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Executive Summary
 

The Social Research Planning Council (SRPC), a division of United Way Perth-Huron, is pleased to 
present this research report about the living wage for Perth and Huron Counties. We hope that this 
report will stir discussion, challenge thinking, and inspire collective action about living wages. 

This paper is structured as follows. We begin with an overview of the Canadian Living Wage 
Framework, and then explore lessons learned from a brief literature review. This is followed by a 
high-level summary of the living wage calculation for Perth and Huron. In the next sections of the 
report, we examine how the living wage compares to current income levels, as well as feedback  
from local employers and workers about the concept. Finally, we set out four recommendations  
on ways the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron can promote the living wage movement locally. 

If you are interested in details about the calculation methodology, please refer to the  
Technical Report, which is available under separate cover.

What is the living wage for Perth and Huron?

A living wage is the hourly wage a worker needs to earn to cover his/her family’s basic everyday 
expenses, such as food, housing, utilities, transportation and childcare. The calculation is based on 
the living expenses of a family of four with both adults working full-time for 37.5 hours a week, once 
government transfers and deductions (e.g. income taxes and employment insurance premiums) have 
been taken into account. According to the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives (CCPA) - Ontario 
calculation methodology, the living wage rate for Perth and Huron is $16.47 per hour in 2015. 

What the research tells us?

Research shows that living wages help improve the overall quality of life in a community. Living 
wages help to lift children out of poverty by giving families a basic level of economic security, 
allowing them to live without the constant stress of deciding which bills to pay. Employers who pay 
living wages report lower turnover and absenteeism rates, and greater employee engagement and 
loyalty. In addition, the additional money working families earn is spent in the local economy. 

http://perthhuron.unitedway.ca/social-research-planning-council/living-wage
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How does the living wage compare to current income levels?

The living wage provides for a conservative, bare bones budget without the extras that many 
Canadians take for granted. According to the calculation, a family of four living in Perth and Huron 
would need at least $60,000 per year in household income to make ends meet. In Perth and Huron, 
approximately half of all households (26,000) had total incomes below the annualized living wage 
rate of $60,000 per year in 2010. Locally, the largest proportion of the workforce earning below 
living wages are typically found in three industries: Accommodation and Food Services, Retail Trade, 
and Agriculture. Collectively, these industries represent over 20,000 workers, or one-third of Perth 
and Huron’s labour force.

Is Perth and Huron ready to become a living wage community?

Overall, there was positive reaction from the local workers and employers that we spoke with 
about the concept of a living wage. Participants were quite receptive to learn about living wages, 
and commented that it was a positive way to start a conversation about quality of life and available 
social programs in the community. Many of the employers who already pay living wages echoed the 
research findings that their workers are committed, engaged, and have low turnover and absenteeism 
rates. However, there was mixed feedback about the monthly costs of living. Some felt it was an 
extremely conservative budget, while others expressed surprise at just how much a working family  
of four requires to maintain a healthy standard of living in Perth and Huron, even after the budget 
had been fully explained. 

Several local employers shared their challenges recruiting and retaining workers in the current 
economic environment. They reported that the local labour force is characterized by having a low 
unemployment rate, a shortage of skilled trades and professionals, and a high out-migration of 
youth. In order to stay competitive in the market place, many employers already compensate their 
workers at or above the living wage, particularly when benefits, bonuses, and overtime are taken 
into consideration. Employers representing manufacturing, construction, education and health care 
organizations indicated that, in their industries, the living wage rate would be considered a “low bar.” 
Participants felt that the greatest impact of living wages would be on small non-profit community 
groups and industries that typically pay minimum wage rates. 

In general, local employers are cautious about being recognized individually as a living wage company 
for a variety of reasons, most of which interestingly are unrelated to cost. They are, however, openly 
receptive to joining a community-wide advocacy campaign that stresses that all families living in  
Perth and Huron require a living wage to make ends meet; supports policy changes that would improve 
government benefits and social programs (e.g. Ontario housing benefit, affordable childcare, guaranteed 
annual income, etc.); and encourages non-financial incentives and flexible work arrangements  
(e.g. staggered hours, compressed workweeks, job sharing, etc.) that help improve quality of life.
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Recommendations and Conclusion

The report includes five recommendations on ways the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron can 
promote the living wage movement locally, including an assessment of what it would take to make  
an employer certification campaign viable here.

 
The concept of living wages is bigger than incomes. 
It’s about quality of life.

In conclusion, the adoption of living wages could help to improve the overall quality of life in Perth 
and Huron. We hope that this report will inspire employees, employers and community members to 
become living wage champions. 

It’s about ensuring that 
our neighbours can afford 
to pay their rent and buy 
nutritious food. It’s about 
ensuring that our workers 
are healthy and able to 
pay for transportation to 
get to work every day. 
It’s about ensuring that 
our children are given 
sufficient social and 
educational opportunities 
so that they can flourish. 
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1. Background 
 
The Social Research Planning Council (SRPC), a division of United Way Perth-Huron, is pleased to 
present this report about the living wage for Perth and Huron Counties.a We hope that this report 
will raise awareness about the linkages between low wages and quality of life in our community, and 
will inspire employees, employers and community members to become living wage champions. 

1.1 What is Included in this Report

The information in this report has been organized into the following sections:

 1. Background information on our research process.

 2. Overview of the Canadian Living Wage Framework, including the definition of the living wage.

 3. Lessons learned from a review of available literature. 

 4.  The living wage rate for Perth and Huron – this report provides a high level summary of the 
living wage calculation. For more detail, please refer to the Technical Report. 

 5. How the living wage compares to current income levels in the community.

 6.  A summary of the consultation feedback we obtained from local employers and  
business associations.

 7.  Quotes we received from low-wage workers in the community in response to the question, 
“Why is it important to you that you make a living wage?”

 8.  Recommendations on ways the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron can promote the living 
wage movement locally, including an assessment of what it would take to make an employer 
certification campaign viable here.

 9. Concluding remarks.

a   Please note that the abbreviation “Perth and Huron” has been used in place of Perth and Huron Counties throughout this report. 
Where available, data has been presented separately for the City of Stratford. Unless otherwise stated, Perth County excludes 
Stratford.

http://perthhuron.unitedway.ca/social-research-planning-council/living-wage
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1.2 Our Approach

In 2014, the SRPC commissioned Eden Grodzinski of JPMC Services Inc. to conduct research into the 
living wage for Perth and Huron. The process took place between June 2014 and February 2015, and 
involved the following activities: 

 ▪  Meeting with key stakeholders in June to get community input regarding the focus and 
deliverables of the project.

 ▪  Conducting a brief review of living wage literature, including interviews with the CCPA, Vibrant 
Communities Canada and a few Ontario communities that have implemented a living wage.

 ▪ Collecting and analyzing financial data on the costs of living in Perth and Huron.

 ▪  Calculating the living wage needed to provide for a family of four in Perth, Huron, and Stratford.  
 -  The calculator used to determine the living wage for Perth and Huron was developed by  

economists Hugh MacKenzie and Kaylie Tiessen for the CCPA-Ontario.1

 ▪  Consulting with local employers to assess community readiness and economic considerations 
of implementing a living wage - all told, 50 individuals representing 40 local companies were 
engaged in a series of focus groups and interviews. 

 ▪  Facilitating six meetings with the SRPC’s Living Wage Advisory Committee, which provided 
ongoing advice and guidance to this research project.
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2. What is the  
  Living Wage?
  
2.1 Definition

The CCPA defines living wage as: “the hourly rate at which a  
household can meet its basic needs, once government transfers  
(such as the Universal Child Care Benefit) and deductions have  
been subtracted (such as income taxes, CPP Premiums, and  
Employment Insurance [EI] premiums).”2 It is based on the actual  
costs of living in a specific community.

2.2 The Canadian Living Wage Framework

In order to promote consistency and comparability with 
employers, the CCPA has created a standardized framework  
for calculating the living wage.3 The formula for Ontario 
assumes the following scenario: 

 ▪ A healthy family of four:
     Two 35-year old adults, who work full-time,  

year-round, with a 2-week vacation.
     A girl (aged 3) enrolled in full-time childcare, and a 

boy (aged 7) enrolled in before/after-school care.

 ▪  The costs of living are conservative and reasonable, and 
provide for basic essentials such as food, clothing, shelter, 
transportation, and healthcare. 

 ▪  The budget promotes social inclusion so that families 
can participate in community life; for example, basic 
recreational activities that enhance healthy childhood 
development and growth. 

 ▪  One parent takes evening courses at a local community college to improve their education 
credentials and employment opportunities.

 ▪  Tax credits, returns and government benefits are taken into account (e.g. income taxes,  
EI premiums, and childcare subsidies and benefits). 
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2.3 What is Full-Time?

The calculation is based on a provincially agreed-upon standard of a 37.5-hour workweek,  
which reflects the prevailing practices in a number of different industries. 

2.4 Why a Family of Four?

In Ontario, about 40% of children who live in poverty reside in a household where at least one 
parent is working full-time, year-round.4 Employment was once considered a key strategy to reducing 
poverty, however, just having a job (without taking into consideration wages) does not guarantee that 
a family can afford to meet its basic needs. One of the underlying principles of the Canadian Living 
Wage Framework is that it supports healthy child development, and that it helps lift families out  
of poverty. 

According to the Low Income Measure (LIM), a family is poor if their income is less than half of the 
median income of an equivalent household in Canada. The LIM takes into account the size and make-up 
of a family. In 2010, 16% of all children under age 18 living in Stratford (regardless of family type) 
were living in low income – 11% in Perth and 14% in Huron (after-tax LIM). All told, over 14,000 
residents of Perth and Huron (including roughly 4,000 children) are living in poverty, with incomes  
far below what is required to maintain a healthy standard of living.5 

Table 1 - Individuals Living in Low Income, 2010 

Stratford Perth Huron Ontario

All Persons

Population in private 
households  29,935  43,550  57,890  12,600,230 

Population in low income 
based on after-tax LIM  3,490  3,905  6,845  1,745,900 

Prevalence of low income 
based on after-tax LIM 12% 9% 12% 14%

Children
(0-17)

Population less than 18 
years in private households 
for income status 

 5,985  10,980  12,530  2,674,645 

Population less than 18 
years in low income based 
on after-tax LIM 

 935  1,255  1,775  463,945 

Prevalence of low income 
among population less than 
18 years based on after-tax 
LIM 

16% 11% 14% 17%

Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey
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The living wage formula for Ontario is based on the nationally agreed-upon household structure of 
a couple-family with two young children. The costs associated with this family structure would also 
support other family types at different stages of the life cycle, for example, young adults who are 
planning a family, or older adults who are nearing retirement. Experience from other communities in 
Ontario (e.g. Hamilton, Guelph-Wellington, Peterborough, etc.) has shown that due to government 
transfers and deductions the rate is not significantly different for individuals without a spouse or 
dependents, as illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 - A Comparison of Living Wage Rates by Family Type in Ontario 

Source: Living Wage Canada, 2015. Living wage rates have not been adjusted for inflation.
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3.  Lessons Learned  
from the Literature

 
Since the introduction of the concept of the living wage in the mid-1990s, living wage laws and 
standards have been enacted in numerous regions across the world. This section of the report 
provides a summary of the lessons learned, based on a brief review of available literature regarding 
cities and/or employers that have adopted living wage policies. 

Evidence demonstrates that the costs of paying workers higher wages are counter-balanced by 
reduced training and recruitment costs, and increased productivity. The following are some examples 
of recent publications that support these benefits:

 ▪  A study of 75 living wage contractors in Los Angeles found lower overtime, turnover and 
absenteeism rates in comparison to 210 similar non-living wage employers.6 

 ▪  KPMG, an accountancy firm in London, UK found that the cost of paying higher wages for its 
catering, cleaning and mailroom staff was offset by reductions in turnover, recruitment costs, 
and increased productivity.7 
 

 ▪  A study of the San Francisco airport found that turnover rates among contracted security 
screeners fell from 95% to 19% as their hourly wage rose from $6.45 to $10. The rise in wages 
was more than offset by the money saved in new employee recruitment and training costs.8

 ▪  A comparison of wholesale retailers found that Costco’s higher wage rate results in less 
turnover, greater productivity and lower levels of employee theft, in comparison to Wal-Mart’s 
Sam’s Club.9 

 ▪  A study of home care workers in the San Francisco Bay Area found that turnover fell by 57% 
following an increase in their wages.10 
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Research regarding the effect of living wages on employment is less clear. Critics of the movement 
tend to focus on living wage “ordinances” (for example, legally binding agreements that require 
municipalities to pay a living wage to their direct employees, and require private businesses, who 
provide services to the municipality or receive local subsidies or tax breaks, to pay their employees at 
least the living wage rate). Opponents argue that living wage regulations, like minimum wage 
legislation, create distortions in the labour market. A review of the effects of living wage laws in U.S. cities  

conducted by Neumark et al. (2012) 
suggests that living wage ordinances 
generate both winners and losers 
among low-paid workers. It appears 
that there may be a trade-off between 
workers who benefit from increased 
wages, and those who may have fewer 
employment opportunities (or hours). 
However, the net effect was found to 
be a reduction in urban poverty.11 

Overall, research shows that quality of life in a community is enhanced when residents earn living 
wages. Living wages provide working families with a basic level of economic security, allowing them 
to live without the constant stress of deciding which bills to pay. Employers who pay living wages 
report low turnover and absenteeism rates, and outstanding loyalty and employee engagement. In 
addition, a report by Goldman Sachs (2009) confirms that increasing the income of people with lower 
wages has a proportionately larger stimulating effect on the economy than increasing the incomes of 
those with high earnings.12,13

 

The literature on the drawbacks of living 
wage is limited to areas with mandated 
living wage regulations, primarily in 
the United States. The lessons do not 
necessarily apply to the Ontario labour 
market, where living wages are voluntary. 
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4. The Living Wage Rate  
  for Perth and Huron 
 
The first step in the calculation process was to determine the average monthly cost of living in Perth 
and Huron for the reference family of four. The costs included in the living wage calculation include 
the following:

 ▪     Food – based on the Nutritious Food Basket Survey conducted by the public health units, 
adjusted for the living wage family composition; 

 ▪ Clothing & Footwear; 
 ▪   Housing & Related Costs – rent, utilities, basic household supplies, tenant insurance,  

phone and internet; 
 ▪   Transportation – cost of operating and maintaining a used vehicle (1 in Stratford and  

2 in rural areas), transit passes and occasional taxi trips (Stratford only);
 ▪   Childcare & School Fees – one child in full-time licenced care, and the other in before/ 

after-school care and recreation programs in the summer and on Professional Activity (PA) 
days; also includes basic school supplies and fees, and takes into consideration available 
childcare subsidies;

 ▪  Recreation & Leisure – occasional family outings (e.g. movie, junior hockey league game), 
modest restaurant meal once a month, family pass to the local YMCA, 1-week camping trip,  
1-week “staycation”; 

 ▪ Insurance – non-OHIP medical, dental, disability and life; 
 ▪  Other – laundry, personal care, one continuing education course for one parent,  

and bank fees; and
 ▪ Contingency – 4% of household budget.

It is a common mistake to assume that families living in smaller cities and communities 
benefit from lower costs of living. In reality, transportation and food expenses can be 
greater, as rural residents have fewer options than those living in large urban centres. The 
SRPC was interested in determining how the living wage rate differs between the urban and 
rural areas of the region, and so the monthly living costs for three different communities – 
Stratford, Perth and Huron - were estimated. The numbers presented here are the weighted 
average by population for these three communities. For details by geography, please refer to 
the Technical Report.
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While the budget accounts for a range of living costs, it is as one community member commented, 
“an existing wage.” It is a bare bones estimate, and does not take into account:
 
 ▪ Credit card, loan or other debt/interest payments;
 ▪ Savings for retirement;
 ▪ Owning a home;
 ▪ Savings for children’s future education;
 ▪ Pets;
 ▪ Social outings with friends (outside a monthly family dinner out);
 ▪ Personal lifestyle behaviours (smoking or alcohol budget);
 ▪ Costs of caring for a disabled, seriously ill, or elderly family member; and
 ▪ Anything other than the smallest cushion for emergencies or hard times.

Table 2 - Summary of Monthly Living Costs in Perth and Huron, 2015

Type of Expense  Perth and Huron

 Food $701 

 Clothing & Footwear $154 

 Housing & Related Costs $1,182 

 Transportation $929 

 Child Care & School Fees $1,187 

 Recreation & Leisure $323 

 Insurance $467 

 Other $276 

 Contingency (4%) $209 

 Monthly Total $5,427 

For data sources and a breakdown of costs by community, please refer to the Technical Report

 
According to the CCPA-Ontario calculation tool, the living wage rate for 
Perth and Huron is $16.47 per hour in 2015. 
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5.  How does the Living  
Wage Compare to  
Current Income Levels?

 
According to the calculations above, an individual working full-time, year-round at the living wage 
rate of $16.47 would earn about $32,000 annually before taxes ($64,000 per family). In this section 
of the report, we explore the questions: “How does the living wage compare to current wage rates?” 
and “How many people in the community earn less than the living wage?” To do so, we examined 
a variety of data sources to determine how the living wage compares to current household and 
employment income levels, as well as minimum wage.14

5.1 Median Household Income 

The living wage calculations demonstrate that a family of four living in Perth and Huron would 
need at least $60,000 per year in household income15 to make ends meet. In 2010, about half of all 
households in Perth and Huron reported total incomes of less than $60,000. This represents over 
26,000 households in the community. In comparison, the median total household income for Perth 
(including Stratford) is $63,067 and for Huron is $58,092.16

 

Figure 2 - Percentage of Households by Income Level, 2010

Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey
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Table 3 - Number of Households Earning Less than $60,000 per Year, 2010

Stratford Perth Huron Ontario

Total number of households  
reporting income  13,330  16,070  23,640  4,886,655 

Number of households with total 
household incomes < $60,000  7,125  6,765  12,355  2,211,870 

Percentage of all households reporting 
household incomes < $60,000 53% 42% 52% 45%

Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey

5.2 Median Earnings by Sector 

According to the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS), there are 20 different 
job sectors in Canada (2012).17 In some sectors, the median income exceeds living wages, while in 
others, earnings fall below it. According to a Skills Gap Study conducted by the Four County Labour 
Market Planning Board (2014), the highest median employment income of jobs located in Perth and 
Huron was for those in the Utilities sector - $48,082 and $76,996 respectively. In both regions, 
Accommodation and Food Services represented the lowest paying industries, likely due to the fact 
that a large number of workers in this industry earn minimum wage (see section 5.3 for more on 
minimum wages).18

 

Table 4 – Median Annual Earnings by Place of Work and Industry in Perth and Huron, 2011

Perth  (Including Stratford) Huron

Top 3 paying 
industries

▪ Utilities ($48,082; 135 workers)
▪ Public Administration  
   ($48,065, 1,405 workers) 
▪ Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas     
   Extraction ($48,058; 80 workers) 

▪ Utilities ($76,996; 100 workers) 
▪ Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and   
   Gas Extraction ($73,669; 460)
▪ Public Administration  
   ($45,207; 935) 

Lowest 
3 paying 
industries

▪ Accommodation and Food Services     
   ($10,420; 3,065)
▪ Administrative and Support, Waste     
   Management and Remediation     
   Services ($16,262; 1,170)
▪ Retail Trade ($17,974; 4,580)

▪ Accommodation and Food    
   Services ($8,512; 2,000)
▪ Arts, Entertainment and    
   Recreation ($9,237; 520)
▪ Retail Trade ($16,586; 3,030)

Source: Four County Labour Market Board, Skills Gap Study, 2014. Computed from Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey
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However, this only tells part of the tale, as the top three highest paying sectors collectively represent 
less than 5% of total employment in this region. The following table illustrates the average earnings 
by the top employment industries in Perth and Huron, which represent approximately 60% of jobs in 
the community. In general, individuals working in Manufacturing, Health Care, and Social Assistance 
earn more than annualized living wage rates, while individuals working in Agriculture, Forestry, 
Hunting and Fishery, Retail Trade, and Accommodation and Food Services earn less than living wages.
 

Table 5 - Median Annual Earnings of the Top 5 Industries by Number of Persons Employed in  
Perth and Huron, 2011

Industry

Perth  (Including Stratford) Huron

Median 
Employment 

Income

Total 
Employment

Median 
Employment 

Income

Total 
Employment

Manufacturing $44,433 8,885 $42,137 2,980

Health Care and Social Assistance $37,226 4,985 $35,622 3,385

Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting $18,071 3,825 $19,979 4,055

Retail Trade $17,974 4,580 $16,586 3,030

Accommodation and Food Services $10,420 3,065 $8,512 2,000

All Industries $32,022 41,825 $28,375 26,685

Source: Four County Labour Market Board, Skills Gap Study, 2014. Computed from Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey

5.3 Minimum Wage 

A living wage is not the same as the minimum wage. The living wage is a voluntary rate, whereas the 
minimum wage is a statutory standard (i.e. lowest wage rate an employer can legally pay a worker). 
The provincial government sets the minimum wage, and does not take into consideration living costs 
in determining the rate. Living wage rates are calculated locally, and reflect the costs of living in 
specific communities. Accordingly, living wage rates vary across the province - from $14.15 an hour 
in Windsor-Essex (2015) to $18.52 an hour in Toronto (2015). Ontario’s general minimum wage rate 
-$11.25 per hour as of October 1, 2015 – falls far below this, meaning that two working parents 
working in full-time, full-year positions making the minimum wage would struggle to balance their 
monthly budget. 
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In 2012, 9% of Ontario’s workforce was earning minimum wages.19 In Perth and Huron this equates 
to about 6,600 people (total labour force = 73,980, National Household Survey, 2011).20

In Ontario, the largest portion of the workforce earning minimum wages are found in three 
industries – Accommodation and Food Services, Retail Trade, and Agriculture (39%, 24% and 18% 
respectively).11 In general, the jobs in these sectors do not require specialized skills or postsecondary 
education. They also include numerous part-time positions, which are often associated with a higher 
percentage of women and youth.22

 
Social Assistance 

The intent of social assistance is to help families in need with basic necessities such as food, rent, etc.  
In Ontario, financial and employment assistance is provided by the Ontario Works (OW) program and 
the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP). The amount that a family receives depends on their 
individual circumstances, such as family size, housing costs, and income and assets. As of December 
2014, there were 498 individuals/families receiving Ontario Works in Stratford, 170 in Perth 
(including St. Mary’s) and 524 in Huron.a 

Unfortunately, Ontario’s social assistance rates inadvertently contribute to family poverty in Perth 
and Huron. As illustrated in the table below, the maximum monthly amounts that our reference 
family of four could receive from OW and ODSP at present falls far below the costs required to 
maintain a healthy standard of living in Perth and Huron. Many families who receive social assistance 
supplement their income by using food banks and other social services.

Table 6 - Monthly Social Assistance Rates for the Reference Family Four in Ontario, 2014

Type of Income support Family Make-up
Maximum 

Basic Needs 
Allowance

Maximum
Shelter 

Allowance

OW Couple 
2 children under 13 $463 $710

ODSP
Couple 
1 adult with a disability
2 children under 13

$905 $886

ODSP
Couple 
Both have a disability
2 children under 13

$1,235 $886

Source: Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services. Rates, 2014
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Figure 3 - Annualized Income Rates for the Reference Family of Four, 2015

Sources: Ontario Ministry of Community and Social Services, 2014 and Ontario Ministry of Labour, 2015.

  
 
“When the high tech crash happened over 10 years ago, my husband found himself without a 
job in a labour market that was flooded with newly unemployed people. For the next two years 
he bounced from temporary job to temporary job with little hope of finding anything better. He 
decided to go back to school to get a start on a second career. For six years our family lived under 
the poverty line. This meant plenty of days when our cupboard was literally down to a few cans of 
soup. It meant wearing shoes with holes in them, no vacation, no family outings other than what 
was free to do, no date nights, no gas to make trips outside of our immediate town, no savings, 
no extras for the kids, and no hope of being able to buy our own home. If we had not received the 
highest amount of child benefit each month from the government, it is quite conceivable that we 
would have found ourselves homeless. The stress and powerlessness of living under  
such conditions left me feeling hopeless, isolated, and overwhelmed at times. 

 For the first time in almost 10 years both my husband and I are now working full-time earning 
a living wage and it has made a huge difference in our lives. We took our first family vacation 
last year and have even been able to buy our own home. After years of going without, it was 
such a thrill to be able to sign our kids up for gymnastic lessons and to start feeling like a normal 
family. Earning a living wage has reduced the stress our family was living under significantly and 
my hope for the future has been restored. Living in poverty can be an emotionally painful place to 
be, and I hope as a community we can all help to lift those who are in need out of poverty.”

5.4 Precarious Employment

The recent recession followed by slow economic growth has changed the workforce landscape 
in Ontario. The proportion of stable, full-time occupations in the labour force has declined, and 
in its place, there has been a growth in the proportion of precarious work – defined as non-
standard employment that is poorly paid, insecure, unprotected, and cannot support a household.23 
These positions may be part-time, contract, temporary, seasonal, and self-employed, and typically 
lack the security and benefits of more traditional employment relationships. Many people who have 
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insecure employment are forced to piece together year-round, full-time hours by working for  
multiple employers. A study conducted for the United Way of Toronto (2013) demonstrates that 
precarious employment also impacts family and community life. It negatively affects how people 
socialize, how they fulfil household activities, and greatly magnifies the difficulties of supporting a 
household on low income.24

According to an Employee Survey conducted by the Four County Labour Market Planning Board 
as part of a Skills Gap Study (2014), approximately 17% of respondents believe that they are 
underemployed (i.e. working less than 30 hours, not by choice; when skills are underutilized; when 
wages, productivity or other job qualities are substandard relative to skill and education level).25

Table 7 - Findings from an Employee Survey Conducted by the Four County Labour Market  
Planning Board, 2014

Perth Huron Bruce Grey

Number of respondents, age 16+, not retired 304 301 301 301

Held multiple jobs in past year 20% 12% 12% 20%

Primary employment was full-time 78% 82% 85% 75%

Believe that they are underemployed (i.e. working less 
than 30 hours, not by choice; when skills are underutilized; 
when wages, productivity or other job qualities are 
substandard relative to skill and education level)

17% 15% 20% 20%

Source: Four County Labour Market Board, Skills Gap Study, 2014

5.5 How Many People Currently Earn Less Than Living Wages?

Have we answered the question: “how many people currently earn less than a living wage?” in 
Perth and Huron. Not explicitly, mainly because specific data on this topic is lacking. But, we have 
discovered that:

 ▪  Half of all households (26,000) have total incomes below the annualized living wage rate of 
$60,000 per year.

 ▪  In general, individuals working in the following three sectors are earning below the living wage: 
Accommodation and Food Services, Retail Trade, and Agriculture. Collectively, these three 
industries represent over 20,000 workers, or one-third of Perth and Huron’s labour force.

 ▪  9% of Ontario’s workforce earns minimum wages. In Perth and Huron this equates to over 
6,600 people.

 ▪  Over 14,000 individuals (including roughly 4,000 children) are living in poverty, with incomes 
far below what is required to maintain a healthy standard of living. 
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6. Employer Feedback

A series of conversations were held with local employers and business associations to assess 
community readiness and economic considerations of implementing a living wage. At these  
meetings, we shared information about the Canadian Living Wage Framework, proven benefits,  
and the calculated rate for Perth and Huron. We then discussed how it resonates (pros and cons) 
from an employer’s perspective, and what it would take to make a living wage campaign viable 
locally. This section of the report summarizes the feedback we received during these conversations. 

It is important to note that these observations reflect the personal opinions of a limited selection 
of employers and industries, and may or may not be consistent with the actual outcomes of paying 
workers a living wage. Where relevant, we have included clarifying information in text boxes to 
address any misconceptions.

6.1 Community Perceptions of the Living Wage Rate 

Overall, there was positive reaction to the concept of a living wage. Participants were quite receptive 
to learn about living wages, and commented that it was a positive way to start a conversation about 
quality of life and available social programs in the community. Many of the employers who already 
pay living wages echoed the research findings that their workers are committed, engaged, and have 
low turnover and absenteeism rates. 
 

“We believe in the living wage for our employees. Our employees work hard and are committed 
to producing a quality product, which contributes to our success as a company. We feel it is our 
responsibility to support them and their families.” 

 

However, there was mixed feedback about the monthly costs of living. Some felt it was an extremely 
conservative budget, while others expressed surprise at just how much a working family of four 
requires to maintain a healthy standard of living in Perth and Huron, even after the budget had been 
fully explained. 
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6.2 Local Economic Considerations

Many employers shared their challenges recruiting and retaining workers in the current  
economic environment. They reported that the local labour force is characterized by having a  
low unemployment rate (currently 5%)26, a shortage of skilled trades and professionals, and a high 
out-migration of youth. In order to stay competitive in the market place, many employers we spoke 
with already compensate their employees at or above the living wage, particularly when benefits, 
bonuses, and overtime are taken into consideration. 
 

“For years our company has paid a higher than normal wage (without knowing what the term - 
living wage - meant). Without scientific research to back our opinion, this is why we have that 
mentality. First of all, we want our employees to enjoy a certain quality of life – to have time to 
spend with their families, and to have the income necessary to provide for a comfortable family 
lifestyle. Secondly, we believe that [paying living wages] allows our company to maximize profits. 
We are able to retain employees, resulting in less initial training. This allows us to concentrate our 
training on processes to improve quality and efficient workmanship. We believe we have happier 
and more fulfilled employees that produce at a higher level...I am all for a living wage program.” 

 

Employers representing manufacturing, construction, education and health care organizations 
indicated that, in their industries, the living wage rate would be considered a “low bar.” By and large 
the workers earning below the living wage in these sectors are students, who commonly hold  
part-time, seasonal positions.

Not all managers have control over how local wages and prices are set. Often these are negotiated and 
established by head offices located elsewhere (e.g. corporate offices of international manufacturers, 
financial institutions and restaurant franchises; shared services in the public sector, etc.).

The importance of living wages varies for unionized organizations. Unions representing professionals 
and skilled workers typically do not have members paid below the living wage. Others see it as a 
useful standard that could help collective bargaining, by supporting social dialogue between workers 
and employers.

Participants felt that the greatest impact of living wages would be on small non-profit community 
groups and industries that typically pay minimum wage rates, such as Accommodation and Food 
Services and Retail Trade. Although, questions were raised about whether tips should be taken into 
consideration for hospitality workers. 
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6.3 Alternative Views 

Several employers commented that living wages would have “unintended consequences” on community 
life. Employers understand that higher wages would enable families to purchase more goods and 
services in the community, and that would be good for the local economy including small businesses. 
But, concerns were raised about the impact cost rises might have on seniors and other individuals 
on fixed incomes, and there is a perception that municipal taxes and the cost of local products and 
services, such as a cup of coffee, would go up. The inadvertent effect of the living wage was likened to 
a snowball – living costs would go up and therefore the living wage would rise, and so on, and so on. 

The truth is that many factors contribute to the costs of a product or service, not just  
wages. The costs of items rise all the time without corresponding increases in workers’  
pay. Furthermore, a living wage would translate only partially into an increase in average 
labour costs, as minimum wage workers make up a small fraction (less than 1/10th) of  
the total workforce. 

The marketplace fails to take into account the social costs that result from low-wage work 
and poverty, such as poor physical and mental health outcomes, low levels of educational 
attainment, increases in homelessness, and high consumer debt-to-income ratios – costs borne 
not only by low-wage families but also by corporations, government and society as a whole.  

The general consensus among the employers that we spoke with was that the additional costs to a 
company of paying living wages would have to be borne somewhere. For non-profit organizations 
with fixed budgets, this might result in a reduction of programs and services or staffing. And while 
the common perception is that private sector businesses would just charge more for their products, 
many indicated this would harm their competitiveness. In fact, several employers (in both the public 
and private sector) suggested that it might be simpler to reduce part-time and student positions, 
as these are typically associated with higher turnover rates and training costs. In other words, 
while some workers would benefit from a higher income, the introduction of living wages may also 
discourage the hiring of young, casual and student workers. 

Standard economic theory says that if you raise entry-level wages, even in a limited way, 
businesses will hire fewer workers. The assumption is that workers with jobs receive higher 
incomes, but many workers will lose their jobs, and society as a whole is worse off. But the 
real-world evidence does not support this theory. A recent study by Brennan and Stanford 
(2014) examining the impact of the minimum wage on employment levels in Canada over a 
30-year period found no evidence of a statistically significant relationship between changes 
in the minimum wage and labour market outcomes. Instead, labour market performance 
in Canada appears to be driven overwhelmingly by macroeconomic factors, such as GDP 
growth and business capital spending.27



A Living Wage: What it takes to make ends meet in Perth and Huron Counties
23

6.4 Employer Certification

Information on the Employer Certification Program, which has been adopted by communities 
in Waterloo and Hamilton, was reviewed with participants. This program recognizes living wage 
employers in the following five categories:28 

 
 1.  CHAMPION: All of our full-time and part-time employees, including students, earn a living 

wage, and all of our contractors pay a living wage. We are committed to championing the living 
wage within our sector/industry and within the community.

 2.  LEADER: All of our full-time and part-time employees, including student positions, earn a living 
wage. We are committed to ensuring that all of our contractors pay a living wage and will begin 
working toward reducing the number of non-living wage employees at that level within one year.

 3.  PARTNER: All of our full-time and part-time employees earn a living wage. We are committed 
to determining the cost of raising our student positions to a living wage within one year and 
begin reducing the number of non-living wage employees at that level.

 4.  SUPPORTER: All of our full-time employees earn a living wage. We are committed to 
determining the cost of raising part-time employees to a living wage within one year and begin 
reducing the number of low wage employees at that level. 

 5.  FRIEND: We have not determined how many employees are earning a living wage, but are 
committed to doing so within one year as a first step toward reducing the number of non-living 
wage employees in our organization. 

There was mixed feedback from Perth and Huron companies as to whether they would be willing to 
be recognized as a living wage employer, including those who already pay it. Here is a summary of nine 
concerns with the employer certification process, most of which interestingly are not related to cost:

 a.  The Name – Several people commented that they did not like the name. When asked “why?” 
individuals said that the term “living” implies that the wage allows for a good quality of life,  
yet the budget afforded is merely bare bones. For others, it is construed with the concept of 
“fair wages”.

 b.	 	Significance	– Organizations that currently pay above the living wage (who already receive the 
benefits of low employee turnover and absenteeism, increased retention and productivity, 
and savings on rehiring and retraining) questioned the meaningfulness and draw of becoming 
certified. Would it not be more significant to certify organizations that do not currently pay 
living wages? 
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Certified living wage employers receive public recognition on living wage publications and 
websites for demonstrating a commitment to socially responsible practices, making them 
more attractive to potential employees and customers. 

 c.  Low Bar – Employers are not interested in advertising the minimum that they pay, as it may 
detract from recruiting efforts for higher paid, skilled positions. 

 d.  Policing – The bureaucracy involved with becoming and maintaining certification needs to  
be minimal. 

	 e.	 	False	Advertising	– Businesses that could be classified as Supporters or Partners raised 
concerns about the public perception of being certified as a living wage employer, even if not 
everyone in the organization earns that rate (e.g. part-time, students, contractors) at present. 
Would general public understand the levels behind the living wage symbol?

Certified living wage employers must agree to work towards both internal compliance  
(i.e. full-time, part-time, and student employees) and external compliance (i.e. contractors), 
following the processes and timelines set out in a living wage plan. 

The living wage is calculated annually to take into account changes to living expenses and 
to government transfers and deductions. Certified employers will be notified of changes to 
the living wage rate by an agreed upon date, and need to bring all employees up to the new 
living wage rate by a set timeline in order to maintain their certification.

	 f.	 	Benefits	– Non-mandatory benefits are typically only available for full-time positions, and are 
often more generous than what is included in the living wage calculation. Some managers 
expressed concern about the optics of paying lower living wages (after benefit adjustments)  
to full-time versus part-time employees. 

	 g.	 	Non-financial	incentives	– Some employers provide their workers with non-financial incentives 
that do not constitute part of their employees’ pay, such as free meals, staff BBQs, gym 
memberships, etc. These incentives are viewed as fun and inexpensive ways of rewarding, 
inspiring and engaging employees. It is important to recognize that being a good employer 
means more than paying fair wages.

In British Columbia, certified living wage employers can pay their workers less than the 
published living wage rate provided their total earnings (including benefits, incentive-based 
pay, tips and/or commission) equal or exceed the living wage.
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 h.  Inferences – Non-profit organizations with limited revenue streams that are supportive of 
living wages, but do not have the means to become a certified living wage employer raised 
concerns about the optics of not signing on. Would the community view them as a “bad” or 
“uncaring” employer? 

 i.  Students – The topic of student compensation generated the most heated discussion. 
Employers reported that they do not recuperate the costs that they invest in students (i.e. 
health and safety training, orientation, supervision, etc.) because the turnover rate is high, 
and often the positions are seasonal and temporary. Yet, they recognize the importance of 
investing in youth and offering a training ground for the next generation, particularly given 
the out-migration of young people from the community. Although employers dismissed the 
idea of paying students a living wage outright, they did suggest the creation of a student living 
wage rate that would be based on a lower monthly budget than two working parents. 

In British Columbia, certified employers are allowed to have a small amount of trainees, 
students in practicum placements or interns that are paid below the living wage as long as 
they don’t represent a core part of the total staff makeup (i.e. no more than 10% for most 
employers; in the case of small not-for-profits where the total staff complement is five 
workers, no more than 20%). 

Overall, employers were cautious about being recognized individually as a living wage company. 
They were, however, openly receptive to joining a community-wide campaign that stresses that all 
members of the community deserve to make a living wage, and recommended that the slogan be 
changed from “We pay a living wage” to “We believe everyone in the community is entitled to a living wage.” 

“In our business, if this is the career you choose, we want to be known as the best place to further 
your career. As well as educating and training our employees to be the best that they can be, it 
also includes paying a fair wage in return for their efforts. In doing so, we believe we get the best 
people available, and it costs us substantially less in the long-term in training new employees. We 
need to be competitive, but we firmly believe that when employees feel that they are being treated 
fairly and you sincerely believe in their success at work and at home, then they will do whatever 
they have to do, in order to ensure the company is successful. Our success is based on their 
success. A living wage, at a minimum, has to be part of the package.”   
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7. Employee Feedback

 
The following is a summary of comments we received from low-wage workers in the community in 
response to the question, “Why is it important to you that you make a living wage?”

“To be able to put food on the table.”

  

“ It is important to me to make more than minimum wage because it allows me to provide  
for my family with one job. It also allows me to donate to various charities and volunteer  
in my community, and it makes me feel appreciated for the work we do.”

 

“ It’s important because life isn’t cheap and I can provide for myself  
without a second job, while living comfortably and stress-free.”

 

“ It’s important to support my family. At the same time, it is important to live within one’s means.  
In other words, don’t live like a millionaire when you make $35,000 a year.”

 

“ I spent many years living in poverty. Life was always a struggle. I felt trapped. There was  
little escape. I decided that I need a change in circumstances, and so, I moved to Stratford.  
When I got here, I got involved with the Local Community Food Centre. I became part of a  
community, and it gave me a sense of purpose and value. I encourage all community  
members to get involved in the organizations that are helping the less fortunate because  
if I had not received their help, I would not be where I am today. 

 I am now working and earning a living wage. I have less worries, and more freedoms.  
I can afford to go places and buy things. I have goals and plans for the future.”

26
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8.  Findings and  
Recommendations 

8.1 Cost of Living 

The living wage helps improve the overall quality of life for a low-waged worker. It lifts children out 
of poverty by giving families a basic level of economic security, thus reducing financial stress. The 
living wage calculation provides for basic necessities such as food, clothing, shelter, transportation, 
healthcare and recreation. But it is also a conservative, bare bones budget without the extras that 
many Canadians take for granted. 

Many people would be surprised to learn just how much money a working family of four requires to 
maintain a healthy standard of living here. According to the calculation, a family of four living in Perth 
and Huron needs to earn at least $60,000 per year in total household income to make ends meet.

RECOMMENDED ACTION 1: 
That the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron establish a public communications campaign to 
raise community awareness about how much income a family living in Perth and Huron requires 
to make ends meet. It is important to ensure that local businesses, economic development 
organizations, government officials, and program funders understand and truly appreciate the 
linkages between low-wages and quality of life, as well as the proven benefits that living wages 
can offer to employers, workers and the community at large. It is recommended that the materials 
on living wages produced as part of this study be promoted and distributed widely, and that the 
SRPC and United Way create a short 10-minute presentation that can be delivered to municipal 
councils, local business associations and community groups, in order to foster community 
dialogue about the linkages between low wages and quality of life.
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“The idea of a living wage allows for a different conversation than talking about the minimum 
wage on its own generates. When we talk about the minimum wage, the frame is always: Can 
businesses afford to pay that amount? The conversation descends into fear-mongering about 
business requirements, not human requirements. 

When we start the conversation about what it takes for a family to meet basic needs, the question 
of pay gets situated within a very human dynamic. The frame becomes: Can working people afford 
to pay the rent, buy food, or pay the transportation costs necessary to get to work every day?  
We start talking about what it means for workers to have a decent standard of living, not just 
what corporations need to make more profits. We start talking about how to make work pay 
within real human terms.

What amount of income does it take to have a decent quality of life? For every community,  
the answer is different.”
 - Trish Hennessey, Director of CCPA-Ontario Office (2012)29

 
RECOMMENDED ACTION 2: 

That the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron update and publicize the living wage calculation  
on annual basis, to coincide with Living Wage Week in early November. In order to keep this 
issue current in the public realm, it is important that the rate be updated and publicized on a 
regular basis. Holding an annual event during Living Wage Week, which happens to coincide  
with the United Way’s annual campaign, could be beneficial in order to capitalize on national  
and international press coverage of living wages.
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8.2 Employer Engagement

Many local employers, particularly those in manufacturing, construction, educational services, health 
care and public administration, already pay above living wages. They recognize the positive trade-offs 
that result from well-compensated staff - low turnover and absenteeism rates, reduced recruitment 
and training costs, high retention rates, and strong productivity and employee engagement. However, 
many are reluctant to become recognized as a living wage employer for a variety of reasons. 

For many industries in Perth and Huron the living wage rate is considered a “low bar” and may 
detract from recruiting efforts for higher paid, skilled positions. For others the PR incentives of being 
formally recognized as a living wage employer do not justify the work involved in becoming certified. 
Local subsidiaries report that they have little control over how local wages and prices are set, as these 
are negotiated and established by head offices located elsewhere. Moreover, there is little appetite 
to pay students, seasonal and temporary workers the same living wage rate as permanent workers, 
because employers tend not to recuperate the recruitment, training and supervision costs, as the 
turnover rate is high. 

Local companies are, however, openly receptive to joining a community-wide advocacy campaign 
that stresses that all families living in Perth and Huron require a living wage to make ends meet; 
supports policy changes that would improve government benefits and social programs (e.g. Ontario 
housing benefit, affordable childcare, guaranteed annual income, etc.); and encourages non-financial 
incentives and flexible work arrangements (e.g. staggered hours, compressed workweeks, job sharing, 
etc.) that help improve quality of life.

The concept of living wages is bigger than incomes. It’s about quality of life. It’s about ensuring that 
our neighbours can afford to pay their rent and buy nutritious food. It’s about ensuring that our 
workers are healthy and able to pay for transportation to get to work every day. It’s about ensuring 
that our children are given sufficient social and educational opportunities so that they can flourish.

RECOMMENDED ACTION 3: 
That the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron recruit champions from the local business 
community who will help advocate about the importance of living wages and inspire collective 
action. It is recommended that local education and advocacy efforts about living wages include 
personal stories from both employer and employee perspectives about how paying/earning a 
living wage has benefited them.

RECOMMENDED ACTION 4: 
That the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron continue to investigate the barriers to 
implementing a living wage in Perth and Huron.
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8.3 Employer Certification

At present, the living wage certification processes are managed locally. Local communities are 
responsible for: establishing certification criteria and application processes; recruiting employers; 
assisting employers with the financial assessment of the impact paying living wages may have on 
their businesses; reviewing and assessing applications; updating the living wage rate calculation on 
an annual basis; monitoring certified employers for compliance; and communications, branding and 
messaging. The challenge for community groups is that these processes are quite labour and time 
intensive. Other living wage communities in Ontario caution that this is not a “side-of-the-desk” task. 

Living Wage Canada, developed by Vibrant Communities Canada, is a site/portal to facilitate 
learning and information sharing among communities across Canada to help build a national living 
wage movement. It includes details about the Canadian Living Wage Framework, which provides a 
consistent living wage definition, calculation methodology, and strategy for recognizing corporate 
and community leadership who commit to pass a living wage policy. The development of a national 
process for the certification of living wage employers throughout Canada is very important, as a 
number of existing and potential living wage employers operate in multiple jurisdictions. Moreover, 
having similar branding and messaging is vital to establishing authority and public recognition to both 
the living wage designation and certification process.

RECOMMENDED ACTION 5: 
Although there is no plan to develop a local Living Wage certification program at this time, it is 
recommended that the SRPC and United Way Perth-Huron continue to participate and support 
the provincial and national living wage movements. 
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9. Conclusion

A living wage is the hourly wage a worker needs to earn to cover his/her family’s basic everyday 
expenses, such as food, housing, utilities, transportation and childcare. The calculation is based on 
the living expenses of a family of four with both adults working full-time for 37.5 hours a week,  
once government transfers and deductions (e.g. income taxes and EI premiums) have been taken  
into account. 

According to the CCPA-Ontario calculation methodology, the living wage rate for Perth and Huron 
is $16.47 per hour in 2015. For details on how this calculation was derived, please refer to the 
Technical Report.

Evidence shows that living wages benefit not only low-wage workers who would earn higher pay, but 
also employers and society at large. Living wages help lift children out of poverty by giving families 
a basic level of economic security, allowing them to live without the constant stress of deciding 
which bills to pay. Employers who pay living wages report lower turnover and absenteeism rates, and 
greater employee engagement and loyalty. In addition, living wages enable working families to have 
the necessary resources to fully participate in the economic and social life of their community. 

In conclusion, the adoption of living wages could help to improve the overall quality of life in Perth 
and Huron. We hope that this report will inspire employees, employers and community members to 
become living wage champions. 

http://perthhuron.unitedway.ca/social-research-planning-council/living-wage
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