
F 
rom now until October’s 
vote, each federal 

political party will tell you their 
plans to help the middle class 
are the best. Most of what they 
are proposing is simply dif-
ferent forms of income redis-
tribution: the Tories’ income-
splitting and targeted tax 
credits, the NDP’s minimum 
wage increase and freeze on 
personal income tax rates, the 
Liberals’s reduction in taxes on 
the middle class by taxing the 
rich.

These promises merely play 
at the edge of a complex, often 
conflicting assessment of the 
state of Canada’s middle class.

Defining the middle class
Each party defines who they 

want to help differently, driven 
by the constituency they most 
want to please.

The Liberals are target-
ing the lower middle class 
($44,701 to $89,401) and the 
NDP the middle 60 per cent 
of income earners, while the 
Conservatives insist the middle 
class extends to families with 
pre-tax annual incomes of up 
to $120,000.

Superimposed on these 
definitions is how Canadians 
self-identify. Those who felt 
they were in the middle class 
was steady for decades at just 
above 60 per cent. But that fell 
after the 2008 recession to 47 
per cent. The reality is many in 
this group are doing well while 
some are being left behind.

Competing optics
There is evidence that mid-

dle-class Canadians are faring 
reasonably well. A report from 

the Luxembourg Income Study, 
based on 35 years of surveys, 
found the median income in 
Canada in 2010 was the highest 
of 20 other countries. including 
the U.S.

Others point out the $53,000 
median family income earned 
after tax in 2012 is a record 
high. They argue in Canada the 
income gap between the one 
per cent and the rest has eased 
since 2006.

But these findings disguise 
legitimate concerns. The longer 
view is not encouraging. 

Between 1976 and 2010, 
the middle income group’s 
real incomes grew by only 
seven per cent while the top 
quartile’s increased by 27 per 
cent — although neither grew 
in tandem with our economy, 
which doubled in size.

The decline in manufactur-
ing has particularly pressed 
down workers in the lower 
middle class. For decades 
factory jobs were the primary 
source of middle-class employ-
ment for millions of workers 
with modest skills. But to be 
competitive, manufacturing 
keeps automating. That’s pro-
duced more factory jobs that 
are highly paid, but they’re 
still scarce compared to past 
factory employment. And it’s 
meant far fewer middle-class 
factory jobs for the semi-
skilled.

A recent study from the 

University of Calgary School 
of Public Policy says the 
government should focus on 
the erosion of income and 
wealth for low-wage factory 
employment and low-skilled 
services, “Broad claims the 
whole middle class is in crisis, 
provoking unjustified anxiety 
among many of the vast major-

ity of Canadians who self-iden-
tify as middle class, ignores 
that large portions of it have 
prospered,” it cautions. 

By far the biggest impact on 
our whole labour market is the 
digital revolution  —  a power-
ful combination of machine 
intelligence, computer power 
and connectivity that creates 

workers without wealth and 
wealth without workers.

Economists at Oxford 
University studied 700 U.S. 
occupations and determined 
nearly half are susceptible to 
automation over the next two 
decades. Middle-class admin-
istrative, sales and account-
ing jobs are among the most 
threatened.

Advancing technology is 
creating new jobs, but is the 
rate fast enough to compensate 
for the losses it’s bringing? Are 
humans capable of upgrad-
ing their skills fast enough to 
remain employable?

And reaching the middle 
class is getting harder. Prof. 
Paul Kershaw of the University 
of British Columbia says the 
typical 25- to 34-year-old is 
making 11 per cent less in 
wages than the same person in 
1976, despite their consider-
ably higher education levels. 
Most young people stay in 
school longer, marry later 
and buy a house later — all 
of which delays and maybe 
denies entry into the middle 
class if they take on too much 
debt.

Yet older workers are enjoy-
ing wages between three and 
seven per cent higher than sim-
ilar workers three decades ago. 
When soaring house prices, 
savings and pensions are fac-
tored in, the older worker is 
often fully entrenched in the 
middle class. 

Middle class feelings
Perception is reality — and 

there are disturbing signs. 
A Pearson Centre research 

report, “In Search of the 
Middle Class,” found barely 
half of respondents identi-

fied as middle class, a third as 
working class, and 10 per cent 
as poor. Fewer than one in 10 
felt part of the upper class. This 
speaks to the financial strain 
felt across all income brackets.

The study found only one in 
10 Canadians felt financially 
secure, and only seven per cent 
of the middle class. Personal 
finances were the top issue 
with one-third. One-third said 
they were falling behind or 
could’t get ahead.

These feelings leave the 
middle class open to political 
manipulation with solutions 
that are at best Band-Aids. 
Transferring income from rich 
individuals and corporations 
to the middle class will have a 
limited effect and be costly. A 
too-high minimum wage will 
accelerate the replacement of 
workers by machines.

The solution lies in upgrad-
ing the productivity and 
employability of the less skilled 
on a large scale. Schools have 
to shift from rote-learning to 
more critical thinking. They 
have to foster creativity that 
sets humans apart from the 
computers. It means revamp-
ing education to produce more 
science, technology, engineer-
ing and mathematics gradu-
ates. It means life-long learning 
for most adults.

If the federal party leaders 
truly want to help the middle 
class, they need to focus their 
efforts on giving them the 
training and education they 
will need to thrive in the digital 
revolution.
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