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programs for retail workers, and when a single sector 
attempts to launch a program, it is often a band-aid 
solution lacking long-term impact.

Our first report outlined a framework for collaboration.  
We rn_erstan_ that this cojpheu pro]hej renrires a 
jrhtiӣsectorah approach. In that report te orthine the 
intecrah rohe that coӣcreation phavs into a honc terj 
srstaina]he sohrtion to the resgihhinc pro]hej. This 
report will provide insights into the project’s research 
phase. Before designing a program structure or 
curriculum for a sustainable, participant-centered 
program, we assessed the ecosystem by completing 
an extensive literature review and collecting relevant 
Canadian data to validate our problem statement, test 
initial assumptions, and guide our subsequent phases. 

We ask, “what information, resources, and data does 
an organization need to create sustainable programs 
for labour transitions and pathways?”

In this report, we provide:

• A short literature review with recommendations 
and best practices for reskilling programsӀ

• Our approach to inclusive design, data collection 
and the opportunities and challenges we’ve 
encounteredӀ

• An opportunity to participate in our data 
collectionӀ

• Key learnings from the collaborative process and 
next steps for the project.

We share insights into the challenges of implementing 
best practices and highlight the gaps in intersectional 
demographic and skills data that inform the reskilling 
space, particularly in the retail sector. Lastly, we share 
learnings from our successful project management 
pivot and how we are continually adapting the project 
to maximize both short and long-term impact.

INTRODUCTION

The Reskilling Retail Workers 
Project   

The Resgihhinc Cisphace_ Retaih Worgers Profect is a 
project funded by the Government of Canada’s Future 
Skills Centre. The project supports the design of a 
reskilling program focusing on racialized and 
Indigenous youth in Ontario. 

In the first half of 2020, 1.3 million Canadian retail jobs 
were lost due to the COVID-19 pandemic and retail 
was among the top three sectors with the largest drop 
in labour demand. It is also an industry where 21% of 
jobs are at high risk of automation with few or no 
options to transition into lower-risk occupations 
without significant retraining, according to a 2018 
McKinsey study. In Canada, gaps exist in foundational 
skills development and training opportunities for youth 
looking to bridge their post-secondary to 
work transition. The pandemic and automation 
have widened these gaps and displacement factors 
disproportionately affect women, Indigenous, and 
racialized communities with data showing that the 
most vulnerable (core-aged women in low-wage jobs, 
marginalized populations and youth), were not only the 
hardest hit, but are also expected to experience the 
longest recovery. 

The Reskilling Displaced Retail Workers project has 
four phases designed by the team at Venture for 
Canada. The project models Blueprint’s framework 
that aligns evidence generation to the innovation 
cycle. 

This report aims to surface the big questions that the 
Reskilling Retail Workers Project has encountered 
after establishing a Collaboration Framework with a 
consortium of cross-sector leaders. In the project’s first 
phase, we asked, “how might we address the issue 
together?” 

The Issue: There is a shortage of informed reskilling 

https://www.ryerson.ca/diversity/reports/Labour_Demand_Trends_in_the_COVID-19_Pandemic.pdf
https://conferenceboard.ca/focus-areas/innovation-technology/future-skills/bracing-for-automation?utm_source=PRESSRELEASE&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=COMMS
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/retraining-and-reskilling-workers-in-the-age-of-automation#
https://fsc-ccf.ca/research/competency-frameworks-and-canadas-essential-skills/
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/SkillForThePostPandemicWord-ScopingPaper-PPF_Dec2020-2.pdf
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/SkillForThePostPandemicWord-ScopingPaper-PPF_Dec2020-2.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541652839dca1bfd45a60_FSC-RCP-Roadmap-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://www.blueprint-ade.ca/
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/5fd223c14ba79f44051bbe15_FSC%20Evidence%20Report%20FINAL%20DEC10%20EN.pdf
https://perspectives.ventureforcanada.ca/article/cross-sector-leadership-a-framework-for-collaboration
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mLrDnpkcTh_4Yli_3NKScDfRP2M8FyHd/view
https://here.ventureforcanada.ca/rrw-surveys
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RESKILLING DISPLACED RETAIL WORKERS. 
A PARTNERSHIP CONSORTIUM PROJECT BY VENTURE FOR CANADA. 
FURNDED BY THE FUTURE SKILLS CENTRE.

Canada has a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to reset the skills and 
employment agenda and build a 
foundation for a more innovative and 
inclusive post-pandemic economy and 
society. 
As we move toward post-pandemic 
recovery, critical attention is needed to 
support at-risk workers in accessing 
training, upskilling opportunities and 
career transition guidance to prevent 
increasing workforce inequity.

https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/SkillForThePostPandemicWord-ScopingPaper-PPF_Dec2020-2.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
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While COVID-19 has contributed to and accelerated 
worker displacement, reskilling, upskilling, and 
improving labour pathways was top of mind for 
corporations, government, non-profits, and the 
education sector pre-pandemic. Economists and 
policy analysts have carried out years-long research 
projects that provide insights and recommendations 
on moving forward with the shifting skills required for 
the future of work. Some recommendations focus on 
paradigm shifts in the way we perceive and hire skills. 
Others are more tactical in their approach, focusing 
on programs and short-term solutions that bridge the 
gap of what we think the career pathway is to today 
vs. what it will look like in two, and ten years.

Reports, like RBC’s Humans Wanted, written 
in 2018, Brookfield Institute for Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship’s Job Pathway Playbook, 2021 
Edition, and McKinsey’s 2021 Defining the skills 
citizens will need in the future world of work, define, 
quantify and catalog individual skills, then situate 
these skills in the labour market based on what 
the market deems most desirable or in-demand 
(commonly described as, ‘foundational ‘core’ and 
‘interpersonal’ skills), and then propose a plan for 
career transitions and promotions, offering a guide 
to bridge the gap between seemingly unconnected 
occupations.

To date, we have reviewed over 50 articles, studies, 
and reports on the topics of automation, job 
pathways, career transitions, skills assessment, and 
upskilling/reskilling. This literature is primarily from 
Canada with a handful of International citations from 
sources like the World Economic Forum,  McKinsey, 
and OECD. The reports fit into two main categories, 
with the first group focusing on a specific or niche 
group, providing in-depth industry data and targeted 
insights while the second group approaches the 

topics in broad strokes and is more generalized when 
sharing recommendations. This body of knowledge, 
particularly those focused on the Canadian market 
from 2018 onward, has provided the groundwork 
for assessing what makes career pathway programs 
successful.

Our hope is that the citations for this report may be 
the starting point for others interested in reskilling 
and upskilling. Through their recommendations, these 
resources have become the foundation for gathering 
evidence and informing our project’s path. We have 
made the assumption that this body of knowledge will 
point us in the right direction when it comes to design 
elements including program structure, curriculum, 
outcomes, and best practices in impact measurement. 
With this base, the project hopes to pilot a viable 
program that can be adopted across sectors.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The literature review consists of over 50 resources, 
including reports, articles, and research papers. 
The resources cover topics including reskilling and 
upskilling program efficacy, labour market trends, 
youth employment, and the effects of technology 
adoption of jobs, employment, and education. This 
environmental scan helped us understand the market 
and the evolving landscape, explore and validate the 
project’s solution hypothesis, learn about culturally 
relevant program design, and gain insight into skills 
assessments and skills gap perceptions. 

We categorized the literature based on common 
themes that surfaced and in doing so, uncovered 
strong leads and unforeseen data gaps. 

SHARING OUR LEARNINGS. A KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION REPORT. 

Research and Data Collection

https://www.rbc.com/dms/enterprise/futurelaunch/_assets-custom/pdf/RBC-Future-Skills-Report-FINAL-Singles.pdf
https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/job-pathways-playbook-2021-edition/
https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/job-pathways-playbook-2021-edition/
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/defining-the-skills-citizens-will-need-in-the-future-world-of-work
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/defining-the-skills-citizens-will-need-in-the-future-world-of-work
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/reskilling-revolution-jobs-future-skills/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/the-evolution-of-skills-in-oecd-countries-and-the-role-of-technology_613570623323
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Fourteen critical themes related to retraining 
programs surfaced across the review. The themes 
are program elements that showed the most viable 
path for success. They have been organized in 
order of most commonly cited, with the top five 
themes presenting in over 35% of the literature we 
analyzed.

We found that general reskilling programs have 
proven to be more successful if:

• Programs are corporate-led and/or collaborate
with employment-sector businesses

• Programs are demand-driven (from both
workers and employers) and are targeted at
specific, strong demand positions (employers
are actively hiring and sectors are growing)

• Programs include
‘soft’/’foundational’/’interpersonal’ skills along
with literacy, numeracy, and digital literacy
skills.

• Programs are practical (reduce barriers), hands-
on, and experiential, with continued coaching
(get to try the jobs, accountability, and group
work).

• Programs increase access to training by using
multiple modes (in-person, online, etc.)

• Programs provide culturally relevant
programming for various demographic groups

• Programs deliver shorter, intensive
programming in addition to mix work/study
programs. 

We also found that a successful reskilling program, 
designed specifically with the project’s prospective 

participants at the forefront, should prioritize the 
following:

• a strong emphasis on foundational (‘soft’
skills and advanced cognitive skills), literacy
(including digital literacy), and numeracy skills

• design in collaboration with employers,
targeting specific skills for real job
opportunities (demand-driven), providing ROI
for both the job seeker and the employer

• the ability to be flexible, scalable, and
replicable across audiences and sectors

• experiential and action-based (problem-
solving) in design taking the best elements
of apprenticeship models and combining
them with skills coaching, self-paced
geographically and culturally neutral skill-
building opportunities, and individual support

• be culturally relevant for the target
populations and strongly supported by
community leaders

• result in industry-recognized certification to
increase value and mobility of skills

A more in-depth example of  success indicators 
is found in a report co-authored by the Canadian 
Council for Aboriginal Business which shared 
recommendations for Indigenous skills training 
programs to reach their fullest potential,

1) an ability to support youth through earlier
intervention and pre-employment training;

2) programming for clients to upgrade essential
skills before they reach pre-employment training;
and

3) affordable, accessible childcare.

https://www.srdc.org/media/10083/laep1_en.pdf
https://irpp.org/research-studies/skills-training-that-works-lessons-from-demand-driven-approaches/
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/SkillsTrainingAndLifelongLearning-PPF-MARCH2019-EN.pdf
https://www.ccab.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Digital-Directions-TCS-Report-Digital-Full-Report_AA-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ccab.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Digital-Directions-TCS-Report-Digital-Full-Report_AA-FINAL.pdf
https://fsc-ccf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/FSC_What-works-bulletin_May2021_EN_Final.pdf?utm_source=FSC-CCF+Mailing+List&utm_campaign=6777d2efbf-Scaling+Up+Announcemet+May+20%2C+2021&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_6f8b70274b-6777d2efbf-30911563
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/corporate/reports/indigenous/engagement-future-labour-market-programming.html#section3
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Managing-Transformation-in-Disrupted-Sectors-PPF-June2021-EN.pdf
https://ppforum.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Managing-Transformation-in-Disrupted-Sectors-PPF-June2021-EN.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/01/the-false-promises-of-worker-retraining/549398/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/01/the-false-promises-of-worker-retraining/549398/
https://www.ccab.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/IndigenousSkillsTraining-PPF-JUNE2020-EN1.pdf
https://www.ccab.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/IndigenousSkillsTraining-PPF-JUNE2020-EN1.pdf
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TANYA CHUNG -TIAM -FOOK, DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH, CENTRE FOR INDIGENOUS 
INNOVATION AND TECHNOLOGY 

“Culturally relevant program design is vitally important for the 
program/research study to provide positive, long-term impact and 
value in the lives of participants, and their wider communities. Top 
down program development, dominant cultural or corporate 
paradigms, and institutional expectations for program outcomes 
can create biases and constraints that hinder the appropriateness 
and benefit of the program/research for BIPOC participants. 

The ability to contribute meaning and transformative change 
within the lives and worlds of BIPOC participants, derives from the 
program being designed and delivered in ways that are attuned 
and responsive to their particular lived experiences, socio-cultural 
contexts, priorities and aspirations. 

Engaging BIPOC expertise in a co-creation process from the initial 
stages, and throughout the program design cycle, ensures that the 
visioning, objectives, program elements and outcomes are not 
only culturally responsive, but that community-specific needs, 
priorities, cultural foundations and expertise are written into the 
DNA of the program.” 
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across audiences, while being culturally relevant is 
certainly a tall order. The solutions to these 
complex challenges require nuance and 
interconnectedness and perhaps this is why 
reskilling programs have a track record of falling 
short and missing the mark on sustainable impact.

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion in Responsive 
Career Pathways point out that, “overlooking 
diversity-based nuances in data collection and 
analysis can undermine the experiences of equity-
seeking groups in the workforce and perpetuate 
inequitable evidence generation.” With this in mind, 
and to mitigate the known risks while leveraging as 
many success indicators as possible, our focus is 
on designing programming for specific participant 
groups with specific outcomes. In order to better 
understand the needs of participant groups and to 
prioritize demand-driven programming, participant-
focused data is critical to the design phase.

Though our literature review provided a foundation 
for the essential components of a successful 
program, it did not answer the critical questions we 
have about participant-centered inclusive design, 
program sustainability, and cross-sector application 
and adoption, especially when centering 
Indigenous and racialized youth. We understand 
this is a systems problem requiring a multifaceted 
solution, and while many resources outline broad 
recommendations, more specific learnings and 
calls to action tended to fall in the ‘what not to do’ 
category. 

Essentially, what a holistic, sustainable, human-
centered solution should look like is not covered in 
detail in the existing literature.

SHARING OUR LEARNINGS. A KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION REPORT. 

The report goes on to say, “other studies have shown 
that the likelihood of success increases when training 
is culturally appropriate, engaging in land-based 
training and including wrap-around supports.”

Project S teering Committee participant, Tanya 
Chung-Tiam-Fook, Director of Research, Centre for 
Indigenous Innovation and Technology illustrates 
the critical significance of culturally relevant program 
design, and representative co-creation saying,

“Culturally relevant program design is vitally 
important for the program/research study to provide 
positive, long-term impact and value in the lives 
of participants, and their wider communities. Top 
down program development, dominant cultural or 
corporate paradigms, and institutional expectations for 
program outcomes can create biases and constraints 
that hinder the appropriateness and benefit of the 
program/research for BIPOC participants. The ability to 
contribute meaning and transformative change within 
the lives and worlds of BIPOC participants, derives 
from the program being designed and delivered 
in ways that are attuned and responsive to their 
particular lived experiences, socio-cultural contexts, 
priorities and aspirations. Engaging BIPOC expertise 
in a co-creation process from the initial stages, and 
throughout the program design cycle, ensures that the 
visioning, objectives, program elements and outcomes 
are not only culturally responsive, but that community-
specific needs, priorities, cultural foundations and 
expertise are written into the DNA of the program.” 

While the literature review is a strong jumping-off 
point, we also recognize the goals of prioritizing 
holistic programming and access while also delivering 
on personalization and quality can be hard to 
reconcile and these seemingly conflicting priorities 
may be a challenge to deliver in practice. For example, 
designing a program that is demand-driven, hands-
on, offered remotely and in-person, is self-paced 
yet individually supported, is scalable and replicable 

https://ciit.io/
https://ciit.io/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/01/why-is-the-us-so-bad-at-protecting-workers-from-automation/549185/
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf


10

Research for 
Inclusive Design 
When we launched this research phase, we intended 
to complete the literature review to understand the 
market and the evolving landscape, identify key 
themes and recommendations, and then compare 
those findings with existing sectoral data to kick-off the 
project’s design phase. We anticipated and planned 
for intersectionality and nuanced evidence generated 
from that data in order to design a program pilot.

In addition to having an in-depth understanding of the 
problem and proposed best practices, we identified 
key indicators needed for program design. Some 
examples of these indicators include things like 
displacement rates for racialized and Indigenous retail 
workers, education levels of displaced retail workers in 
Canada and Ontario, and indicators relating to access 
and barriers to upskilling and reskilling opportunities 
among racialized and Indigenous populations. 

Beyond reskilling and upskilling for employment 
outcomes, career services also come into play when 
addressing the challenge of workers who have been 
displaced. As outlined in 2021 report “Breaking Down 
Barriers to Career Development ‘’, The Future Skills 
Centre and Blueprint find that these supports must 
be equitable by design, or else it will exacerbate 
inequality and hamper labour market productivity. 
The report goes on to say. “advancing equity during 
the transition to a knowledge-based economy 
means expanding access to lifelong learning. Career 
guidance systems in Canada need to adapt to break 
down barriers that prevent people from getting the 
support they need to find useful training, good jobs 
and meaningful work. Doing this means critically 

examining both who is being shut out from career 
guidance and what barriers are preventing people 
from getting help.”

Fundamentally, we’re interested in data that ensures 
our program design will both understand and prioritize 
the unique needs of its future participants. Community-
based participatory research is vital to the long-
term success of the future program. The project is 
considering a number of factors and asking questions 
like these as we think about program design: 

• What percentage of youth retail workers have
formal education accreditation (ex. currently
enrolled in post-secondary education full time or
part-time, trade apprenticeship, or have another
post-secondary accreditation)? Does this vary as
we consider intersecting identities?

• What are some of the barriers that racialized
youth retail workers may face when accessing
programming?

• Are there significant wage gaps in the retail
sector?

• What is the average wage of a young retail
worker who decides to stay in retail as these jobs
start to require more technical skills to support
the automation of their systems and processes?
Are workers provided with skills training? Is that
training effective?

• What skills do retail workers have, according to
their employers, job descriptions, and experience?

• What skills do retail workers identify as having?

• How are in-demand sector employers hiring for
these skills? What are the indicators?

• What skills and experience do tech startups
prioritize for various in-demand roles?

SHARING OUR LEARNINGS. A KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION REPORT. 

https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541ed3bd3e372f26a21d9_FSC-RCP-Barriers-Nov17-BL.pdf
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• What are the skills gaps (and perceived skills gaps)
between retail workers and sales, sales adjacent,
or customer success roles in the tech and startup
sectors?

• Is the most significant gap in career transition
actually skills or is it “skills-language literacy?”

• What do potential program participants think is
important and attractive in a job? What do potential
program participants think is important and
attractive in a skills training program?

• What sector bias and stigmatization is still
prevalent in Canada today?

• What is/is not culturally relevant in program
design? Who are the best people to design those
elements?

Matthew McKean, the Chief R&D Officer at Business 
+ Higher Education Roundtable and Reskilling Retail
Workers Project Steering Committee member identifies
the necessity of inclusive design in the research phase
saying, “We live in a diverse country with distinct
regions and populations, and research methodologies
need to reflect that. Inclusion is more than a buzzword,
and when we develop methodologies, we must
consider how we’ll engage with equity-deserving
groups, or whether we’re excluding anyone by virtue
of how we’re designing surveys, planning focus
groups or conducting interviews.” He goes on to say,
“There are also ways of approaching communities and
working in partnership with them to develop projects
or respond to data gaps, and to determine how the
results of a research project will be shared.”

Demonstrating ways of approaching data collection 
in partnership with community, and with Indigenous 
communities in particular, Tanya Chung-Tiam-Fook 
notes, “Community-based participatory research goes 
beyond research collected on community to that which 
is co-designed and collected for community, and with 
or by community. The research process 

must be conducted in a decolonized, equitable and 
deeply collaborative way. Moreover, researchers and 
institutions would do well to cultivate an approach 
to research collection and knowledge co-creation 
that encourages reciprocal knowledge sharing and 
is guided by appropriate community experts and 
knowledge-keepers.”

Beyond the skills needed to make a successful 
transition into the technology sector or other high-
growth industries, we also hope to learn about 
workers’ existing skills, experience, and education 
to identify what competencies and abilities are most 
transferable. Answers to these questions support 
our inclusive design approach to ensure community 
consideration, a program design that anticipates and 
accommodates the unique needs of participants, and 
commitment from the hiring sector that they will create 
equitable and inclusive opportunities for program 
participants. 

SHARING OUR LEARNINGS. A KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION REPORT. 

https://bher.ca/
https://bher.ca/
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Data Availability
To date, there is very little research and evidence 
that focuses on retail workers, particularly the career 
progression of racialized and/or Indigenous youth in 
precarious retail roles. We have found that information 
including intersectional demographic data, pay, 
skills assessments, and job satisfaction is not readily 
available from retail employers in Canada. 

We acknowledge that this data may be difficult 
for employers to gather for a variety of reasons. 
Asking about job satisfaction, skills level, pay, 
and demographic information that is unrelated to 
performance reviews has not been standard and 
historically, could lead to bias and conflict related to 
career acceleration, pay, and performance reviews, 
amongst other systemic issues.

Breaking Down Barriers to Career Development 
emphasizes the importance of data collection for 
inclusive design noting, “data collection and sensitive 
evaluation, or the lack thereof, are institutional barriers 
to people benefiting fully from career guidance.” The 
report also notes, as our project has found, “data 
collection, interoperability and sharing is an on-
going challenge in Canadian employment services” 
and advising, “without better data collection and 
meaningful program evaluation, it is hard to know what 
works for these populations, and how to improve and 
tailor programs to be more effective.”

The recently published report, Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion in Responsive Career Pathways, also finds, 
“quantitative research on Canadian occupational 
segregation has traditionally focused on gendered 
segregation and has only recently begun to adopt 
racial and intersectional frameworks. This shift 

presents an opportunity to explore more innovative 
and inclusive data collection, analysis and reporting 
approaches that are more reflective of the labour 
market realities faced by equity-seeking Canadians.”

While comprehensive data is critical to the design of a 
long-term, sustainable program, and sourcing baseline 
Canadian data about the intersectional make-up of 
retail workers and their skills is an existing challenge, 
we also acknowledge that immediate relief and 
intervention is needed for retail workers who have 
been displaced from their jobs during the Covid-19 
pandemic.

The Reskilling Retail Workers Project has considered 
that both short-term action and long term strategies 
are needed to support the workforce in recovering 
and adapting to the current status and future of work.

https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541ed3bd3e372f26a21d9_FSC-RCP-Barriers-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541652839dca1bfd45a60_FSC-RCP-Roadmap-Nov17-BL.pdf
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The long-term problem we are looking at is the 
large-scale, sector-wise displacement that is caused 
by automation and has been accelerated by the 
pandemic. Today, “Canadians are deeply concerned 
that their jobs and the jobs of their family and friends 
are at risk of being lost to automation and AI in the 
next five to twenty-five years. Citizens are worried that 
their job skills are not keeping up with the economy 
and are likewise substantially concerned about the 
long-term social mobility and economic inequality 
impacts of automation and AI.” Our long-term goal is 
to create a tested skills-based program framework 
that is piloted in one sector and can be adopted 
across other sectors.

In order to create a sustainable, replicable, and 
holistic program, more data and evidence generation 
is critical - specifically when it comes to understanding 
and designing for the unique needs of future 
participants. However, we recognize this level of 
data collection, analysis, and evidence generation 
is labour, resource, and time-intensive. Additionally, 
sustainability requires authentic buy-in and collective 
impact. Cross-sector collaboration and true co-
creation are core components for this, but there is a 
significant time investment required in relationship 
building across sectors and organizations. Leaders 
have competing priorities, team members change 
roles or even jobs at times, and there is often limited 
opportunity to bring leaders together on a regular 
basis. We recognize that co-creation and collective 
impact takes time and ongoing connectedness and 
that a long-term research project may not yield data in 
time to support workers who have been displaced 

from their jobs during the Covid-19 pandemic and 
need immediate support and relief. 

According to a Boston Consulting Group report, “the 
rapid shifts to digitization and automation made by 
companies during COVID-19 have been intensifying 
both the skills gap and the skills mismatch.” We are 
acutely aware that the immediate need to support 
displaced workers is deeply intertwined with the 
skills for a future workforce. As we have noted, we 
can’t continue to address the labour skills gap 
through short-term band-aid solutions. With that in 
mind, 
the Reskilling Displaced Retail Workers Project has 
pivoted to adjust our project plan to maximize both 
short and long-term impact. 

The project management framework established 
in the first phase of our project has allowed us to be 
dynamic and agile in the way we look at data 
collection and existing research for the subsequent 
phases of our project. To address the existing data 
gaps in the Canadian retail sector while still creating 
a program design that is aligned with the project’s 
original purpose and timelines, we have 
implemented a plan to extend the research phase to 
run parallel to the final two phases of the project 
(design and prototype) as we move forward. 

SHARING OUR LEARNINGS. A KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION REPORT. 

Continued Data Collection and 
a Plan to Dum`oej`kq�

https://ppforum.ca/publications/automation-ai-and-covid-19/
https://ppforum.ca/publications/automation-ai-and-covid-19/
https://www.bcg.com/industries/public-sector/future-skills-architect-tool
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This plan allows us to leverage our existing 
research, gain new information and validate 
program designs with a short-term focus, and use 
new, primary data at a later stage to inform two 
different design objectives and outcomes.

 The first is to design for “intervention” 
programming.  This programming focuses on near-
term market readiness and immediate impact. This 
programming can be designed with existing 
industry data, and primary data collected through 
interviews, and will also lean on the experience, 
knowledge, and insights provided by the project 
Steering Committee, subcommittees, and external 
consultants 
and contributors. This program’s outcomes 
prioritize program concept design/prototyping and 
knowledge mobilization on processes, insights, and 
learnings while recognizing that it will require 
further testing and iterations 
to be scalable, fully sustainable, and wholly 
researched. Essentially, we plan to design and 
launch a program that addresses immediate 
participant needs, while continuing to collect data 
for future iterations and “impact” program design. 

Designing for “impact” is a long-term initiative that 
will leverage and continue to build on 
the “intervention” project by collecting, and 
analyzing new primary data as well as insights 
gained from prototyping, testing, and iterating the 
original design concepts. This program’s outcomes 
prioritize ongoing research and data collection, 
values-aligned partnerships, and multi-year funding 
while adding to the growing body of knowledge on 
reskilling/upskilling program efficacy, culturally 
relevant data collection and design, and iteration/
evolution of programming for maximized 
sustainability and long-term impact.

Two design paths allow us to think and act in the 
short term to address disparities caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic while gaining the learnings 
and information needed to address industry gaps 
and the evolving landscape and building a 
program that addresses long-term concerns.

CONTINUED DATA COLLECTION

For informed, participant-focused design, we have 
stated that further data collection is critical. As part 
of our “impact” design path, we are conducting 
primary research about the retail sector, career-
based skills, and job transitions. 

The Ryerson University’s Research Ethics Board 
(REB) reviewed this project and confirmed 
that it is exempt (under Article 2.5 of the Tri-
Council Policy Statement on Ethical Conduct for 
Research). 

Our consortium is innovating data collection 
processes by prioritizing collaboration 
and equitable processes in data collection and 
analysis. Using an adapted version 
of the Brookfield Institute for Innovation 
+ Entrepreneurship’s (BII+E) Job Pathway Playbook 
2021 and Sample Research Tools, and the FSC 
Common Outcomes Framework, which was 
developed in partnership with Blueprint, we have 
designed and published three voluntary, 
anonymous surveys that will inform the design of a 
training program that impacts retail workers, 
retailers, and start-ups.

These surveys will be used to:

• Test assumptions and hypotheses about
what a given group of workers is looking
for in their career and their perception of
work-related skills. For example, if earlier
qualitative work prompted hypotheses
about people’s retail-related skill sets (“many
people who work in retail have strong
communication skills”), this is an opportunity
to test these with a larger group.

https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://global-uploads.webflow.com/5f80fa46a156d5e9dc0750bc/619541aa6570b810a0f0e90a_FSC-RCP-DEI-Nov17-BL.pdf
https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/job-pathways-playbook-2021-edition/
https://brookfieldinstitute.ca/job-pathways-playbook-2021-edition/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1W-J2C0dktITyfbf3uwp5-sA3ErIoFtsx/view
https://www.blueprint-ade.ca/


��

Retail Workers
We’d love to hear from folks who work in retail 
(or with recent retail experience). Tell us about 
your skills & experiences!

Startup/Tech
We’d love to hear from People Operations / 
HR tech start employees about the skills and 
experience you look for in new hires.

Retailers
Do you work in HR, recruitment, or hiring in the 
retail sector? Tell us about the experiences and 
skills you look for when hiring!

SHARING OUR LEARNINGS. A KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION REPORT. 

• Test assumptions and hypotheses about
what hiring managers are looking for
in candidates and their perception of
work-related skills. For example, if earlier
qualitative work prompted hypotheses
about hiring managers’ assessment of skills
(“people who we hire for sales roles need to
have strong communication skills”) this is an
opportunity to test these with a larger group.

• Gather input from a larger number of
workers at a relatively low cost and at a
distance.

• Explore differences within and between
groups of people- -for example, to
understand if the perceived skill sets,
wages, or displacement rates of people
differ based on demographic indicators.

• Explore gaps and perceived gaps in the
skillsets of retail workers, and roles in sales
or sales adjacent positions within retail and
the tech/SME sector.

You can learn more about the surveys, or 
participate in our research project HERE

Who: 3 different surveys. If one of these descriptions 
looks like you, please contribute to our data 
collection and complete the corresponding survey

https://here.ventureforcanada.ca/rrw-surveys
https://here.ventureforcanada.ca/rrw-surveys
https://ventureforcanada.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8chp92vnKJZcYGG?__hstc=178291899.13a20b0f5efb0931ca5c32419c27ab39.1627318263898.1638213788077.1638219438700.60&__hssc=178291899.2.1638219438700&__hsfp=905343899&hsCtaTracking=ab8a5eea-8ee5-455e-a741-da6dd3bf8be3%7C77b4872b-5b18-4da0-9dc5-d8e5a107d212
https://ventureforcanada.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8chp92vnKJZcYGG?__hstc=178291899.13a20b0f5efb0931ca5c32419c27ab39.1627318263898.1638213788077.1638219438700.60&__hssc=178291899.2.1638219438700&__hsfp=905343899&hsCtaTracking=ab8a5eea-8ee5-455e-a741-da6dd3bf8be3%7C77b4872b-5b18-4da0-9dc5-d8e5a107d212
https://ventureforcanada.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cVlzGA2y7HVrlMa?__hstc=178291899.13a20b0f5efb0931ca5c32419c27ab39.1627318263898.1638213788077.1638219438700.60&__hssc=178291899.2.1638219438700&__hsfp=905343899&hsCtaTracking=3128f453-60af-4d30-b62c-4db7dbb661eb%7C71639708-fd96-4bd1-a1f3-61fd65ee23cc
https://ventureforcanada.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cVlzGA2y7HVrlMa?__hstc=178291899.13a20b0f5efb0931ca5c32419c27ab39.1627318263898.1638213788077.1638219438700.60&__hssc=178291899.2.1638219438700&__hsfp=905343899&hsCtaTracking=3128f453-60af-4d30-b62c-4db7dbb661eb%7C71639708-fd96-4bd1-a1f3-61fd65ee23cc
https://ventureforcanada.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cXPKseChYonyJiC?__hstc=178291899.13a20b0f5efb0931ca5c32419c27ab39.1627318263898.1638213788077.1638219438700.60&__hssc=178291899.2.1638219438700&__hsfp=905343899&hsCtaTracking=5f7b73b2-9313-4aca-9be8-cae6bfd3f914%7C7cf256fb-c99f-4306-aba5-2ff8994a2103
https://ventureforcanada.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_cXPKseChYonyJiC?__hstc=178291899.13a20b0f5efb0931ca5c32419c27ab39.1627318263898.1638213788077.1638219438700.60&__hssc=178291899.2.1638219438700&__hsfp=905343899&hsCtaTracking=5f7b73b2-9313-4aca-9be8-cae6bfd3f914%7C7cf256fb-c99f-4306-aba5-2ff8994a2103


19



��

CONFERENCE BOARD OF CANADA: SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL SKILLS ARE TOP OF MIND 
ACROSS CANADA

“Some cultures value and demonstrate different skills 
in different ways. And if “SES” (social and emotional skills) just 
becomes a codeword for the skill sets that favour privileged 
populations, that will widen the gap, not close it. Skills 
articulation can also be a challenge, where a person has 
relevant skills and experiences but fails to communicate them 
to employers. In one example, a community worker recalled an 
Inuk candidate who had organized and led hunting trips, but 
who did not recognize or articulate that their experience 
demonstrated in-demand skills—like leadership, 
communication, and problem-solving— when presenting 
themselves to employers”    
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In our first report, we introduced the concept of “skills 
language literacy.” When we refer to ‘skills language 
literacy’ we mean the ability to understand individual 
transferable skills in-depth and the competency of 
communicating the value of these skills to the entry 
sector. This Conference Board of Canada report 
illustrates some of the known challenges in skills 
identification and assessment stating, “consistently 
measuring skills is a challenging task that researchers 
have wrestled with for several decades. Early work 
on skills often conflated them with educational 
attainment, although there is consensus that the two 
are distinct ideas.”

The next phase of our project will explore skills 
language literacy from an experiential lens and 
consider some of the programming challenges 
and opportunities that may arise from this concept, 
particularly as it applies to racialized and Indigenous 
youth. The 2020 Social and Emotional Skills Are Top 
of Mind Across Canada report by the Conference 
Board of Canada illustrates the skills language literacy 
concept with a powerful example, 

“Some cultures value and demonstrate different skills 
in different ways. And if “SES” (social and emotional 
skills) just becomes a codeword for the skill sets that 
favour privileged populations, that will widen the gap, 
not close it. Skills articulation can also be a challenge, 
where a person has relevant skills and experiences 
but fails to communicate them to employers. In 
one example, a community worker recalled an Inuk 
candidate who had organized and led hunting trips, 

but who did not recognize or articulate that their 
experience demonstrated in-demand skills—like 
leadership, communication, and problem-solving— 
when presenting themselves to employers” 

The Reskilling Retail Workers Project’s co-creation 
and cross-sectoral approaches are deliberate in the 
desire to dismantle systemic barriers for Indigenous 
and racialized youth to enter and be supported in 
roles at small businesses and startups. Something 
we are considering as a fundamental question in the 
project is: Do reskilling programs also fail because 
they assume that participants do not have the existing 
skills? Could these biases and assumptions be part of 
the disconnect?

Large-scale social change comes from better cross-
sector coordination rather than from the isolated 
intervention of individual organizations. With this in 
mind, we will also explore the role that the Canadian 
retail sector, Indigenous businesses (which may 
be the most “acutely impacted - and most at risk 
of displacement - by a digital revolution”), the tech 
and startup ecosystems, and SME network (which 
accounts for a combined 61.2 percent of job growth in 
Canada) have to play in solving this complex problem. 
Much like displaced workers, each sector has a 
unique set of individual challenges and needs and 
also has a critical role to play in informing, co-creating, 
and adopting a holistic solution.

SHARING OUR LEARNINGS. A KNOWLEDGE MOBILIZATION REPORT. 

Exploring Hypotheses: 
Skills Language Literacy and 
Cross-Sector Collaboration
 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1mLrDnpkcTh_4Yli_3NKScDfRP2M8FyHd/view?usp=sharing
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/temp/26cc4bf7-9eab-4c9f-9a5e-5579f3a434d1/10870_25042_primer_modelling-job-transitions-in-canada.pdf
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/e-library/abstract.aspx?did=10927
https://www.conferenceboard.ca/e-library/abstract.aspx?did=10927
https://fsc-ccf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/IndigenousSkillsTraining-PPF-JUNE2020-EN1.pdf
https://fsc-ccf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/IndigenousSkillsTraining-PPF-JUNE2020-EN1.pdf
https://fsc-ccf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/SupportingEntrepreneurshipAndSMEs-Skills-for-the-Post-Pandemic-World-Series-June2021-EN.pdf
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According to The Future Skills Centre, 40% of SMEs 
are identifying skills shortages as a major competitive 
challenge and, “SMEs also need to be more involved 
in discussions surrounding skills gaps and labour 
shortages, as well as in establishing the post-
pandemic skills agenda.” Moreover, a 2020 report on 
Indigenous skills training and jobs in Canada calls on 
program and policymakers to prioritize a collaborative 
approach, imploring, “It is urgent that Indigenous 
businesses be involved in the formation of policies 
and programs that will mitigate against the impact of 
disruption through supporting business development 
and innovation, facilitating continued learning and 
re-assessing the link between occupations and 
skills to ensure Indigenous peoples will excel in the 
increasingly automated and digital workforces of the 
future.”

What’s Next for 
The Reskilling 
Retail Works 
Project? 
As data collection continues, our focus will turn to 
short-term program design processes and testing 
assumptions and hypotheses. In addition to the  
surveys we have designed to collect primary data, we 
will begin conducting qualitative research interviews 
that are focused on identifying and evaluating pro-
gramming needs and exploring individual differences 
between participants’ experiences and needs. These 
interviews will also explore skills gap assessments, 
job transitions, and hiring practices.

Looking ahead to the project’s design phase, which 
will include a program sustainability framework as well 
as    curriculum elements, the Project Steering Com-
mittee and design phase subcommittee contributors 
will participate in design thinking sessions to establish 
core program concepts for prototyping and testing. 

As we work toward a solution, we remain grounded 
in our philosophy that cross-sector leadership, Collec-
tive Impact, and community-based participation are 
imperative to the success of the project. 

- END -
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https://fsc-ccf.ca/research/supporting-entrepreneurship-and-smes/
https://fsc-ccf.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/IndigenousSkillsTraining-PPF-JUNE2020-EN1.pdf
https://here.ventureforcanada.ca/rrw-surveys
https://perspectives.ventureforcanada.ca/article/venture-for-canada-announces-reskilling-retail-workers-project-steering-committee
https://perspectives.ventureforcanada.ca/article/venture-for-canada-announces-reskilling-retail-workers-project-steering-committee
https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/article/what-is-design-thinking-and-why-is-it-so-popular
https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/what-collective-impact
https://www.collectiveimpactforum.org/what-collective-impact
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GET IN TOUCH

As the Reskilling Displaced Retail Workers Project moves through the research and data collection phase, 
community-based, participatory engagement remains a priority to the success of the initiative. If you are a 
retailer, a tech company seeking ambitious talent, or a retail worker in Canada, we want to connect with you! 
Take our survey and join our recovery community to participate in data collection, prototyping, or to stay up to 
date on the project’s progress.

- - - -

We are a consortium of non-Indigenous and Indigenous organizations. In this project, there are opportunities 
to learn and unlearn and we will continue to have those conversations. This is a place for mistakes, learning, 
and understanding. Project collaborators respectfully acknowledge that the sacred lands upon which we op-
erate, and the built communities and cities across the country, are the traditional treaty lands, homelands, and 
nunangat of the respective First Nations, Métis Nations, and Inuit who are the long-time stewards of these 
lands. We work on the lands and regions that are still home to diverse Indigenous peoples and we are grate-
ful to have the opportunity to live and work on these lands. We continue to respect, honour and value friend-
ship accords between Indigenous groups and communities that we work with and will continue to expand our 
agreements as treaty peoples.
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https://here.ventureforcanada.ca/rrw-surveys
https://share.hsforms.com/1Obth7AqeQsi1U9FheVyFYA563ql?__hstc=178291899.b392bd88d51e6347689c3e07ab45f54a.1622748003875.1626893087303.1628624444540.39&__hssc=178291899.1.1628624444540&__hsfp=3325475149
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