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Recent statistics indicate that the North American 
labor force is better educated than it was 10 years 
ago, particularly the female labor force. Higher 
levels of international trade and the increasing use 
of information and communications technologies 
(ICT) have been the main catalysts in the 
growing demand for skilled labor (Gottschalk 
and Hansen 2002), which in turn has encour-
aged young people in the three countries to 
remain in school longer. Similarly, older work-
ers have returned to the classroom to update 
their knowledge and stay competitive with 
younger labor force entrants. This note briefly 
describes the increases in the educational 
attainment of the North American labor force 
and discusses the impact of ITC on education 
and the workplace.

Labor Force Educational Attainment
In North America as a whole, the number of 
university graduates as a proportion of the labor 
force increased significantly between 1993/95 and 
2002, from 22% to 26% (see figure 1). In addition, 
the proportion of persons in the labor force with 
post-secondary education grew slightly over the 
same period, from 22% to 23%. On the other hand, 
the proportion of labor force participants in North 
America with less than high school education fell 
from 29% to 26% between 1993/95 and 2002; and 
the proportion with a high school diploma or the 
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equivalent also dropped slightly in the same period. 
Although this general trend is partly the result of 
the factors mentioned in the introduction, it is also 
necessary to take into account some distinctive fac-
tors in the individual countries.
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Figure 1

Labor Force Distribution by Educational Attainment in North America, 1993/95 and 2002

In Canada, the decision made by young people 
to stay in school longer before entering the labor 
force has been motivated by the goal of acquiring 
greater skills to guarantee better jobs and wages, as 
well as a longer work life (Sunter 2001). 
Consequently, during the 1990s, an increasing 
number of young people graduating from high 
school decided to pursue further education.1 From 
1997 to 2000 alone, the number of university stu-
dents (aged between 18 and 24) rose by 17%, of 
whom two-thirds were women (Statistics Canada 
2003b). Nonetheless, although the number of wom-
en receiving university degrees grew at a slightly 
faster rate than for men between 1993 and 2002, 
male labor force participation rates remained high-
er at all educational levels (see figure 2).
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graduates in the total labor force increased from 
10% in 1993 to 14% percent in 2002, an absolute 
increase of 2.5 million graduates. On the other 
hand, the proportion with less than secundaria 
(roughly equivalent to junior high school in 
Canada and the United States) fell from 61% to 
50% between 1993 and 2002, possibly indicating 
a desire by young people to increase their quali-
fications before entering the labor force. The 
increase in educational attainment of young 
people has been slightly more pronounced among 
girls than among boys (CONAPO 2000); none-

theless, as in the other two countries, women 
remain in a minority at all educational levels of the 
economically active population (see figure 43).

In the United States, the decision to remain at school 
after completing high school and before entering the 
labor force is primarily motivated by the desire to 
obtain higher wages and more stable employment.2 
Whereas in 1993, 63% of high school graduates 
immediately continued on to a higher level, by 
2002 this figure had risen to 65%. Of the remaining 
35%, 80% joined the labor force, but faced a very 
high unemployment rate. Of all university students 
enrolled in 2002, 68% were women (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics 2003), even though most members 
of the economically active population with a uni-
versity-level education were still men. In fact, the 
situation in the United States is very similar to that 
of Canada, in that women do not constitute a major-
ity at any labor force educational level (see figure 
3), despite the fact that, since 1982, more women 
than men have obtained university degrees 
(Department of Commerce 2002).

As is the case in Canada and the United States, 
young people in Mexico are also staying in school 
longer. For example, the proportion of university 
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Labor Force Participation Rates by Level of Education and Sex, 

Canada, 1993 and 2002

43
47

47

57 53

The Impact of ICT
With regard to the impact of ICT on education 

and workplaces in North America, the common 
denominator in all three countries has been 
the increasing tendency for young people to 
choose technical and professional programs 
in technology-related fields. In Canada, dur-
ing the period from 1997-1998 to 2000-2001, 
the number of university students enrolled in 
engineering and applied sciences increased by 
10% and enrollment in mathematics and 
physical sciences grew by 19%. Moreover, 
the number of women enrolled in these two 
fields of study rose by 20% during this three-
year period, although only representing 23% 
and 30%, respectively, of all students in these 
fields (Statistics Canada 2003a). In the case of 

Figure 4

Labor Force Participation Rates by Education and Sex, 
Mexico, 1993 and 2002
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workplaces, a study based on data from the 1999 
Workplace and Employee Survey established a clear 
association between the investment in ICT made by 
private companies—especially in computer equip-
ment—and their employees’ educational levels. 
Consequently, the most highly qualified people tend 
to be hired by the most technologically intensive 
companies. Likewise, companies with highly trained 
employees (i.e., those with university and postgrad-
uate studies), tend to invest more in ICT (Statistics 
Canada 2002).

In the United States, the influence of ICT has 
increased the number of graduates in computer-
related areas, particularly because the Department 
of Education has developed a very aggressive strat-
egy to promote the number of students, both young 
people and adults, entering related professions 
(Cisco Systems 2003). The majority of workers in 
this knowledge sector have university degrees,4 
while the number of people with incomplete uni-
versity studies who return to school to obtain a 
technical degree requiring one or two years’ study 
is also rising quickly in this sector (Moncarz 2002). 
This would seem to be a consequence of the rising 
demand for this type of work in the U.S. economy.

Finally, the trend in Mexico is similar to those in 
the other two countries. Although the number of 

university students enrolled in ICT-related courses 
was just 7% of the national total in 1993, by 2001 
this figure had risen to almost 11%. For 2001-2002, 
the number of students enrolled in ICT courses was 
second only to that of law degrees (INEGI 2002). 
Moreover, student enrollment in technical courses5 
almost tripled between 1992-1993 and 2000-2001 
(INEGI 2000a). With regard to participation by gen-
der, available data shows that the percentage of 
women with technical, professional, and postgradu-
ate education in the area of computer technology 
was 46% in 2000 (INEGI 2002).

In the case of workplaces, the leading sectors of 
economic activity (in the private, non-financial sec-
tor) in terms of Internet access, e-mail availability, 
and network connections, during 1999, were the 
construction, agroindustrial and manufacturing 
industries (INEGI 2000b). This necessarily implies 
a considerable investment in training for employees 
who are less familiar with the use of ICT.

Conclusion
Generally speaking, the levels of educational attain-
ment of labor force participants in North America have 
improved over the last decade. The proportion of less 
educated persons in the total labor force has fallen, 
while the proportion of university graduates has risen.

Definitions and Data Sources

Definitions. Educational attainment is defined as the highest 

level of schooling reached by an individual. In order to facili-

tate the comparison of the three countries, this note uses four 

levels of educational attainment. 1) “Less than high school” 

includes, in all three countries, those individuals whose 

highest level of schooling is less than high school comple-

tion (bachillerato in Mexico). 2) “High school diploma or 

equivalent” includes those who have obtained a high school 

diploma in Canada, those who have obtained a high school 

diploma or who have the General Educational Development 

certificate in the United States, and those who have obtained 

a high school (bachillerato) degree or its equivalent in 

Mexico. (3) “Post-secondary or equivalent” includes those 

who have undertaken some form of education beyond high 

school, but less than a university degree. In Canada, this 

includes those who have undertaken some post-secondary 

education, whether or not they completed the program. In the 

United States, this category includes those who have some 

university-level education, but not a bachelor’s degree, as 

well as those who have obtained an “associate’s degree” 

(equivalent to the first two years of university courses). In 

Mexico, this category includes those who began, but did not 

complete, university. (4) “University degree” includes, in 

all three countries, persons who have obtained a bachelor’s 

degree or a post-graduate university degree.

Sources. For Canada, data is from the Labour Force 

Historical Review (2002) and refers to persons aged 15 

years and older. For the United States, data is from the 

Current Population Survey (provided by the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics) and refers to persons aged 25 years and 

older. For Mexico, data is from the National Employment 

Survey (Encuesta Nacional de Empleo), adjusted by the 

Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare, and refers to persons 

aged 15 years and older. Mexican data is for the years 1995 

and 2002 for figure 1 and for 1993 and 2002 for figure 4; 

Canadian and U.S. data is for 1993 and 2002.
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The ICT sector has generated significant chang-
es in the pattern of university and technical-level 
enrollments in North America during this period, 
increasing the number of students in technology 
fields such as engineering, applied sciences, math-
ematics, and other computer-related areas.

Notes
1 In 1995, the proportion of the Canadian popu-

lation with post-secondary education (48%) was 
the highest among all OECD countries. The 
OECD average was 23% (Statistics Canada 
2000).

2 Real earnings of workers with a university 
degree have increased since 1979, especially for 
female university graduates, whose earnings rose 
almost twice as quickly as those of men. On the 
other hand, the earnings of persons who dropped 
out of high school to join the labor force generally 

declined during the same period (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2000).

3 Because the majority of labor force partici-
pants in Mexico have not completed high school 
(bachillerato), the data in figure 4 is broken down 
differently than elsewhere in this note in order to 
provide a more accurate portrait of the situation in 
Mexico. In particular, a distinction is made 
between those who have completed junior high 
school (secundaria) and those who have not.

4 It should be noted that female participation in 
this sector is quite low. For the 1993-1994 period, 
almost 72% of university students graduating 
from computing, programming, systems analysis, 
and other related courses were men. By 1999-
2000, these percentages were essentially 
unchanged (Department of Education 2001).

5 Includes both on-the-job training and courses 
at the high school (bachillerato) level.
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