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BACKGROUNDER: REGIONAL REPORT 
 
Impacts felt in Southwestern Ontario: Prior to the pandemic, Southwestern Ontario 
employment was doing well. February 2020 data shows that unemployment rates were between 
4.4% and 8.7%, labour force participation rates were between 58.6% and 67.1%, and 
employment rates were between 53.6% and 64.1%. During the shutdown in May 2020, these 
numbers saw a drastic change from where we started the year. As Ontario continues in its 
second shutdown, the numbers a year later in February 2021 show unemployment rates 
between 7.1% and 12.8%, labour force participation rates between 51.5% and 66.6%, and 
employment rates between 46.3% and 61.6%. Although numbers have improved since May 
2020, they are still not back to February 2020 levels. 
 

 
 
Report Structure 
 

• Part I (Page 10): This discusses the timeline of the COVID-19 pandemic, examines the 
origins of the virus and its impact on society and the workforce, discusses the 
methodology of the Scenario Planning process used and outlines how stakeholders can 
benefit from using the information in this report. 

• Part II (Page 19): Each of the four scenarios look at the post-COVID-19 world in the 
context of REACT, RESTART, RECOVER, and RESILIENCY. It also examines the past, 
present, and future of the pandemic. 

• Part III (Page 58): Provides recommendations for government, education and training 
providers, local and regional service providers and stakeholders, and employers that 
address the focal issue for the project (i.e. What new practices, programs, and other 
interventions will need to be put in place in order to address the needs of the labour 
market in 12-24 months). 
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The following four scenarios were drafted and are examined further in the reports: 
 

 
Focusing on the workforce, these scenarios can be used in developing community 
action plans and strategic plans to help organizations identify and plan for opportunities and 
challenges. 
 
Structural Change in the Workforce: The pandemic has enabled people who can perform 
their jobs virtually to work from home on a regular basis. Organizations where workers have to 
be onsite have had to make health and safety changes to protect workers from an airborne 
virus. New protocols were introduced rapidly and every worker and workplace has been 
impacted. Job duties shifted for some workers overnight: cashiers became order pickers, 
servers became food delivery drivers, new technologies were implemented, and everyone had 
to learn new health and safety protocols. Technology helped facilitate a lot of these changes. 
Will things return to how they were before the pandemic, will there be drastic permanent 
changes to the workforce, or will we end up somewhere between these two extremes? 
 
Structural Change in Society: Restrictions on individuals and businesses have resulted in 
changes in how we do everyday activities. We work from home instead of commuting, shop 
online instead of in-store, meet virtually instead of in-person, and order take-out and delivery of 
meals instead of dining in restaurants. Gatherings have stopped, resulting in people not 
attending sports or cultural events. We stopped travelling. It is difficult to know how many of 
these shifts will be permanent. We are unsure of how many consumers will return to their 
previous behaviour. This is important to the economy because consumer spending is one of its 
major drivers. The changes we have seen over the past year could tip the economy into a new 
equilibrium. The level of structural change in society needs to be considered in every scenario 
we plan for in the future. 


