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COULD THE THREAT OF MACHINES STEALING JOBS BE EXACTLY WHAT B.C. NEEDS?  

L
lamaZoo’s newest product sees the 
forest for the trees and the trees for 
the forest. 

The visualization tool uses tera-
bytes of data about a planned logging 
site from satellite and aerial imagery, 
geographic information and infrared 

surveys to create a 1:1 digital replica of the 
area—down to the placement and height of 
an individual Western red cedar. With vir-
tual reality glasses and a handset, planners 
can lasso a stand of trees and instantly cal-
culate the value of its lumber. They can fly 
over hills and gullies, lay out roads and cut 
blocks, all without putting helicopters in the 
air or people in the woods. 

Combining disparate pieces of data into 
one interactive picture is what Victoria- 
based LlamaZoo does. For its forestry 
soft ware, the firm partnered with FPInnova-
tions, a logging industry research non-profit, 
and Interfor Corp. for data and product feed-
back. Vancouver-headquartered forestry 
giant Interfor thinks the tool will  save at 
least $3 per cubic metre of wood by cutting 
helicopter time, field days and training, and 
allowing for better planning. All of that also 
means safer working conditions.

“It will change the way we plan forest 
operations, and it will transform informa-
tion sharing with the First Nations and 
other stakeholders,” says Robin Modesto,  
a manager with Interfor’s coastal wood-
lands division. 
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TIME TO BITE THE BULLET?
A harmonious collaboration of human 
and robot. A new technology disrupting 
an industry that hasn’t changed much since 
the invention of the logging truck. This is 
the promise of automation, artificial intel-
ligence, virtual and augmented reality, the 
Internet of things and other emerging tech-
nologies. Done right, harnessing stacks of 
data makes jobs safer, easier and less mun-
dane, and helps companies become more 
efficient, competitive and innovative. 

B.C. is well positioned to capitalize on 
what some call the fourth Industrial Revo-
lution. Already tech hubs, Vancouver and 
Victoria lie in the same time zone as and a 
short flight from other industry hot spots on 
the West Coast. The Lower Mainland is sec-
ond only to Silicon Valley for the size of its 
virtual and augmented reality cluster, says 
Dan Burgar, president of the international 
VR/AR Association’s Vancouver chapter. 
From 15 member companies in 2015, his 
organization has grown to 230. 

Last year Japanese IT giant Fujitsu 
located its global centre for AI development 
in B.C. Plus, the province is home to three 
top research universities—SFU, UBC and 
UVic—known for producing skilled grads 
and innovative technology, and several 
other post-secondary institutions lauded 
for their responsive programming. 

Still, we’ve all heard the same com-
plaints. Government policies and high taxes 
discourage growth. Businesses find it hard 
to attract and retain talent. A lack of ven-
ture capital forces homegrown companies 
to look across the border. And risk aversion 
permeates the province and the country. 

“I think the reluctance or fear to embrace 
technology too quickly historically kept 
industry stable,” says Charles Lavigne, co-
founder of LlamaZoo. “But sometimes you 
have to bite the bullet and go with what the 
market demands.”

AUTOMATIC FAIL
This is the intersection where B.C. sits. If 
we make the right moves, we’ll fertilize a 
vibrant technology industry that sucks in 
investment and blooms production. Get it 
wrong, and the province’s economy could 
wither, prompting the tech sector to move 
to friendlier valleys. Putting B.C. in the 

sunny patch requires government and busi-
ness working together. And a lot of data—to 
understand what’s happening in industry 
and to fuel this technological revolution.

How are we doing so far? “The data is 
conclusive: Canada is not productive, and 
automation risks making it worse,” says 
David Williams, VP of policy at the Business 
Council of British Columbia. 

Williams came to that conclusion after 
authoring two reports in 2018. One found 
that Canadian workers are some 20-percent 
less productive per hour than their U.S., 
German and French counterparts. To try 
to catch up in the past few decades, 
Canada relied on people working 
longer hours and women enter-
ing the job market. Both strate-
gies are now tapped out. 

The second report teased out 
how automation will impact B.C. 
workers. Williams figures that 42 per-
cent of occupations in the province have 
significant potential for automation over the 
next 20 years, and that it will touch almost 
every worker. Digitization should encour-
age strong job growth and wage gains for 
highly skilled workers, he says, and moder-
ate growth and gains for those with basic 
skills. So-called middle-skill roles, like 
office-support and production-line jobs, will 
feel automation’s bite the most.

Put those findings together, and they 
point to a systemic problem: B.C. busi-
nesses spend less on capital investment, 
research and development, and training 
employees than companies in the U.S. 
“There’s a big opportunity here to improve 
our economy,” Williams says. “We need 
to employ new tools, new skills and new  

technology to make every human worker 
more productive.”

He thinks government has a big role to 
play. Higher productivity could fund a bet-
ter safety net that helps educate and train 
people who lose their jobs to automation, 
and the right tax incentives and policy shifts 
could encourage competition. “Survival is a 
powerful motivator for firms to update pro-
cesses and invest in people and equipment,” 
Williams observes.

The provincial government realizes that 
change is coming, says Bruce Ralston, B.C.’s 
minister of jobs, trade and technology. “Our 

government is taking action to ensure 
that people have the skills they 

need for the jobs of tomorrow,” 
Ralston tells BCBusiness. 

The Emerging Economy Task 
Force, which includes experts 

from industry and academia, is 
advising the government on navi-

gating the automation shift. Since taking 
power in 2017, the NDP have created the B.C. 
Employer Training Grant to enable compa-
nies to up-skill staff. They’ve also invested 
more than $60 million in tech-focused seats 
at universities, co-op opportunities, schol-
arships and entrepreneurial training, and 
appointed innovation commissioner Alan 
Winter to advocate for B.C. tech firms at the 
federal and international levels. 

To help ideas become businesses, Crown 
agency Innovate BC runs 12 accelerator 
programs. Federally, there’s the B.C.-based 
Canada’s Digital Technology Supercluster, 
an industry-led collaborative effort that 
aims to allow small and medium-sized busi-
nesses to scale and to make the country a 
global leader in digital innovation.
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Whatever Works
In March, Mustel Group asked 501 Metro Vancouver residents: Do you think 
employers have a responsibility to retrain employees or assist them in other 
ways if their role is automated or replaced by technology?

n Yes: 74.3%

n No: 24.2%

n  Don’t know: 1.6%
Men

n Yes: 84.3%

n No: 10.7%

n  Don’t know: 4.9%
Women
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SHOW US THE MONEY
Companies say they need more to thrive. 
Even for an established business like Llama-
Zoo, co-founder Lavigne says it’s challeng-
ing to secure financing. “There is a shortage 
of true venture capital in B.C.,” he explains. 
“We have to look south to Washington or 
California to raise money.”

The lack of capital shifts shareholder 
power out of Canada and talent along with 
it, says Nikolas Badminton. The tech indus-
try veteran, researcher and futurist may 
move to Toronto because “Vancouver is a 
tough city to work in. The funding is not 
here.” Vancouver and Victoria’s affordabil-
ity is part of the issue. “In San Francisco, a 
kid can make $200,000 right out of college,”  

Badminton says. “Even though it’s an expen-
sive city, she can pay rent with that.”

The government can’t create a more-
adventurous venture capital industry, but 
it can encourage one with laws designed for 
the next era. B.C.’s rules about privacy, ethics 
and liability are five years behind, says 
Jan Kietzmann, an associate profes-
sor of innovation and information 
systems at UVic’s Peter B. Gustav-
son School of Business. Modern-
izing them starts and ends with 
education. Few people really under-
stand cloud computing, blockchain and 
artificial intelligence. To most, virtual real-
ity is a game, and automation is the stuff of 
doomsday movies. 

“I see other jurisdictions being proactive 
in how they can utilize new technology,” 

Kietzmann says. “We’re not, because many 
people still associate artificial intelligence 
with science fiction, or believe that AI- 
powered applications are still years away.”

It’s not real and practical until a guy who 
makes wood products for a living slides on 

the headset in a Vancouver office tower 
and is suddenly laying out a logging 

site in a remote valley on Vancou-
ver Island. 

“A major administrative over-
head for tech in B.C. is policy,” 

Kietzmann says. “A big part of 
the reason policy is hard to change is 

because we don’t always have people with 
the necessary expertise in the positions that 
can make these changes. Better-informed 
people in government, business and society 
would make better choices.” •

T
he rise of freelancing and con-
tract labour changes not only 
how we work but how we find 
work, notes Ron McGowan. 
“We’re a society that knows 

how to apply for a job,” says the 
Vancouver-based employment 
expert and author. “The challenge 
for employment seekers today is to 
become proficient at finding work. 
That’s a much more complicated 
process than applying for a job.” 

McGowan wrote his new book, 
How to Find Work in the Gig Economy: 
A Road Map for Graduates and Precar-
ious Workers, to help the under- and 
unemployed close the gap. It builds 
on his previous How to Find Work in 

the 21st Century  with three 
additional chapters that 
speak to the new realities 
of the job market.

WHAT MUST JOB 
SEEKERS DO TO FIND 
WORK IN THIS NEW 
ENVIRONMENT?
For starters, answer the 
question, “What would 
a search of social media 
reveal about me?” As 
personal branding guru 
Dan Schawbel puts it, 
“Your first impression isn’t 
a handshake anymore. It’s 

your online presence that will decide 
the fate of your career.” 

WHAT ABOUT DURING THE 
JOB SEARCH?
Job seekers need to understand the 
difference between applying for a 
job and approaching employers on 
speculation. It requires an under-
standing of marketing and selling, 
doing effective research and being 
connected to what is going on in their 
field. They shouldn’t be contacting an 
employer on speculation unless their 
research and connectivity tells them 
that what they have to offer will be of 
interest to that employer. Most don’t 
even come close to that. Instead they 

spend their time sending out resumés. 
It’s a complete waste of time, and 
inevitably they end up discouraged. 
They need to be more creative.

CAN YOU GIVE AN 
EXAMPLE?
Employment seekers will be spend-
ing most of their time contacting 
employers on speculation. The 
objective at this point is to get the 
employer’s attention or pique their 
curiosity. The best tool to do this is 
a marketing letter: one page and 
no resumé included. It must quickly 
establish that the sender knows the 
company and the sector it’s in, and 
that they have something relevant to 
offer. It might reference something 
from the employer’s website, if that 
is relevant to getting their attention. 
It must also state that the sender will 
follow up with the employer within a 
week. Employment seekers are often 
reluctant to do this, and that is a  
big mistake.

WHAT ARE BUSINESSES 
DOING DIFFERENTLY?
Employers will tell you that advertis-
ing for employees is one of the 
least effective ways to find new 
hires. When Uber drivers refer new 
hires, the company pays them a 
$200 bonus. The French cosmet-

ics company L’Oréal is trying a 
new approach. On their website, 
applicants are prompted to answer 
several open-ended questions. For 
example, “If you had one month 
and $4,000 to tackle any project 
you wanted, what would you do?” 
They’re finding that this approach 
helps them to find the right kind 
of new hire. I think you’ll see more 
employers adopting similar options.

MANY PEOPLE LOOK AT THE 
CHANGING JOB LANDSCAPE 
AS A NEGATIVE. WHAT DO 
YOU THINK?
Here’s how I finish up my book:

“Finally, the traditional job has 
been such an integral part of our 
society for so long that its demise 
is almost always seen in negative 
terms. It’s not that simple. It remains 
to be seen what the end result of 
the biggest transition to occur in 
the workplace in the past 200 years 
that we’re going through will be. It’s 
just possible that future genera-
tions will say to their parents and 
grandparents: ‘Tell me about this 
job thing again. You mean someone 
else decided what type of work you 
could do? How much money you 
could make? And how much vacation 
time you could take? What were you 
people smoking back then?’” •
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LOOKING FOR WORK 
IN THE GIG ECONOMY? 
AUTHOR RON MCGOWAN 
TALKS TO US ABOUT WHAT 
AND WHAT NOT TO DO

DI T CH T HE 
RESUM



B
oring, sweaty, repetitive, 
thankless work–that’s 
dishwashing in a bakery. 
Turnover tends to be high. But 
not at Gabi & Jules Handmade 

Pies and Baked Goodness in Port 
Moody. “One of our dishwash-
ers shows up an hour 
and a half early, every 
day,” says owner Lisa 
Beecroft. 

Beecroft’s daughter 
is on the autism spectrum. 
When she opened the bakery in 
2016, she made it part of the mission 
to provide opportunities to autistic 
people. Ten of her 30 staff are autis-
tic, including the three dishwashers.

“When you have an acces-
sible workplace, you quickly 

realize everyone brings 
unique abilities,” 
Beecroft says. “Autistic 
people thrive on doing 
the same thing, every 
time. And they’re loyal, 
which, as any small busi-
ness owner in B.C. will tell 
you, is hard to find.”

The value of an acces-
sible and inclusive business 
is well established. When 
Deloitte polled Canadian 
firms for its report Out-
comes Over Optics: Build-

ing Inclusive Organizations, it found 
that inclusive firms were more likely 
to grow revenue, spend on research 
and development, and have confident 
outlooks. Being inclusive also opens 
up new demographics. About 62 per-

cent of the population works, 
but less than 50 percent of 

disabled people do. That’s 
an opportunity as recruit-
ing staff gets tougher.

Businesses must 
create a welcoming 

environment for minorities, 
immigrants, people with disabilities 
and those identifying as LGBT. 
Inclusivity extends from job posting 
through employee experience, 
from workplace infrastructure to 
company events. 

The impact at Gabi & Jules 
reaches far beyond giving marginal-
ized employees an opportunity. “The 
inclusive environment is part of 
why the other staff work here, too,” 
Beecroft explains. “It’s inspiring to see 
people succeed, and they want to be 
a part of that. They tend to be a little 
more compassionate and aware of 
the world beyond themselves.”

How can you replicate Gabi & 
Jules’s success? We asked Marco 
Pasqua, an accessibility consultant 
representing the Presidents Group, a 
network of B.C. employers champion-
ing more accessible and inclusive 
workplaces; and Arun Subramanian, 
director of industry HR development 
with Vancouver-based go2HR, which 
specializes in tourism staffing.

1. OPEN THE CONVERSATION
Inclusivity only works if everyone from 
the boss to the newest employee is 
on board. The first step is an open 
dialogue with staff. Encourage 
questions, accept concerns, and be 
proactive. It helps to address biases 
and misconceptions and foster an 
inclusive environment, a proven way 
of boosting productivity for all staff.

2. TALK ABOUT LANGUAGE
One of the most common concerns 
is offending a minority inadvertently, 

which can paralyze communication. 
Address these worries by talking 
about the appropriate language to 
use. The best approach: be polite, and 
just ask.

3. BROADEN YOUR REACH
Inform everyone about your inclusive 
hiring practices. Include a statement 
on your website and in job descrip-
tions, tell your staff, and commit to it 
on social media.

4. BE FLEXIBLE
Speaking of job descriptions, take a 
critical look at them, scrutinizing what 
skills are really required and which 
ones are just nice to have. Be clear 
about both. Take the same flexible 
attitude to applications and inter-
views by providing them in as many 
forms as possible. 

5. ASK FOR HELP
Many organizations work to increase 
inclusivity. The Presidents Group  
and Work BC are good places to  
start. Other agencies work to prepare, 
place and train disadvantaged  
groups; for instance, Pacific Autism 
Family Network helps integrate 
autistic people into jobs. The best ser-
vices continue supporting businesses 
and employees over the long term, not 
just during job training. •

A LL  A BOA RD
AS ONE B.C. BUSINESS 
SHOWS, CREATING AN 
ACCESSIBLE AND INCLUSIVE 
WORKPLACE CAN DELIVER 
BIG BENEFITS FOR EMPLOY-
ERS AND EMPLOYEES ALIKE
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Variety Show
In its survey for  
BCBusiness, Mustel 
Group asked 274 people 
employed in Metro 
Vancouver the following 
question: Workplace di-
versity has been shown 
to increase business 
profits. In your opinion, 
how diverse is your 
workplace? 

n Very diverse: 45.7% 

n Somewhat diverse: 30.6%

n  Not very diverse: 14.0%

n  Not at all diverse: 8.2%

n  Don’t know: 1.4%

Gender

n Very diverse: 59.3% 

n Somewhat diverse: 30.4%

n  Not very diverse: 6.5%

n  Not at all diverse: 2.5%

n  Don’t know: 1.3%

Age

n Very diverse: 60.9% 

n Somewhat diverse: 27.1%

n  Not very diverse: 7.4%

n  Not at all diverse: 2.6%

n  Don’t know: 2.0%

Ethnicity

n Very diverse: 26.5% 

n Somewhat diverse: 38.2%

n  Not very diverse: 20.2%

n  Not at all diverse: 12.5%

n  Don’t know: 2.7%

Mental  
and Physical  

Abilities
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W
hat if Elon Musk, Uber 
and Boeing are wrong? 
All three predict that 
the future of commut-
ing revolves around a 

personal vehicle: Musk dreams of 
underground tubes bypassing grid-
lock, autonomous cars are Uber’s 
focus, and Boeing sees air taxis 
flying over street traffic. 

“Those ideas assume we  
just want more of the same–more 
cars,” says Todd Litman, head of the 
Victoria Transport Policy Institute, an 
independent public transportation 
research group. “But I don’t think 
that’s the case.”

To understand future needs, 
transportation experts use demo-
graphic and social trends–things 
like a desire for more walkability, 
smaller families, tech-savvy seniors 
and minimalist millennials. All point 
to fewer cars on the road. That 
changes everything. Right now, the 
typical community dedicates 30 
percent of its land base to the car: 
roads, parking spots, intersections. 

“The demand for road space is 
going to drop like a rock,” says Gordon 
Lovegrove, principal investigator with 
the Sustainable Transport Safety 

Research Laboratory at UBC Okana-
gan. Car-focused land use will shrink 
by 50 percent, reckons the associate 
professor of engineering. Housing and 
businesses will fill the unused space. 
High-speed trains and buses will link 
cities and suburbs. And everyone will 
share vehicles–whether it’s electric 
scooters or autonomous cars–to get 
around town.

“We have an opportunity to use 
technology to make urban living bet-
ter,” Litman says. “But to get there, 
we need a big shift in policy. We need 
to move away from car-first policies 
to a diverse, responsive and efficient 
transportation system.”

Here’s what the city of tomorrow 
might look like.

RIDING THE RAILS
Thanks to high-speed hydrogen-fuel-
cell trains, it’s easy for remote work-
ers in Nanaimo to visit the office in 
Victoria a couple of times a week. 

TRANSIT,  
NEW YORK–STYLE
In response to manufacturing fleeing 
high land prices in the city, TransLink 
shifts from a downtown-focused 
strategy to a spider web network. 
Workers take the SkyTrain from 
Coquitlam to Surrey without going 
through Vancouver first.  

GADGETS ON THE CORNER
Need to go a few kilometres? Hop  
on an electric scooter, an e-bike or 
the pedal kind, or hail a ride-share. 
All make it easy to get around quickly 
without owning a car or waiting for 
a taxi. 

DENSITY RULES
With fewer cars, developers reclaim 
road space and parking lots to 
build more housing. Much of this 
will happen in downtown areas. 
Combined with zoning shifts away 
from single-family houses in favour 

of higher density, the result is more 
people living within walking distance 
of work.

TRUCKING GOES 
AUTONOMOUS
Automation hits commercial trans-
portation hard. Robots take over for 
long-haul semi-trailer drivers, with 
in-city deliveries following soon.

INCENTIVES FOR HEALTH
Rather than subsidize parking 
spaces, employers pay for staff bus 
passes, cover e-scooter subscrip-
tions, chip in for bikes or offer a 
stipend for walkers.  

GOOGLE MAPS ON  
STEROIDS
An app gives all the options for get-
ting from one place to another–and 
pays for the trip, too. Such software 
is already in play in some Asian and 
Nordic countries. •
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THE SHIFT AWAY  
FROM CARS WILL  
TRANSFORM CITIES 
–AND HOW WE  
GET TO THE OFFICE
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T
o explain the future of recruit-
ing and retaining talent,  
Sandra Miles uses her own 
hiring woes as an example. 
A few years ago, she was 

looking for a new staff member at 
Vancouver-based employment agency 
Miles HR, where she is president and 
CEO. After a thorough search, the best 
candidate didn’t have the skills and 
experience Miles wanted but showed 
the personality and drive she needed.

“We often see amazing talent 
that doesn’t fit the strict definition of 
what the job requires,” Miles says.  
“A lot of companies would overlook 
that person. I don’t think that’s the 
right attitude, especially as the job 
market tightens.”

It’s already hard to find employ-
ees for many in-demand positions. 
The provincial government’s 
2018 British Columbia Labour Market 
Outlook predicts 130,000 vacant 
jobs in B.C. by 2028. In a job seeker’s 
market, every company needs a 
responsive recruiting and retaining 
plan, Miles maintains. That means 
throwing out the rigid rules and 
opening up to possibility: “The 
candidates that don’t check all the 
boxes often bring unexpected, extra 
benefits to the position.”

Instead of passing on the appli-
cant, Miles had an honest conversa-
tion with her. “I explained that I was 
going to invest in training her for the 
job,” she recalls. “I told her it would 
be two years before I’d see a return 
on that investment. I asked her if she 
was committed to that timeline.”

The candidate repaid that 
frankness by turning down the job. It 
was disappointing for Miles, but far 
less than it could have been. “I think 
employers have to be curious and 
open to doing things differently,” she 
says. “If you’re not, you’re going to 
miss out on the best talent.”

Here are eight other ways to 
stay ahead of the competition when 
it comes to building and keeping a 
great team.

1. BUILD A BRAND 
The culture of the brand is what will 
attract new talent, Miles notes: “It’s 
what you do, why you do it and how 
you do it.” If you create an open, 
responsive culture and communicate 
it to job prospects, people will want to 
work for you.

2. BE FLEXIBLE
Just because a position was struc-
tured a certain way before doesn’t 

mean it has to stay that way, says 
Tara Van Zuiden, an executive talent 
adviser and strategist with Deloitte 
in Vancouver. For instance, split a 
full-time job into two part-time jobs, 
breaking up the positions by skill set. 
This attracts people who can’t or don’t 
want to work full-time and creates 
opportunities for new candidates.

3. FLATTEN THE HIERARCHY
The next generation of employees 
grew up with transparency and 
teamwork at home, grade school 
and university. They expect the 
same at work. “The old hierarchical 
structure, the command-and-control 
relationship, is obsolete,” Miles 
says. The entire team should share 
wins, take on responsibility, work 
collaboratively and understand the 
company’s strategy.

4. SWEETEN THE DEAL
“When there are significant labour 
challenges, anything you offer out of 
the traditional realm is considered 
an edge,” says Arun Subramanian, 
director of industry HR development 
at go2HR, Vancouver-based staffing 
specialists for the tourism industry. 
Subsidized staff accommodation 
helped Sun Peaks Resort attract 

people in a tight housing and labour 
market. Meanwhile, one local busi-
ness owner had a vacation home he 
let staff use. “It was not a big cost 
to him but was a huge benefit for 
employees,” Subramanian says. “But 
be authentic. Sleep pods, foosball and 
gourmet meals may work for Google, 
but are not a fit for many businesses.”

5. GET CREATIVE WITH 
BENEFITS
“What works for one person is not 
going to work for all,” Miles says of 
benefits. “Curated packages is the 
future. It’s a big ask, but there are 
little ways you can create individual 
value.” Younger employees might 
care more about free massages and 
a six-month sabbatical than life insur-
ance coverage. An older employee 
might prefer training opportunities or 
help with a gym membership. Adjust-
ing benefits throughout a career will 
help with retention, Miles says.

6. INVEST IN EMPLOYEES
Training staff not only benefits the 
company with more knowledge but 
also encourages them to stay. Oppor-
tunities to grow and learn keep a job 
interesting, and it pays off even when 
employees move on, Subramanian 
says. “They might go out and tell five 
people that it’s a great place to work.”

7. FORGET SECRECY
Compensation packages should 
be fair and transparent. “You can’t 
hide anything anymore,” Miles says. 
“Backroom deals are obsolete. It 
won’t be long before all salaries are 
posted online.” 

8. AVOID THE GOLDEN 
HANDCUFFS
“People think you can’t have turnover, 
but when people stay longer than 
they should, it’s expensive,” Miles 
warns. “If they don’t care, it affects 
their performance, it affects their 
team, it affects the clients.” Encour-
age good staff to stay, but also know 
that new blood brings “new energy, 
new ideas and new ways of doing 
things,” Miles advises. “You need all 
those things to sustain and push a 
business into the future.” •

T HE  NE W 
RULES OF  HR
THREE EXPERTS WEIGH IN  
ON WHAT LIES AHEAD FOR 
HIRING THE BEST PEOPLE 
AND KEEPING THEM AROUND

THE
FUTURE of 

WORK

FLEXIBLE JOB

Seeking top 

talent? Keep 

an open mind, 

Sandra Miles 

suggests





”A
t one point, freelance 
and contract workers 
were a small corner of 
the labour market,” says 
Andrew Cash, co-founder 

of the Urban Worker Project. “It was 
easy for policy-makers, media and 
the labour movement to ignore the 
group as an outlier. That’s no longer 
possible.”

In 2017, more than 15 percent of 
the national workforce was freelance, 
an independent contractor or a 
consultant, according to Statistics 
Canada. That’s a surge of some 
50 percent, or almost three million 
people, since 2005. The numbers keep 
growing, and projections vary. By 
2020, accounting software and 
consulting firm Intuit estimates, 
40 percent of the country’s workers 
will be freelancers. And in a 2017 
survey of 1,500 business executives,  
86 percent of respondents told staff-
ing company Randstad Canada that 
they plan to increase “agile workers.” 

Shedding staff for non-permanent 
workers, often called the gig 
economy, allows companies to hire for 
immediate needs, without the long-
term, legal or financial obligations of 
an employee. But it leaves a growing 
number of people lacking employment 
insurance, health benefits and other 
safety nets. 

“In a lot of cases, companies 
are treating independent work-

ers as employees but without 
the benefits,” says Cash, whose 
Toronto-based group advocates for 
the self-employed. “Employers are 
downloading their responsibilities 
onto workers.”

Cash is part of a growing cho-
rus demanding innovative solutions to 
protect the swelling ranks of precari-
ous workers. “Our system of rules and 
laws to protect workers was designed 
when most people were employees,” 
says Kenneth Thornicroft, a lawyer 
and professor of law and employment 
relations at UVic’s Peter B. Gustavson 
School of Business. “It doesn’t do a 
good job of protecting the self-
employed. The gap it leaves creates 
stress for individuals, and as a society, 
it is not good.”

There is employment insurance 
for the self-employed, but it only 
pays for maternity leave, offering no 
coverage for sick days, Thornicroft 
observes. Without the economies 
of scale of a group plan, private 
health care is an expense that many 
independent workers can’t afford. 
And there aren’t many products 
designed for them, anyway. If they 
contribute to the Canada Pension 
Plan, they pay both the employee and 
employer portions. Filing a grievance 
with a labour relations board is often 
impossible, says Thornicroft. It’s 
expensive, and the system and rules 
are for employee-employer relation-

ships. When there are disagreements, 
it leaves independent workers with 
little recourse. 

That’s where organizations like 
the Canadian Freelance Union (CFU) 
step in. “They’re one person against 
a client who’s usually a big company,” 
says Ethan Clarke, president of the 
CFU, a community chapter of Unifor, 
a major trade union. “We counter the 
imbalance.”

The CFU advocates for freelance 
and contract workers in 15 media-
related industries, giving them a politi-
cal voice, providing health plans at 
better rates and fighting grievances. 
Clarke says it’s never lost a claim for 
unpaid fees. 

Groups such as the CFU are 
a start, says Thornicroft. But he 

thinks there needs to be a broader 
public policy change. “We can’t tell 
a business how to run,” he says. 
“But we can manipulate companies 
to provide benefits.”

Thornicroft would like to see tax 
incentives for businesses to hire staff 
rather than contractors, tweaks to 
labour laws to make it easier for inde-
pendent workers to file complaints 
and more funding for the provincial 
Employment Standards Branch to 
audit employment practices. 

Cash would add a public safety 
net that covers things like mental and 
physical health care for independents. 
“We can’t deliver it the way we do 
for conventional workers,” he notes. 
“We’re going to have to be far more 
innovative.” •
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CON TRA C TUA L 
OBL IG AT IONS
AS INDEPENDENT WORKERS BECOME A KEY 
SOURCE OF LABOUR, WILL BUSINESS AND  
GOVERNMENT OFFER THEM A SAFETY NET?

THE
FUTURE of 

WORK

The Short End
A job market characterized 
by short-term contracts and 
freelance work enables 
companies to hire employees 
as needed without long-term 
obligations. Mustel asked: 
Should contract workers 
receive similar benefits to 
permanent employees, like 
health plans and sick leave? 

n Yes: 70.2%

n No: 23.7%

n  Don’t know: 6.1%
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N
eo-Luddites, look out. “We 
think every industry is a 
tech industry,” says Tomica 
Divic, VP operations at 
Innovate BC, a provincial 
government agency that 

helps industries and firms adopt new 
technology and funds accelerator 
programs to kick-start innovation. 
Divic sees technology reaching into 
every crevice of the economy soon. 
Already, artificial intelligence, big 
data and algorithms power unlikely 
solutions in surprising places. Here 
are a few examples from around  
the province.

AGRICULTURE   ASAP Geomatix 
saved 40 Knots Vineyard and Estate 
Winery $7,000 in fertilizer costs, cut 
water use by 88 percent and, most 
important, helped the Comox winery 
grow better grapes. ASAP, based 
at the Campbell River airport, uses 
drones and helicopters to capture 
high-resolution photographs and 
infrared and ultraviolet images. Plug 
in GPS data, add custom software, 
and ASAP can measure plant height, 
interpret the shape of the land,  
track soil moisture and measure 
plant chlorophyll in ways humans 
never could.  

RETAIL    Lululemon Athletica made 
the sports bra fitting process a high-
tech affair. The Vancouver-based yoga 
brand’s R&D department, known as 
Whitespace, used tiny Bluetooth sen-
sors to record the breast movement of 
thousands of women running 
on a treadmill. Finger Food 
Studios, a Port Coquitlam 
tech company, combined 
the data, bra information 
and an algorithm into an 
app. During an in-store bra 
fitting, a specialist attaches sen-
sors to the customer, who then takes 
her own turn on the treadmill. The app 
captures movement data and matches 
her unique biomechanic signature, 
anatomy and personal preferences to 
the ideal bra. 

HEALTH CARE    First, do no 
harm. That core principle of health 
care is easy to commit to but hard 
to guarantee–especially when 
it comes to orthopaedic surgery, 
where every person, anatomy 

and injury is unique. Precision OS 
is making it easier with virtual 
surgeries. The Vancouver company 
has developed two holographic 
platforms. One focuses on educa-
tion, allowing trainees to practise 

different surgeries in virtual 
reality, with evaluation 

and feedback. The other 
is for doctors prepar-
ing for the operating 
room. By uploading 

specific scenarios, they 
can test surgical techniques 

and approaches before making  
any cuts. 

LAW   During a forensic audit, a 
typical lawyer can review about 40 
documents a day. In the same time, 
the artificial intelligence bot co-
created by AOT Technologies can tear 
through 600,000, accurately enough 
to win in court. The Victoria-based 
software developer teamed up with 
CGI, a Quebec-based IT services pro-
vider, and iManage, a U.S. document 

UNLIK ELY  PL A CES
FROM WINEMAKING TO THE LEGAL PROFES-
SION, TECHNOLOGY IS REINVENTING HOW 
BUSINESSES GET THE JOB DONE

THE
FUTURE of 

WORK



management firm, to enter a doc bot 
in Innovate BC’s AI Justice Challenge. 
Held in partnership with the B.C. 
attorney general’s office and the min-
istry of citizens’ services, the contest 
aims to encourage automation and 
tech adoption in the legal industry. 

At press time, AOT’s bot had made  
the final round. But even if it doesn’t 
win, private firms will probably adopt 
the AI; CGI and iManage already 
supply similar services to many U.S. 
law firms. 

BANKING    Coast Capital Savings 
turned to robotic process automa-
tion (RPA) to give its employees a 
break from repetitive tasks–only to 
find it also saved money. Surrey-
headquartered Coast Capital, which 
uses RPA to update bank account 
codes more often than manpower 
alone would allow, is the first Cana-
dian credit union to do so, according 
to Deloitte. Last year it built its 
own software to harness this AI, 
saving an estimated $1 million in 

development costs. The credit union 
deployed the program in March 
2018, just in time for RRSP season. 
Coast Capital found that RPA did 
the equivalent of three people’s 
workload, so it didn’t have to hire 
more seasonal staff. ■
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ABOUT OUR SURVEY
Vancouver-based Mustel Group, led by owner Evi Mustel, conducts market research for 
clients that include Telus Corp., the City of Vancouver and London Drugs, and is a regular 
contributor to BCBusiness. In March, Mustel interviewed 501 Metro Vancouver residents 
on topics related to the future of work, narrowing this group down to the 274 employed 
respondents for certain questions. Some results do not total 100 percent due to rounding.

Machine  
Learning
Mustel asked 
274 people em-
ployed in Metro 
Vancouver: 
How concerned 
are you about 
the impact of 
technological 
advances  
such as artificial 
intelligence and 
automation on 
your job? 

n Very concerned: 10.7% 

n Somewhat concerned: 15.6%

n  Not very concerned: 28.8%

n Not at all concerned: 44.2%

n  Don’t know: 0.7%

n Very concerned: 3.7% 

n  Somewhat concerned: 11.5%

n Not very concerned: 33.7%

n Not at all concerned: 51.1%

n Very concerned: 13.1% 

n  Somewhat concerned: 17.1%

n Not very concerned: 27.0%

n Not at all concerned: 41.8%

n  Don’t know: 1.0%

Rest 
of Metro 

Vancouver
Overall

 
City of  

Vancouver










