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It has been a little over a year since the COVID-19 pandemic hit New Brunswick. During the 
first wave (between February and April 2020), employment in New Brunswick dropped by 
50,100 and the unemployment rate reached a high of 13.3% in April[1]. Both the federal and 
provincial governments quickly put supports in place to help workers when they needed it 
most and as of October 4th, 2020, 167,360 New Brunswickers applied for CERB or EI[2]. While 
there continues to be waves of COVID-19 cases in the province, our government has 
implemented a recovery plan that allows many New Brunswickers to continue working and 
ultimately allows our economy to begin recovery. 
 
Overall, New Brunswick’s labour force recovery looks promising; according to the Labour 
Force Survey (LFS) February 2021’s employment rate was only 1.2 percentage points below 
where it was last February, which was the last “pre-pandemic” month in the survey. The 
unemployment rate is only 1.6 percentage points higher than in February 2020 and the labour 
force participation is only 0.2 percentage points lower than the pre-pandemic level. 
 
However, the recovery has not been shared evenly among all workers. We took a deep dive 
into the LFS data to see who has been most impacted, and a few trends emerged. The data 
shows that low wage workers (those earning less than $15/hour), mothers with children under 
12, and lone parent families were hit hard during the first wave and are also slow to recover. 
  
Low-wage workers 
 
When looking at changes in employment by hourly wage in New Brunswick there was a 
significant drop in employment during the first wave for all but the top 25% of wage earners. 
Those in the bottom 25% were hit the hardest (see Figure 1). Nearly one-third of workers 
earning less than $15/hour lost their job during the first wave. Retail, as well as 
accommodation and food services were among some of the hardest hit industries, and many 
workers in these sectors are low-wage workers. According to the LFS, New Brunswick’s median 
wage in February 2020 for those in the retail and accommodation/food industry was $14.00 
and $12.50 respectively. 
 
The recovery for low wage workers has also been uneven. In February 2021, employment 
among those earning less than $15/hour is still 18.1% below the pre-pandemic level. Those 
earning $15/hour or more have more or less recovered. 

https://sjhdc.ca/an-uneven-recovery/#_ftn1
https://sjhdc.ca/an-uneven-recovery/#_ftn2


 

 

  

Women and working mothers 
 
The pandemic has also disproportionately impacted more women than men across Canada. A 
recent study highlighted that employment losses among women across Canada in March and 
April 2020 erased 15 years of employment gains[3]. While it does not appear that there are 
dramatic discrepancies between men and women in New Brunswick (see Figure 2), working 
mothers with children under 12 have been adversely impacted. 
 
Between February and April 2020 employment among women with children under 12 dropped 
by 14.7%, compared to a drop of 6.0% for men with children under 12. During these months, 
schools and daycares were closed, causing many women whose jobs could not be done from 
home to leave the workforce to stay home with their children. Not only is there a significant 
difference between working mothers and fathers with children under 12 during the first wave, 
but mothers have been slower to recover. As of February 2021, only employment for working 
mothers with children under 12 was still 9.3% below the pre-pandemic level. 
  

https://sjhdc.ca/an-uneven-recovery/#_ftn3


 

 

  

Lone parent families 
 
 Another cohort that is being left behind during the recovery is lone parent families. Between 
February and April 2020 employment among lone parent families dropped by 29% (see 
Figure 3). By comparison, employment among couple families with children dropped by 8.4%. 
 
Lone parents have also been slow to recover compared to couples with children under 18. In 
February 2021, employment among lone parents was still 26.7% below the February 2020 
level, whereas employment among couples with children under 18 was 4.3% higher. Nearly 4 
out of 5 lone parent families are female led in New Brunswick[4]; just another example of how 
the pandemic has disproportionately impacted women. 
  

https://sjhdc.ca/an-uneven-recovery/#_ftn4


 

 

  

What does this mean going forward? 
 
This uneven recovery highlights several concerns for low wage workers, mothers with children 
under 12, and lone parents. Many of these workers would have been protected by the Canada 
Emergency Response Benefit (CERB), however, there are other negative impacts aside from 
financial stability that job loss and economic insecurity cause. Knowing that certain 
populations are still without employment there is a real threat that they will be left behind. 
We need to ensure that New Brunswick’s economic recovery plan focuses on low wage 
workers, working mothers and lone parents. Failure to account for our most vulnerable workers 
could have long-term consequences leading to rising poverty rates, an influx into homelessness 
and increasing food insecurity to name a few, all of which could have lasting impacts on 
generations to come. 
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