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Minimum wage in Canada since 1975

The first legislation in Canada governing minimum wage was introduced in the early 20th century and was intended, at the
time, to prevent the exploitation of women and children. While some today see the minimum wage as a way to improve
workers' standard of living and to reduce poverty and inequality, others believe that setting a legal minimum wage tends to
eliminate jobs that require little specialization—often student jobs—and to increase unemployment and poverty among low-
skilled workers.

In Canada, minimum wage is provincially regulated, but a national minimum wage can be calculated using the rate in each
province.

Minimum wage in synch with average hourly earnings

While Canada has undergone important economic, social and technological changes since the 1970s, the minimum wage
and the average hourly wage are essentially unchanged.

After adjusting the minimum wage and average hourly earnings for inflation, fluctuations in the minimum wage almost mimic
fluctuations in employees' average hourly earnings. Taking inflation into account, the minimum wage peaked in 1976 at just
over $11 an hour in Canada. The following year—1977—average hourly earnings peaked at close to $24.

Although these indicators have fluctuated since then, the minimum wage in 2014—after adjusting for inflation—had an
average value of $10.39 per hour, and average earnings were between $22.70 and $24.51 per hour, depending on the data
source used. These values were comparable to those observed in the late 1970s.
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Minimum wage is often expressed on the basis of average hourly earnings. This ratio can vary depending on the data source
used, but the trends are similar. In 1975, the minimum wage represented almost 49% of average hourly earnings, compared
with a value of between 42% and 46% in 2014.

Proportion of workforce earning minimum wage slightly increases
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Between 1997 and 2014, the proportion of employees receiving minimum wage rose from 5.0% to 7.2%. Most of this
increase occurred between 2003 and 2010. This proportion was lowest in Alberta, at 1.7%, followed by Saskatchewan at
3.5%. Ontario had the highest proportion at 10.9%.

When the minimum wage goes up, the proportion of employees paid at minimum wage may increase. This is because some
employees who were earning above the minimum wage join the ranks of those earning the minimum wage.

In 2014, as in 1997, youth, women, students and people with a lower level of education were the groups most likely to be
paid at minimum wage. In 2014, 49% of employees aged 15 to 19 years and 15% of those aged 20 to 24 were paid at
minimum wage. The rate for women was 9%, compared with 6% for men. Among students, 29% were paid at minimum
wage, versus 5% of non-students. Lastly, 20% of employees with less than a high school diploma were paid at minimum
wage, compared with 3% of employees who had a university degree.
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Definitions

Minimum wage: The lowest hourly wage rate that an employer can legally pay its employees.

Average hourly earnings: Amount obtained by dividing employees' weekly pay by the number of hours in their normal work
week.
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Resource persons

To enquire about the concepts, methods and data quality in this publication, contact Diane Galarneau (613-854-3018) or
Sébastien Larochelle-Côté (613-951-0803), Labour Statistics Division.
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