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Abstract 
Licensing imposes barriers to entry in an occupation, effectively restricting the supply of licensed 
workers in the occupation, and driving prices up. We evaluate the effects of introducing mandato-
ry licensing in all construction trades in a Canadian province, Ontario. Evidence based on vacan-
cies and wage premia suggests the construction trades are in short supply in Ontario. We estimate 
the deadweight loss for Ontario’s construction industry resulting from higher prices and de-
creased construction output. Using an elasticity of labour demand of 31%, we obtain a deadweight 
loss ranging between $19 million and $75 million, depending on projected wage increases ranging 
between 10% and 20%. We ignore here potential benefits resulting from the increased human 
capital of construction workers. 
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1. Introduction 
When mandatory licensing is introduced for an occupation, the rationale is typically related to increased quality 
in that occupation’s output. In practice, occupation licensing is implemented at the initiative and under the ad-
ministration of the current association of workers in that occupation. Licensing imposes barriers to entry in that 
occupation, effectively restricting the supply of licensed workers in the occupation, driving their wages up. This 
in turn increases the price of the final good or service produced in that occupation. 

We will show first the theoretical channels through which occupation licensing affects workers, consumers, 
employers and the economy, and also empirical evidence from the literature regarding the magnitude of those 
effects. The theoretical implications are evaluated in the case of Ontario, a Canadian province where the gov-
ernment is contemplating to introduce mandatory licensing for all construction occupations. 
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The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides a general analysis on occupational licensing and its im-
pact on consumers, workers, firms, and the economy. We discuss both theoretical channels and empirical evi-
dence of their magnitude. Section 3 provides evidence of the skills shortage in Ontario, and Section 4 details the 
computation of the deadweight loss resulting from restricting construction inputs through licensing. Section 5 
makes a conclusion. 

2. Costs and Benefits of Occupational Licensing Ease of Use 
We document the costs and benefits of occupational licensing for customers, for the workers getting licensed, 
for firms and industries, and for the economy as a whole. Note that there is a timing issue involved: following 
the decision to introduce mandatory licensing in an occupation, it may take a while until new workers get trained 
and licensed, while existing workers are typically grandfathered into the licensed occupation. It has been docu-
mented that wages increase “once and for all” for workers who are grandfathered into a newly implemented oc-
cupational licensing system (Perloff, 1980 [1]). 

2.1. Costs and Benefits for Consumers 
The best known effect of occupational licensing is that it restricts the number of workers in a given occupation, 
leading to increased wages for the workers. In turn, the higher labour costs is passed on to the consumer through 
a higher price of the good or service (Rottenberg, 1980 [2]). An alternative channel is proposed by Kleiner and 
Kurdle (2000) [3], who suggest that occupational licensing can lead to quality improvements resulting in in-
creased demand for the product or service, which would also increases prices. In any case, there is substantive 
evidence that occupational licensing leads to increased prices for consumers (Perloff, 1980 [1]; Carroll and 
Gaston, 1983 [4]; Kleiner and Kurdle, 2000 [3]; Adams et al., 2002 [5]; Kleiner, 2000 [6], 2006 [7]) including 
empirical analysis performed specifically in the building industry in New Zealand (Lobo and Wilkinson, 2006 
[8]). 

The benefits for consumers from occupational licensing can be twofold: (i) a reduction in consumer uncer-
tainty regarding the quality of a product or service, and (ii) an increase in the quality of the good or service itself. 
The uncertainty about quality refers to a scenario where the buyer (i.e. the consumer) cannot distinguish be-
tween a high quality good or service and a low quality one, while the seller knows it. This informational asym-
metry problem was first identified by Akerloff (1970) [9] in his famous “lemons model” of the used car market. 
Arrow (1971) [10] and Kleiner, 2000 [6], among others, document that certification from third parties, in the 
form of occupational licensing, provides a means by which consumers can be assured of the quality of the prod-
uct or service. Carroll and Gaston (1983) [4] and Kleiner and Gittleman (2013) [11] argue that occupational li-
censing screens out less skilled or competent workers who may produce a low quality good or service, thereby 
increasing the average quality of the good or service in that market. The second point, that licensing increases 
product quality, is emphasized via the increased training and human capital channel. Kleiner (2000) [6] docu-
ments that better training as a result of occupational licensing increases the quality of the good or service pro-
duced, as there is a minimum standard of skill or competency required from the worker. Nevertheless, when 
examining the effect of occupational licensing on output quality (e.g. for the cosmetology occupation in Carrol 
and Gaston, 1983 [4] and for dentistry in Kleiner and Kurdle (2000) [3], there is little statistical evidence to 
support the improved quality hypothesis. 

2.2. Costs and Benefits for Workers 
The primary cost of occupational licensing for workers is the financial and opportunity costs of studying for and 
passing (or failing) an exam (Rottenberg, 1980 [2]). In addition to restricting access, occupational licensing can 
reduce the mobility of workers (Pashigian, 1979 [12]; Kleiner et al., 1982 [13]) across geographic regions, 
provinces, states or countries (Tenn, 2001 [14], Pagliero, 2009 [15]) or between different industries (Perloff, 
1980 [1]). Occupational licensing has also been found to impede exits out of the welfare system (Dorsey, 1980 
[16]; Hazlett and Fearing, 1998 [17]). 

As discussed above, occupational licensing restricts the number of workers in a given occupation providing 
rents in the form of increased wages for these workers. The literature on this effect dates as far back as Adam 
Smith, who, in The Wealth of Nations, wrote about “the ability of crafts to lengthen apprenticeship programs 
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and limit the number of apprentices per master, thereby ensuring higher earnings for persons in these occupa-
tions (Adam Smith, as cited in Kleiner, 2006 [7]). This trend has also been described as a feature of modern 
economies (Moore, 1961 [18]; Friedman, 1962 [19]; Maurizi, 1974 [20]; Kleiner and Krueger, 2009 [21]; Pagi-
lero 2010 [15]). Cross sectional analysis has found that occupational licensing increases wages by approximately 
15 percent (Bryson and Kleiner, 2010 [22]). Moreover, the literature documents that licensing at multiple levels 
of government increases wages more than licensing at a single level, with the effect being higher for licensing 
compared to certification (Kleiner, 2006 [7]). 

However, panel data and time series analysis have shown that, while occupational licensing does increase 
wages, the effect documented in cross-sectional studies may be higher than the true effect of licensing. Due to 
factors such as the selection of better workers into the training required for licensing (Kleiner, 2006 [7], Kleiner 
and Vorotnikov, 2012 [23]; Timmons and Thorton, 2013 [24]), cross-sectional studies typically capture an upper 
bound for the effect of mandatory licensing. 

Occupational licensing has been found to increase the incentive for workers to pursue additional training, 
even if it is not mandated by the licensing body, given that those without training, who may produce a lower- 
quality product or service, could be barred from the market (Akerloff, 1970 [9]; Shaprio, 1986 [25]). Given the 
increase in human capital and monitoring of standards, in theory we should expect to see improved safety in the 
more hazardous activities in an occupation, like for instance a reduction in the number of work-related accidents 
and deaths. The empirical literature has not been able to document improvements in work safety following oc-
cupation licensing. 

2.3. Costs and Benefits for the Industry and the Firm 
The demand for goods and services from licensed workers may either increase or decrease, depending on the 
nature of the market. Demand may increase as consumers are more certain of the quality of goods or services, 
which would benefit the industry, but it may also decrease if some consumers demand lower-quality goods or 
services that are barred after the implementation of occupational licensing (Shapiro, 1986 [25]). Empirically, 
occupational licensing has been found to decrease the supply of services, and the access to services (Kleiner and 
Krueger, 2009 [21]; Kleiner and Gittleman, 2013 [11]). In addition, Kleiner, 2006 [7] found that, in a compari-
son between states where occupations were licensed with those where the same occupations were unlicensed, 
the occupations in the unlicensed state exhibited a 20 percent faster growth rate.  

The literature is lacking empirical analysis on the effects of occupational licensing on firm profits. On the one 
hand, increased demand or increased output prices would increase profits, whereas on the other hand increased 
wages for workers would decrease profits for firms. Occupational licensing can give an industry increased con-
trol over the supply of workers through manipulating the passing rates on the licensing exam (Maurizi, 1974 
[20]; Freeman and Kleiner 1990 [26]). Furthermore, occupational associations can have significant political in-
fluence over legislation and its administration (Wheelan, 1998 [27], Stigler, 1971 [28]). While in theory licens-
ing can result in increased output quality, this has not been documented empirically. 

2.4. Welfare Implications: Deadweight Loss 
Licensing will restrict entrance into the licensed occupation. The welfare implications are similar to those of a 
standard monopoly story, where, as wages go up and employment goes down along the labour demand curve, 
the lost income (welfare loss) can be measured as the triangle area below the demand curve. Income gets reallo-
cated from consumer to licensee through a transfer of higher output price into higher wages. 
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Like in Kleiner, 2006 [7], consider the following labour demand curve. Originally the equilibrium is at point 
A, with E workers employed at the equilibrium wage w. Certification would increase the wage from w to w’. 
The magnitude of the increase, as documented in the literature, ranges from about 10% or 12%, up to 20%. As a 
result of the wage increase, employment decreases to E’. The magnitude of the decrease in employment is dic-
tated by the elasticity of the labour demand (which is the inverse of the demand line plotted here). The total 
wage bill changes from W*E at point A to W’*E’ at point B. As we move from A to B, fewer and fewer workers 
generate revenue. As we move to the left on the horizontal employment axis, the loss in revenue at each step, for 
each small change in employment, is given by the little trapeze between the two employment points, with a 
lower wage to the right and a slightly higher wage to the left. Summing up all these small loses we end up with 
the triangle ABC as the loss in revenue associated with the wage increase. This area is ΔE * ΔW/2 = (E′ − E) * 
(W′ − W)/2. Denote the elasticity of demand by ε where ε = (ΔE/E)/(ΔW/W). Furthermore, if the percentage in-
crease in wages is= ΔW/W, then the deadweight loss as a function of current wage bill W*E can be computed as 

( ) ( ) ( ) ( ) ( )E * W 2 E E *E * W W * W 2 EW 2* E E W W * W W 2 EW 2* *i2ε∆ ∆ = ∆ ∆ = ∆ ∆ ∆ = . 
The magnitude of the output (deadweight) loss can be computed if one knows, or can estimate, the elasticity 

of labor demand. Kleiner (2006) gives the following example. Assuming a wage increase of 10% as a result of 
introducing licensing (the low end of the 10% to 15% estimate), and assuming that the licensing applies to 20% 
of the workforce, this gives a 0.10 × 0.20 = 2% increase in the total wage bill for the overall economy relative to 
a non-licensed market. He gives the example of the U.S. where the total wage income is 5.3trillion, therefore in 
the increase in the total wage bill is 0.02 × 5800 billion = 116 billion. Assuming further a wage elasticity of de-
mand of 0.3, the wage bill loss due to the employment change alone would be 116 × 0.3 = 34.8 billion, which 
would lead to a deadweight loss of half of 2% × 34.8 billion = 348 million overall for the economy. A similar 
calculation for Ontario is performed later on in this report. While the annual loss for the Construction sector de-
pends on the values assumed for the labour demand elasticity and for the wage increase brought up by certifica-
tion, the deadweight loss for Ontario due to mandating trade certification would amount to somewhere around 
60 to 70 million per year. 

Another potential downside in the context of the construction industry, which we have not found mentioned in 
the literature, is that legitimate construction activity may migrate to the black market to avoid paying the in-
creased cost. While there is plenty of anecdotal evidence on construction and the black market, we do not know 
of any academic evidence to this effect; more research in this area would be welcome. 

There are also benefits to the society associated with licensing, such as the increased quality of the product or 
the emergence of standardization. In theory, this could help minimize consumer loss and reduce exposure to risk. 
While these are theoretical channels for which we do not provide empirical evidence, we wanted to mention 
them here because, in theory, certification could lead to gains through the risk reduction channel. Even though 
we do not measure it, we should still be aware of this positive effect of certification. 

3. The Skilled Trades Gap in Ontario 
3.1. Skill Shortage and Under-Investment in Training and Market Failure 
Employers and public opinion seem confident there is a shortage of skilled labour in Canada, yet economists 
tend to disagree. Overall, at the macroeconomic level, all available evidence, which we summarize in the next 
subsection, seems to point out the contrary, that there is no shortage of skill. 

One puzzling issue in this context refers to training. If indeed skills are not available to be hired in the labour 
market, then why don’t employers train those workers who are available? One reason for low training levels is 
that access to training is controlled by industry associations and unions. Apprenticeship positions are kept in 
short supply because of mandatory ratios, e.g. 3 journeymen to 1 apprentice. This pushes smaller companies out 
of the game. 

Employers may not want to train workers for fear that the trained workers will get poached by a competitor, 
after they have invested in training. This is only possible if the human capital acquired by training is, to a large 
extent, general rather than firm-specific, implying that skills are somewhat transferable. This is one of the main 
arguments justifying direct government intervention in training, the other one being that employers would cher-
ry-pick the best workers for training, leaving the disadvantaged workers with no training options. This is also 
one of the main theoretical arguments in favour of mandating occupational training and licensing. 

One remaining question is why the workers themselves do not decide to get extra training at their own cost. 
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The answer to this question is the same one that justifies the need for occupational licensing, as it relates to 
market failure. If expected skilled wages are high enough, workers will have an incentive to get trained and be-
come licensed on their own accord. Besides the monetary cost of tuition, training would also involve significant 
wage loss during training, when time is devoted away from production in favour of skill acquisition. If workers 
do not have access to credit markets to finance training, or if they discount the future too much, workers will al-
so under-invest in training. 

A few other explanations can help bridge the apparent disconnect between evidence and public opinion. For 
instance, it is possible that employers have unrealistic expectations about the types of workers they can attract; 
or, if governments agree that there are labor shortages, this can be used to justify policies that reduce businesses’ 
labor costs. 

3.2. Aggregate Skills Gap in Canada 
To be able to document skill shortages, we need data from both sides of the labour market, the worker and the 
firm. On the worker side, a gap in the availability of skill should result in increased wages for the skilled labour, 
and yet we do not see any evidence of that in the data. “The fact that some of the most highly demanded occupa-
tions in the job market—chief among them trades, technicians and many professional groups—have not record-
ed above-average wage increases is at odds with the perception that there is a large-scale skills mismatch in 
Canada’s labour market. More research in Canada is required to better understand the underlying dynamics at 
play between current (and future) labour supply and demand. […]” (Derek Burleton, TD Vice President and 
Deputy Chief Economist, 2013 [29]). 

Another reason for the discrepancy between the views of employers and politicians and what the evidence 
suggests could be that we simply do not have good enough evidence regarding unfilled positions. While it is true 
that the wages of under-supplied skills should go up, this is an equilibrium outcome, and it is not very informa-
tive regarding the vacancy side: how long does it take for employers to fill a vacancy? Do vacancies stay posted 
a long time? How many applicants are there for each vacancy? We do not have information on most of these is-
sues. Statistics Canada has been collecting some data until now, but they will only release aggregates over a few 
very broadly defined industries or regions. 

The evidence summarized below, together with what is reported by other sources [29]-[32], indicates that, 
while we cannot identify an aggregate skill shortage country-wide, we may be able to identify localized short-
ages across certain occupations and geographical locations. It does seem to be the case that the construction in-
dustry and the skilled trade occupations could be facing an increased demand, although wages have not gone up 
as expected in those occupations. There also seems to be a geographic shortage in some trades occupations, with 
Alberta and Saskatchewan being the two provinces with the most stringent needs in terms of the demand for 
skilled trades. 

3.3. Shortages in Ontario Trades: Confirmed by Vacancy Data 
In Figure 1 and Figure 2 we report our calculations from Statistics Canada’s Job Vacancy Statistics data, as in  
 

    
Figure 1. Labour demand.                                                                                 
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(c) 

 

 
(d) 

Figure 2. (a) Vacancies and unemployment, All Industries, Canada; (b) Vacancies and unemployment, Construction, 
Canada; (c) Vacancies and unemployment, All Industries, by Province; (d) Vacancies and unemployment, Construc-
tion, by Province                                                                                      
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Plesca and Summerfield, 2014 [33]. These data contain the following aggregate statistics, from 2012 onward, at 
the industry level and by province: total payroll (filled jobs), vacancies (unfilled jobs), number of vacancies, and 
number of unemployed. The data are compiled by Statistics Canada from two major sources: the Labour Force 
Survey (LFS) and the Survey of Employment Payroll and Hours (SEPH) with the monthly Business Payroll 
Survey instrument. 

In Figure 1 we focus on total labour demand, given by the sum of vacancies and unemployment (in thou-
sands). From the first two graphs, labour demand for all industries and for construction, it is apparent that labour 
demand is increasing slightly in all industries, and even more so in construction, where demand is also strongly 
seasonal. 

In the subsequent plots in Figure 2, we look more carefully into what determines the increase in demand. 
Wereport vacancies and unemployment figures (in thousands) and two measures of vacancy rates: vacancies as 
percentage of unemployed, and vacancies as percentage of labour demand. For the economy overall, it seems 
that the growth is driven only by growth in employment. Overall, for all industries together, there appears to be 
no growth in the number of vacancies or in the rate of vacancies, while for construction the vacancies show an 
increasing trend. 

Continuing with this analysis by province, it is more difficult to interpret the results because of no data avail-
ability over certain periods of time or across provinces. For those provinces where some data is available, the 
conclusion seems to hold: vacancies do not increase or even decline over all industries, but they increase in con-
struction; employment increases over all industries. 

This conclusion is confirmed by other studies. “Construction-related trades in particular posted double-digit 
increases in their shares since the late 1990s and now account for almost 5% of total Canadian employment” 
(TD Report, 2013 [29]). “Among the industries that posted employment gains (see Figure 3) the construction 
sector took first place as the biggest job generator in percentage terms. In addition, its outperformance was rec-
orded both prior to the recession and the ensuing recovery. The latter development is unusual as construction is 
typically slow to rebound from a downturn, but a possible explanation could lie in the fact that government sti-
mulus packages included renovation and housing measures. Robust housing markets, and more recently, a 
pick-up in commercial real estate activity have lit the fire under sectoral employment demand.” (TD Report, 
2013 [31]). Figure 3 in their report, reproduced here, confirms the increase in construction vacancies relative to 
the other industries. 

The long-run trend in occupational shortages is less clear. The CIBC report (CIBC, 2013 [30]) classifies oc-
cupations into those experiencing a skill shortage and those not based on two criteria: rapidly increasing wages 
and decreasing or low unemployment. According to this classification, the report identifies 25 occupations fac-
ing a skill shortage and 20 not facing a skill shortage. We reproduce here their classification in Table 1 and Ta-
ble 2, noting that trades is part of neither group. Moreover, Employment and Social Development Canada 
(ESDC) runs a model called Canadian Occupational Projection System (COPS). According to their projections 
for 2011-2020, Skilled Trades will become an occupation where the supply of skill exceeds the demand. We 
should always take these projections with a grain of salt, as it is very difficult for a forecaster to predict the trend 
in macroeconomics variables – what has happened recently to the price of oil making an excellent case for the 
 

 
Figure 3. In TD Economics: Jobs in Canada. Job vacancy rate in 
skilled trades.                                                   
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Table 1. In CIBC “In Focus” Report, December 2012.                                         

25 Occupations Showing Signs of Skills Shortages 
Managers in Engineering, Architecture, Science & Info Systems 
Managers in Health, Education, Social and Community Services 
Managers in Construction and Transportation 
Auditors, Accountants and Investment Professionals 
Human Resources and Business Service Professionals 
Professional Occupations in Natural and Applied Sciences 
Physical Science Professionals 
Life Science Professionals 
Civil, Mechanical, Electrical and Chemical Engineers 
Other Engineers 
Professional Occupations in Health 
Physicians, Dentists and Veterinarians 
Optometrists, Chiropractors and Other Health Diagnosing and 
Treating Professionals 
Pharmacists, Dietitians and Nutritionists 
Therapy and Assessment Professionals 
Nurse Supervisors and Registered Nurses 
Technical and Related Occupations in Health 
Medical Technologists and Technicians (Except Dental Health) 
Technical Occupations in Dental Health Care 
Other Technical Occupations In Health Care (Except Dental) 
Psychologists, Social Workers, Counsellors, Clergy and Probation 
Officers 
Supervisors, Mining, Oil and Gas 
Underground Miners, Oil and Gas Drillers and Related Workers 
Supervisors in Manufacturing 
Supervisors, Processing Occupations 

 
Table 2. In CIBC “In Focus” Report, December 2012.                                         

20 Occupations Showing Signs of Labour Surplus 
Managers in Manufacturing and Utilities 
Clerical Supervisors 
Clerical Occupations 
Clerical Occupations, General Office Skills 
Office Equipment Operators 
Finance and Insurance Clerks 
Mail and Message Distribution Occupations 
Secondary & Elementary Teachers and Counsellors 
Sales and Service Supervisors 
Cashiers 
Occupations in Food and Beverage Services 
Tour & Recreational Guides and Amusement Occupations 
Other Attendants in Travel, Accommodation and Recreation 
Technical Occupations in Personal Service 
Other Occupations in Personal Service 
Butchers & Bakers 
Upholsterers, Tailors, Shoe Repairers, Jewellers and Related 
Occupations 
Fishing Vessel Masters and Skippers and Fishermen/Women 
Machine Operators & Related Workers in Metal and Mineral 
Products Processing 
Machine Operators & Related Workers in Pulp & Paper Production and Wood Processing 
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difficulties associated with reliable forecasting. Likewise, we hear economists periodically predicting a correc-
tion in the Ontario housing market, but there is still no sign of that happening yet. 

3.4. Shortages in Ontario Trades: Confirmed by Wage Data 
3.4.1. Evidence from the Labour Force Survey 

We report here results from analyzing data from the 2013 Labour Force Survey. We focus on hourly wages in 
four trade-related occupations. According to the National Occupational Classification (NOC) codes, we consider 
the following two-digit occupation codes: 18 “Contractors”, 19 “Trades in Construction”, 20 “Other Trades”, 
and 22 “Helpers in Trades”. 

Table 3 reports average hourly wages in these four occupations. If there is a shortage in skilled trades, we 
should see higher wages in these occupations. There is some evidence that wages of trade workers in Alberta 
and Saskatchewan are higher than average, which would account for the skilled trades shortage in these two 
provinces. Alberta’s economy in particular, tied to oil production, has been booming over this period, and anec-
dotal evidence reports shortages in most sectors, especially in construction and services. 

At a first glance, the data seem to indicate that Ontario is lagging behind, with average skilled trades wages 
trailing below the national average. It would thus seem that certification is actually a welcome idea for Ontario, 
because the skilled trades wage is lower in Ontario than the average for Canada. 

What we do here is run for each month and for each province a wage regression where on the right-hand side 
we condition on other productivity characteristics, such as education and age, as well as an indicator for the 
traded occupation. The coefficient on the Trades variable will measure the wage returns to being in a Trades 
occupation. That is, it measures the wage gap between for two hypothetical, average individuals who are similar 
in all other respects (same education and age), with the only difference being that one works in Trades, while the 
other one does not. In Figures 4-7 we plot this coefficient for every month, as a measure of the wage premium  
 
Table 3. Average hourly wages in a few trades occupations.                                                          

 Occ. 18 Occ. 19 Occ. 20 Occ. 22 
 Contractor Constr. Trades Other trades Helpers 

Newfoundland 31.1 24.0 27.1 18.5 
PEI 22.0 18.2 19.9 14.7 

NovaScotia 25.9 20.9 22.6 16.9 
NewBrunswick 24.8 21.8 23.1 16.9 

Quebec 27.8 25.8 23.3 18.6 
Ontario 28.9 23.9 25.2 18.8 

Manitoba 26.6 20.8 23.5 17.1 
Saskatchewan 31.4 24.0 27.5 19.6 

Alberta 36.4 28.6 31.6 21.8 
BritishColumbia 32.1 24.5 28.5 21.2 

 30.0 24.4 25.9 19.1 
 

 
Figure 4. Wage returns to Constructin trades, in two provinces.                                                       
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Figure 5. Wage returns to Contractors, in two provinces.                                                          
 

 
Figure 6. Wage returns to other trades, in two provinces.                                                         
 

 
Figure 7. Wage returns to helpers in trades, in two provinces.                                                         
 
for being in Trades, all else equal. 

In the graphs reported here, we plot the returns to each of the four trade occupations relative to the rest of oc-
cupations, separately for two Canadian provinces, Ontario and Alberta. Interestingly – and perhaps somewhat 
unexpectedly – once we control for educational attainment and labour market experience, the returns to Con-
struction Trades (Occupation 19) are high and increasing, even more clearly so in Ontario than Alberta. 
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In the late 1990s the returns of Construction Trades relative to other occupations were about 10% and they are 
currently above 15% in Ontario, and around 15% in Alberta. This is further evidence that currently there is de-
mand for Construction Trades, as reflected by their wage premium. 

Contractors, Occupation 18, have even higher returns relative to other occupations, more than 20%, and again 
the trend is increasing, even more clearly so in Ontario than Alberta. Labourers (Occupation 19) have lower re-
turns, but still positive at about 5%, while Other Trades (Occupation 20) have high returns, even higher than  
20% and more clearly increasing in Alberta, which makes sense given that these are likely to be workers on the 
oil patch. 

3.4.2. Examples from Census Data 
Preliminary exploration of Census Data (2011 National Household Survey) on wages of very detailed occupa-
tional codes allows us to investigate the wage patterns for more refined occupations, at the four digit level. We 
focus here on five trades: carpenters, electricians, pipe-fitters, supervisors, and labourers. Interestingly enough, 
all trades workers have labour force participation rates much higher than the average: 90% participation rates, 
compared to about 65% in the population, result which holds even when focusing only on males. Employment 
rates are also higher for workers in construction trades compared to employment rates for other occupations. 
Within Ontario, there seems to be a sizeable variation in the incomes of these five trade groups across Census 
Metropolitan Areas; nevertheless, there is little variation in unemployment rates. 

Another interesting observation is that, while carpenters have higher annual incomes than labourers, they have 
lower hourly wages, because they work more hours per year compared to labourers. We had not expected this 
hourly wage result, because carpenters are supposed to have more education and skill than labourers. The higher 
skill of carpenters should command a bigger reward, thus higher hourly wages, when compared to labourers. 
Continuing with this example for Ontario, pipe-fitters and electricians have incomes above the provincial aver-
age, and above the average for most other provinces except for Alberta and to some extent Saskatchewan and 
British Columbia. These observations do not indicate conclusively nether the presence nor the absence of a 
shortage of trades in Ontario when looking at very refined occupations; on the whole though, as discussed earli-
er, construction trades workers seem to be in short relative supply in Ontario. 

4. Analysis of the Economic Impact of Licensing Construction Trades 
The small literature on licensing building trades reported a few case studies, without going into cost-benefit de-
tails (Arkani et al., 2003 [34]; Davis et al., 2010 [35]; Skarbek, 2008 [36]). If Ontario were to proceed with oc-
cupation licensing for the trades, it is likely that in the short run not much will happen, as long as existing tra-
despersons get grandfathered into the licensed occupation. As time goes by, the channels described above may 
start operating in the following ways: (i) New entrants into construction trades occupations may face licensing 
costs—direct financial ones and opportunity cost ones—which can be substantive, especially if the licensing is 
to take place through a long apprenticeship process—creating barriers to entering the occupation; (ii) Wages will 
increase for existing tradespersons because entry is restricted; iii) Consumers would experience a corresponding 
price increase as some of the higher labour costs are passed onto them; iv) Output in the industry will decrease 
as production will shift away from the sector due to the restricted labour input.  

To add numerical values to the magnitude of adjustments, we use the formula derived in Section 2.4. For the 
wage bill, current employment, and wages, we have exact data from the Labour Force Survey 2014. For the 
Elasticity of Labour Demand and for the projected wage increase due to certification we need to use numbers 
established elsewhere in the literature: Bruno et al. (2003) [37], Navaretti et al. (2003) [38], and Slaughter (2001) 
[39]. We do a lot of sensitivity analysis by plugging in a wide range of elasticities documented in the literature, 
and two measures of wage increase resulting from mandatory certification, 10% and 20%, also documented as 
plausible by the literature. 

Table 4(a) gives the main results for the output loss following certification using four values of labour de-
mand elasticities taken from the literature, ranging from 15% to 75%, while Table 4(b) provides sensitivity re-
sults for the loss calculation under a wider range of demand elasticities reported in the literature. We further as-
sume certification would result in a wage increase of 10%, a lower bound of what the literature considers as the 
true wage effect, and we also report results using an upper bound of 20% wage increase. 

To illustrate results, we focus on a mid-range labour demand elasticity of 31% - in other words, a one percent  
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Table 4. (a) Deadweight Loss Due to Mandatory Certification; (b) Deadweight Loss Due to Mandatory Certification. Sensi-
tivity to demand elasticities. Wage increase 10%; (c) Total Wage Bill in Construction, Ontario, 2010 to 2014. Source: La-
bour Force Survey.                                                                                            

(a) 

Wage 
Increase 

Demand 
Elasticity 

Total Construction 
Excl. Other Trades 

Contractors + 
Supervisors 

Construction 
Trades 

Other 
Trades 

Helpers 
Construction 

10% 31% $18,782,114 $4,783,638 $6,881,291 $22,785,004 $7,117,185 

 15% $9,088,120 $2,314,663 $3,329,657 $11,025,002 $3,443,799 

 53% $32,293,118 $8,224,771 $11,831,380 $39,175,508 $12,236,967 

 75% $45,501,185 $11,588,748 $16,670,482 $55,198,511 $17,241,955 
       

20% 31% $75,128,455 $19,134,551 $27,525,163 $91,140,018 $28,468,741 

 15% $36,352,478 $9,258,654 $13,318,627 $44,100,009 $13,775,197 

 53% $129,172,472 $32,899,083 $47,325,522 $156,702,030 $48,947,867 

 75% $182,004,740 $46,354,994 $66,681,927 $220,794,043 $68,967,820 
       
 Average $66,040,335 $16,819,888 $24,195,506 $80,115,016 $25,024,941 

(b) 

Demand 
Elasticity 

Total 
Construction 

Contractors + 
Supervisors 

Construction 
Trades 

Other 
Trades 

Helpers 
Construction 

0.31 $41,567,118.06 $4,783,637.81 $6,881,290.70 $22,785,004.42 $7,117,185.13 

0.416 $55,780,390.69 $6,419,333.32 $9,234,248.17 $30,576,005.94 $9,550,803.27 

0.459 $61,546,152.23 $7,082,870.18 $10,188,749.78 $33,736,506.55 $10,538,025.72 

0.533 $71,468,625.58 $8,224,770.82 $11,831,380.46 $39,175,507.61 $12,236,966.69 

0.583 $78,172,999.46 $8,996,325.30 $12,941,266.06 $42,850,508.32 $13,384,899.77 

0.737 $98,822,471.01 $11,372,713.12 $16,359,713.70 $54,169,510.52 $16,920,533.68 

0.751 $100,699,695.70 $11,588,748.38 $16,670,481.66 $55,198,510.72 $17,241,954.94 

0.881 $118,131,067.79 $13,594,790.04 $19,556,184.22 $64,753,512.57 $20,226,580.96 

0.909 $121,885,517.16 $14,026,860.55 $20,177,720.15 $66,811,512.97 $20,869,423.49 

0.961 $128,858,066.00 $14,829,277.22 $21,332,001.17 $70,633,513.72 $22,063,273.90 

1.056 $141,596,376.38 $16,295,230.74 $23,440,783.81 $77,616,015.07 $24,244,346.76 

 Wage increase 10%. Demand elasticities from Navaretti et al. (2003) 

0.24 $32,180,994.63 $3,703,461.53 $5,327,450.86 $17,640,003.43 $5,510,078.81 

0.36 $48,271,491.95 $5,555,192.30 $7,991,176.30 $26,460,005.14 $8,265,118.21 

0.43 $57,657,615.38 $6,635,368.58 $9,545,016.13 $31,605,006.14 $9,872,224.53 

0.58 $77,770,737.02 $8,950,032.04 $12,874,672.92 $42,630,008.28 $13,316,023.79 

0.59 $79,111,611.80 $9,104,342.93 $13,096,650.04 $43,365,008.42 $13,545,610.41 

0.63 $84,475,110.91 $9,721,586.52 $13,984,558.52 $46,305,008.99 $14,463,956.87 

0.65 $87,156,860.46 $10,030,208.32 $14,428,512.76 $47,775,009.28 $14,923,130.11 

0.68 $91,179,484.79 $10,493,141.01 $15,094,444.12 $49,980,009.70 $15,611,889.96 

0.7 $93,861,234.34 $10,801,762.80 $15,538,398.36 $51,450,009.99 $16,071,063.19 
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Continued 

 Wage increase 10%. Demand elasticities from Slaughter (2001) 

0.04 $5,363,499.11 $617,243.59 $887,908.48 $2,940,000.57 $918,346.47 

0.06 $8,045,248.66 $925,865.38 $1,331,862.72 $4,410,000.86 $1,377,519.70 

0.09 $12,067,872.99 $1,388,798.07 $1,997,794.07 $6,615,001.28 $2,066,279.55 

0.11 $14,749,622.54 $1,697,419.87 $2,441,748.31 $8,085,001.57 $2,525,452.79 

0.15 $20,113,121.64 $2,314,663.46 $3,329,656.79 $11,025,002.14 $3,443,799.26 

 Wage increase 10%. Demand elasticities from Bruno et al. (2003) 

Deadweight Loss Due to Mandatory Certification. Sensitivity to demand elasticities. Wage increase 10%. 

0.31 $166,268,472.26 $19,134,551.25 $27,525,162.80 $91,140,017.70 $28,468,740.51 

0.416 $223,121,562.77 $25,677,333.29 $36,936,992.66 $122,304,023.75 $38,203,213.07 

0.459 $246,184,608.93 $28,331,480.72 $40,754,999.12 $134,946,026.20 $42,152,102.89 

0.533 $285,874,502.30 $32,899,083.28 $47,325,521.85 $156,702,030.43 $48,947,866.75 

0.583 $312,691,997.83 $35,985,301.22 $51,765,064.24 $171,402,033.28 $53,539,599.09 

0.737 $395,289,884.05 $45,490,852.49 $65,438,854.79 $216,678,042.07 $67,682,134.70 

0.751 $402,798,782.80 $46,354,993.51 $66,681,926.66 $220,794,042.87 $68,967,819.76 

0.881 $472,524,271.16 $54,379,160.16 $78,224,736.87 $259,014,050.29 $80,906,323.84 

0.909 $487,542,068.66 $56,107,442.21 $80,710,880.60 $267,246,051.89 $83,477,693.95 

0.961 $515,432,264.01 $59,317,108.87 $85,328,004.69 $282,534,054.86 $88,253,095.59 

1.056 $566,385,505.50 $65,180,922.96 $93,763,135.22 $310,464,060.28 $96,977,387.04 

 Wage increase 10%. Demand elasticities from Navaretti et al. (2003) 

0.24 $128,723,978.52 $14,813,846.13 $21,309,803.46 $70,560,013.70 $22,040,315.24 

0.36 $193,085,967.79 $22,220,769.19 $31,964,705.19 $105,840,020.55 $33,060,472.85 

0.43 $230,630,461.52 $26,541,474.31 $38,180,064.53 $126,420,024.55 $39,488,898.13 

0.58 $311,082,948.10 $35,800,128.14 $51,498,691.69 $170,520,033.11 $53,264,095.15 

0.59 $316,446,447.20 $36,417,371.73 $52,386,600.17 $173,460,033.68 $54,182,441.62 

0.63 $337,900,443.62 $38,886,346.09 $55,938,234.08 $185,220,035.96 $57,855,827.49 

0.65 $348,627,441.84 $40,120,833.26 $57,714,051.04 $191,100,037.11 $59,692,520.43 

0.68 $364,717,939.15 $41,972,564.03 $60,377,776.47 $199,920,038.82 $62,447,559.83 

0.7 $375,444,937.36 $43,207,051.21 $62,153,593.42 $205,800,039.96 $64,284,252.77 

 Wage increase 10%. Demand elasticities from Slaughter (2001) 

0.04 $21,453,996.42 $2,468,974.35 $3,551,633.91 $11,760,002.28 $3,673,385.87 

0.06 $32,180,994.63 $3,703,461.53 $5,327,450.86 $17,640,003.43 $5,510,078.81 

0.09 $48,271,491.95 $5,555,192.30 $7,991,176.30 $26,460,005.14 $8,265,118.21 

0.11 $58,998,490.16 $6,789,679.48 $9,766,993.25 $32,340,006.28 $10,101,811.15 

0.15 $80,452,486.58 $9,258,653.83 $13,318,627.16 $44,100,008.56 $13,775,197.02 

 Wage increase 10%. Demand elasticities from Bruno et al. (2003) 
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(c) 

year  Contractors + 
Supervisors 

Construction 
Trades 

Other 
Trades 

Helpers 
Construction Total ONTARIO 

 NOC_S (2006) 18 19 20 22  

2010 Wage $62,664.1 $44,554.3 $50,536.8 $35,455.4 $44,786.3 

 Nb. Workers 48,681 88,030 245,651 112,989 5,100,393 

       
 Wage bill 3,050,551,052 3,922,112,388 12,414,425,283 4,006,071,320 228,427,527,000 

       
2011 Wage $63,145.5 $46,958.2 $51,214.0 $36,485.8 $46,268.9 

 Nb. Workers 47,717 84,797 267,418 119,908 5,189,831 

       
 Wage bill $3,013,112,392.0 $3,981,916,181.3 $13,695,532,081.1 $4,374,944,102.7 $240,127,667,759.3 

       
2012 Wage $61,857.0 $48,639.2 $51,394.4 $36,542.9 $47,431.6 

 Nb. Workers 45,868 86,188 256,822 123,669 5,219,457 

       
 Wage bill $2,837,257,334.7 $4,192,116,231.5 $13,199,215,165.0 $4,519,227,610.2 $247,566,987,862.9 

       
2013 Wage $63,125.6 $48,081.8 $52,805.7 $37,829.7 $47,849.1 

 Nb. Workers 46,537 79,868 265,766 132,308 5,297,378 

       
 Wage bill $2,937,676,977.9 $3,840,194,806.4 $14,033,949,035.6 $5,005,167,978.4 $253,474,822,633.6 

       
2014 Wage $63,807.0 $49,678.8 $53,672.8 $37,164.1 $47,964.6 

 Nb. Workers 48,368 89,365 273,882 123,553 5,350,118 

       
 Wage bill $3,086,217,943.4 $4,439,542,387.4 $14,700,002,854.3 $4,591,732,340.7 $256,616,376,825.2 

 
increase in wages would result in a 0.31 percent decline in labour demand. Assuming a 10% increase in wages 
we compute a deadweight loss from certification of about $18.8 million for Ontario’s construction industry, ex-
cluding those Trades that are already certified such as electricians. This deadweight loss has about $4.8 million 
loss coming from Contractors, $6.9 million from Construction Trades, and $7 million from Helpers in construc-
tion (Occupations 18, 19 and 22 in the North-American Occupation Classification System, 2006). If instead we 
allow for a 20% wage increase following certifications, the loss numbers increase to $75 million overall (ex-
cluding Other trades), and $19 million for Contractors and about $28 million each for Construction Trades and 
for Helpers. These are substantive costs which must be factored in by any government considering the introduc-
tion of mandatory licensing. As a reminder, while this deadweight loss from decreased production is a large cost 
in the analysis of mandatory licensing, we do not quantify here some potential benefits to the society such as 
those resulting from better educated and skilled workers. 

Finally, Table 4(c) shows that the choice of 2014 as the year for our calculation has no impact on the results. 
From 2010 onward, the wage bill in construction (in nominal dollars) in Ontario has not changed significantly, 
and therefore the deadweight loss computation would look similar in other years as well. 

5. Conclusions 
The paper has analyzed the channels at work when a mandatory occupational licensing program is introduced. 
We have identified both costs and benefits associated with occupation licensing and certifications. The cost is 
coming from restricting access to the occupation, and the benefit may come from the increased human capital 
resulting from the mandated training. Furthermore, we have quantified the potential cost in the form of dead-
weight output loss when the labour input becomes more expensive, with an application to the construction in-
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dustry in Ontario. While the magnitude of this cost is sensitive to assumptions made about the elasticity of la-
bour demand and about the size of the wage increase following certification, under all plausible scenarios, this 
deadweight loss is substantive. 

The paper also has an immediate policy message, as reported in Dawson Strategic (2014) [40]. Given how 
strong the Toronto-area housing market continues to be, fuelled by a massive number of immigrants settling 
here every year, Ontario can ill afford a reduction in construction output. Likewise, as public transit is supposed 
to go through a huge overhaul including new infrastructure and reconstruction of the old, aging one, the upgrade 
will require massive involvement from construction trades, which may become more expensive and scarce due 
to certification. Policy-makers must weigh very carefully in the trade-off between quality improvement in con-
struction and the potential reduction in construction output at a sensitive time. 

Future work can look more carefully into a general cost-benefit analysis, done separately for workers, for 
firms, and for the economy. At the aggregate macro level, the benefits for the society, such as resulting from a 
better educated workforce in the trade occupations, should also be accounted for. Quantifying these costs and 
benefits will be complicated by measurements issues. It may be difficult to quantify, for instance, productivity 
improvements resulting from the better skilled trades, or the increase in consumer demand from improved prod-
uct quality. 

Arguably, a better outcome could be achieved by encouraging volunteer certification, rather than mandatory 
licensing. Mandating training to all levels of trade people would reduce the quality signal, while decreasing the 
number of practitioners reduces overall quality of service. Certification could provide the same benefits as li-
censing in terms of training, except it would be undertaken only by the better workers, allowing more skilled 
trade workers to differentiate themselves from the less skilled ones both in terms of output quality and in terms 
of pricing, while avoiding the costs stemming from restricting supply. 
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