 
the pandemic relative to 2019 by gender and presence/age of youngest child. We separately examine 
the following four sub-samples: i) women whose youngest child is under the age of 13; ii) women whose 
youngest child is 13 years of age or older or who have no child at all; iii) men whose youngest child is under 
the age of 13; and iv) men whose youngest child is 13 years of age or older or who have no child at all. 
Sample excludes: i) unpaid family workers; ii) respondents who have never worked; and iii) respondents 
who are not employed and who last worked more than a year ago. 

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2019-2020. Tabulations by authors.



17

In Figure 9, we display the monthly historical trends in average hours worked between 
2015 and 2020 by gender and parent status. It is clear that, before the pandemic, men with 
young children consistently worked the highest average weekly hours. In contrast, women 
with young children tended to work about 10-15 hours less than men with young children. 
The large gap between these two groups suggests that the division of household labour 
is still heavily placed on women. Importantly, Figure 9 further confirms that part of the 
reason we are observing large negative impacts on the hours worked of men with young 
children may be because they had more to lose in the first place. This general pattern is 
robust to a related analysis by the age of the youngest child (i.e., youngest child aged 0-5 
and youngest child aged 6-12). However, we find the effect of the pandemic has been more 
severe for those with very young children.

Figure 9: Trends in average hours worked by gender and presence/age of youngest 
child, 2015-2020

Notes: Figure 9 displays the trends in average hours worked by gender and presence/age of youngest 
child. The sample includes all LFS respondents (i.e., employed at work, employed absent from work, 
unemployed and not in the labour force). We separately examine the following four sub-samples: i) women 
whose youngest child is under the age of 13; ii) women whose youngest child is 13 years of age or older or 
who have no child at all; iii) men whose youngest child is under the age of 13; and iv) men whose youngest 
child is 13 years of age or older or who have no child at all. Sample excludes: i) unpaid family workers; ii) 
respondents who have never worked; and iii) respondents who are not employed and who last worked 
more than a year ago.

Source: Canadian Labour Force Survey, public-use microdata files, 2015-2020. Tabulations by authors.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
In this paper, we examined various labour force statistics to understand the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic across different sociodemographic groups in Alberta. We show that 
initial large differences in labour market outcomes between men and women dissipated 
over the summer and fall months and that there is no evidence of an ongoing ‘she-cession’ 
in Alberta’s second wave. Our most striking result is significantly large differences in 
employment and actual hours worked between parents and non-parents—irrespective of 
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gender. These findings suggest that pandemic recovery plans which disproportionately 
focus on gender may be insufficient for addressing the complex labour market dynamics 
experienced by different groups throughout the pandemic. Rather than focus exclusively 
on gender, we propose that policymakers target policies towards both mothers and fathers 
with young children.

We must emphasize that the analysis conducted in this study describes the short-run 
effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on Alberta’s labour market. For example, we are unable 
to determine the extent to which the large cumulative reductions in hours worked that we 
document in Figure 7 will impact long-run outcomes for parents—and mothers especially. 
When the province is eventually able to return to normalcy, there will likely still be 
lingering effects from the pandemic on the labour market outcomes of the various socio-
demographic groups examined in this article. Moreover, it is important to note that, even 
though we show that employment has converged between men and women, because the 
latter group faced a larger decline in employment early on in the pandemic, in the longer 
run, women may experience more labour market frictions due to missed on-the-job training 
and other work experience opportunities—a concept known as scarring.13 As such, future 
research must examine whether the pandemic produced differential long-run effects on 
labour market outcomes for the groups studied in this paper. Such research will also better 
serve a discussion of long-run policy implications that are beyond the scope of our study 
and likely help to address labour market differences that existed between men and women 
before the COVID-19 pandemic.

Further, we also note that, in this chapter, we present estimates of the impact of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on the Alberta labour market, and we are not analyzing or 
commenting on the pre-pandemic status quo. Given substantial pre-pandemic labour 
market differences between men and women with and without children (see Figure 9), it is 
worth considering whether the status quo is acceptable and what policy options may help 
facilitate greater female labour force participation. This is not within the scope of our paper, 
but we raise it as an important consideration for future research.

We end on a hopeful note. Our paper provides preliminary evidence that Alberta fathers 
may have taken on a greater share of childcare and other household responsibilities during 
the pandemic. This is consistent with a report from the UK, which provides descriptive 
evidence that fathers spent more time providing childcare and performing other unpaid 
household work than they did before the pandemic (Chung et al. 2020). Using a sample 
of Canadian parents, Shafer et al. (2020) similarly find that fathers increased their 
participation in housework and childcare during the COVID-19 shutdowns. Finally, in the 
U.S., Alon et al. (2020) have also documented this change, and further note that, in effect, 
the pandemic may erode traditional social norms that propagate the uneven distribution of 
labour in the household.

Together, these studies suggest that the pandemic may generate long-run benefits for both 
women and men. Women may see reduced household responsibilities if men continue to 
take on a greater share of parenting duties. In contrast, many men are now recognizing 
the benefits of spending more time with their children (Lamont 2021). These changes 
may be everlasting if the pandemic has made firms more willing to provide flexible work 

13	
These long-run benefits and costs are further described in Stevenson (2020) and Alon et al. (2020).
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arrangements in terms of both when and where work is completed. Indeed, if these trends 
continue, there may be greater improvements in the future labour market participation 
of women with young children who disproportionately shouldered the burden of home 
production well before the COVID-19 era.
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