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Statistical Terms: What’s the scoop on …

The Labour Force Survey


What is it? The Labour Force Survey has been conducted since 1945 and is now conducted monthly, gathering information on who is employed, who is unemployed and who is out of the labour force. Specifically excluded from the survey population are residents of the Yukon and NWT, persons living on Indian Reserves, full-time members of the Canadian Armed Forces and inmates of institutions.  The LFS captures information from approximately 54,000 representative households, capturing information over a six month period on the household members in the labour force. 

The basic statistics that emerge from the LFS are the employed and unemployed estimates (by province/sector), the participation rate, the unemployment rate, and the employment population ratio.  More detailed statistics are available by age, sex, family status. full/part-time status, average usual hours and wage, union coverage, occupation and selected data by sub-provincial area (CMA and Economic Region).

What does it look like?   A neat table—and blissfully easy to understand!
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Can you use it in a sentence?  “Although employment in Alberta was little changed according to the latest LFS, an increase in the number of people looking for work pushed the unemployment rate up 0.5 percentage points to 5.1%.”  According to the definitions in the LFS, there are only a few ways in which you can leave the ranks of the unemployed: give up searching for work, find a job, or die.  And, if we counted unpaid work in the definition of work, these numbers could look much different.

Why do we care about the LFS? It measures employment and unemployment rate, and thus provides information on the supply of labour as a factor of production, and the production is included as part of the goods and services included in the System of National Accounts.  In short, it is a key indicator of Canada’s economic health. 

Why do we care about the LFS?  (cont’d.)

As well, the sampling frame for the LFS (which is the list from which they draw their LFS samples) is also used by other social surveys.  This is one of the reasons that the GSS, which has in the past used the LFS sampling frame, has been confined to non-institutionalized Canadians 15 and over.

What do I need to know? Definitions are important to watch with LFS.  Discouraged workers are not part of the labour force, nor are those doing volunteer work or unpaid housework.  The Labour Force Survey is one of the surveys that provides both unadjusted and seasonally adjusted values.  Seasonal fluctuations sometimes make it difficult to determine the underlying trend from an examination of a series of month-by-month figures.  What is the effect of removing seasonal variations?  

	Labour Force Survey 2000
	LFS Unemployment Rate (unadjusted), PEI

(CANSIM Table 279-0002)
	LFS Unemployment Rate (seasonally adjusted), PEI

(CANSIM Table 279-0002)

	
	2000
	.2001
	2000
	2001

	January 
	16.6
	15.8
	12.3
	11.7

	February 
	14.4
	14.1
	11.5
	11.7

	March 
	14.7
	13.9
	11.6
	11.3

	April 
	15.4
	17.9
	11.6
	13.4

	May 
	9.1
	10.3
	10.7
	12.0

	June 
	7.9
	
	11.8
	

	July
	10.3
	
	12.5
	

	August
	9.4
	
	12.8
	

	September
	8.4
	
	11.3
	

	October
	10.6
	
	13.5
	

	November
	14.6
	
	13.8
	

	December
	13.7
	
	11.9
	


Would a politician on the Island be upset if the seasonally unadjusted unemployment rate went to 19?  Probably not, but they might have cause to be perturbed if the seasonally adjusted rate went up by the same amount to 15. More than weather is affecting the rates, in that case.

Sightings  The reference week used in the LFS questionnaire is usually the week containing the 15th day of the month.  Within 30 days and just before the next survey, we see the LFS data appearing in The Daily, on the STC web site, in CANSIM, and in the Canadian Economic Observer.  And in 71-001, as well as a host of other publications by STC.   Oh, and we see statistics appear in Hansard, of course.  

Where do I find definitions and methodology? The Labour Force Survey is indisputably well-studied.  There are articles in Survey Methodology (12-001), Perspectives on Labour and Income (75-001), in Canadian Economic Observer, in the Analytical Reports out of almost every division…but here are a few good titles that you can read by the fire—or you may simply wish to refer your users to these gems:

Guide to the Labour Force Survey (February 2002)

71-543-GIE http://www.statcan.ca/english/IPS/Data/71-543-GIE.htm
Methodology of the Canadian Labour Force Survey

71-526-XPB

http://www.statcan.ca/english/IPS/Data/71-526-XPB.htm
Improvements to the Labour Force Survey 2001

71F0031-XIE

http://www.statcan.ca:80/cgi-bin/downpub/listpub.cgi?catno=71F0031XIE
Related Data Files:


Labour Force Annual Public Use Microdata File 
71M0001XDB


The Interwar Labour Database (1919 to 1944)
71F0030XDE 
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