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Workplace Challenges: Understanding, Supporting, & Accepting 

Introduction 

Post-secondary education has become a goal that many young Canadians strive to 

achieve; and may feel pressured into attaining.  These pressures come from the realization that 

many jobs and careers require some form of higher education, regardless of the cost it has on the 

individual.  In turn, obtaining these positions now also come with greater workplace challenges 

for young Canadian workers; such as barriers that pertain to both the position and some that are 

out of the individual’s control. Some examples of workplace challenges include: housing costs, 

job insecurity, minimal wage growth, reduced pensions, age and experience conflict, 

employment rates, and work/life balance.   

Workforce Challenges 

 In order to help young workers enter the workforce with confidence and enable them to 

achieve success in their careers, labour unions need to start accounting for these barriers and 

transform with the changing workforce patterns. One common barrier that is largely talked about 

and focused on is financial position and stagnant wages.  Although financial gains and position 

are important, it is critical to note that it is not the only solution for issues in the workplace.  

Labour unions should recognize this and understand that there are other driving factors to help 

reduce workplace barriers; such as work/life balance.  Work/life balance and flexibility are 

becoming extremely important in the lives of younger workers as stress increases with 

challenges.  For example, sometimes employees want to feel valued in their position, which can 

go a long way in meeting the needs of younger union members in organizations.  These are a few 

ways unions can transform to serve the needs of their younger workers; however, in order to 

implement a solution, the problem must first be understood.  
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Steps to Transform 

Understanding the Issue 

Therefore, the first step labour unions can take to help serve the needs of younger 

members is to fully understand the issue, especially from the employee’s perspective.  Three 

significant challenges facing young workers are: age and experience discrimination, different 

Canadian demographics and opportunities, and unemployment rates (Snape & Redman, 2003; 

Statistics Canada, 2013; Statistics Canada, 2014).  The combination of these three barriers makes 

it nearly impossible for young PEA workers to start their careers and establish company loyalty 

and job security within their community.   

 Age discrimination is the notion that employers are wanting young and enthusiastic 

workers to join their departments, however they also expect them to have an unrealistic amount 

of relatable experience in the field (Snape & Redman, 2003).  This could lead to the perception 

of disfavouring younger employees, which may also lead to further problems.  For example, 

younger employees may start to believe they may never get a full-time job or have job security 

with the PEA when they are never given the chance.  Demographics and career opportunities are 

affecting individuals and families across Canada.  A change in career opportunities is guiding 

young workers to pursue a higher education than compared with thirty years ago (Statistics 

Canada, 2013). This change demonstrates that wages & the cost of living are having a significant 

impact on young Canadians and the lack of positions available to enter the workplace.  Lastly, 

unemployment rates and unionization rates have changed significantly than what current long-

term PEA workers experienced when they joined the workforce.  In 2012, the unemployment 

rate for young Canadians was 14.3%, almost double the Canadian average of 7.2%, and the 
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unionization rate changed significantly from 42% in 1981 to 27% in 2014 (Statistics Canada, 

2013 & Statistics Canada, 2017).  

Changing demographics and opportunities combined with unemployment rates show that 

young workers trying to enter the workforce and become PEA workers, may instead return to 

school as there are not enough opportunities (Statistics Canada, 2014).  They may feel that 

returning to school and pursuing an even higher level of education is better than fighting their 

way into a workforce that doesn’t seem to be able to support the number of young workers.  

Furthermore, young workers may choose to return to school due to employment insecurity and 

the impact it can have on stress levels and overall health of individuals (Carr & Chung, 2014).  

Understanding that these barriers are relevant and actively affecting young PEA workers is 

where labour unions need to start in order to help mitigate the situation & support young workers 

through the challenges they are facing.  

Financial Incentives & Support 

 Once the situation is understood, the second step labour unions can take to help address 

the needs of young PEA workers is to look at the financial situation; and to consider the fact that 

yes, wages are stagnant but cost of living seems to be increasing.  This is demonstrated through 

the fact more young workers are living with their parents longer (Statistics Canada, 2013).  The 

disconnect of stagnant wages & high living costs gives labour unions the opportunity to 

transform and gain union support from new workers by showing respect and appreciation 

through fair and valid negotiations; in turn increasing unionization rates. Most young workers 

have finished a university education where they witnessed and learned about the economic 

situation, giving them an understanding that wage increases and promotions may not be possible.  

However, this doesn’t change the fact that the cost of living is increasing while unemployment 
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rates are almost double the national average, as mentioned. If a union is unable to get, or even 

negotiate for, a wage increase that equals inflation, how does it expect its members to feel valued 

and support their families?  Members may respect their unions and work harder in their positions 

if they feel their union is, at the very minimum, negotiating to help their members stay afloat.  

Nonetheless, financial incentives are not the only way labour unions can work to serve their 

members needs better.  

Non-Financial Incentives: Work/Life Balance 

 As noted, financial incentives are popular in conversation and may be the most relatable 

demand that union members are voicing, however, solving a solution does not simply have one 

answer.  What satisfies some workers may not satisfy others and that is why non-monetary 

gains/incentives are a doable and acceptable alternative that unions can use. Work/life balance 

refers to the notion that employees can choose a schedule that satisfies their work requirements 

as well as their family needs (Demerouti, Derks, ten Brummelhuis & Bakkar, 2014). Finding 

balance between work requirements and life activities is becoming increasingly more desirable 

for young workers.  This is primarily due to the realization that many people operate differently 

and strive for different things in their life.  Each individual will have a different desired work/life 

balance formula, but giving people this option has the ability to provide them with some 

autonomy (Demerouti, et al., 2014). Autonomy may instill confidence and happiness into 

workers, as they feel respected to have the opportunity to make decisions. If labour unions can 

support and accept this concept and use it to their advantage, then they may be able to appeal to 

their members and decrease the pressure of financial barriers.  
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Conclusion 

 Battling workplace challenges and barriers that young PEA workers are facing is not a 

simple task, and one that may not be solved soon either.  These challenges are ever-changing and 

affect every individual differently, as it depends on what they perceive to be the most important. 

This means that labour unions are going to have to understand the process will take time, 

contribute resources, and continuously adapt their solutions to the specific situation. This is 

important for unions to understand because a solution that is provided may work for some 

individuals and not for others, which doesn’t mean that it is or isn't a good possibility. It simply 

emphasizes the realization that people are different and current workforce barriers and practices 

have adapted over the years.   

People value different aspects of their work and life and finding a balance that suits the 

needs of most young workers may be the best option that labour unions have; which is why there 

are many different potential solutions labour unions can take. Unions should prioritize that 

understanding the situation is the most important piece of fighting workplace challenges, as a 

solution should not be proposed when the initial problem is not properly understood. Financial 

and non-financial incentives should be secondary methods, to knowledge and understanding, that 

the union takes to serve its members’ needs; as a solution that works for one member may not 

work for another. Overall, understanding and accepting that the situation is fluid, yet complex, is 

critical if any labour union wants to make ground on transforming their ways to help young 

workers in the workplace.  
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