Jobs increased last month, largely through people embracing self-employment
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Michael Schiel knows first-hand the risks and rewards of self-employment.

After a decade working as a senior manager at KPMG LLP, the 38-year-old voluntarily left the professional services firm last September to start his own consulting business. 

Late last year, as the economy soured, he interviewed for a job at a big bank "just to see" if he needed the "stability" of working for a major company. In the end, he turned it down.

"It sounds really crazy, doesn't it?" Schiel said in a telephone interview yesterday. "To tell you the truth, I thought that even in these hard economic times, it was worth doing things my way."

As the director of the Strategic Change Group, Schiel works out of his Toronto home. His consulting business specializes in "strategic planning." That involves helping public- and private-sector firms improve business performance or reduce costs. 

"As I'm talking to you, I'm sitting in my backyard in the sun. I've got a couple of reports that I am working on, but I'm getting them done while I'm sitting here getting a tan," he said.

While Schiel likes the "lifestyle" of being self-employed, he admits that it is not always easy and it is not for everyone. He often works odd hours – sometimes at 4:30 a.m. or on Saturdays. "It is completely flexible, which for some people, it would just drive them nuts, but I seem to thrive on it." 

Though Schiel opted for self-employment, others are finding the weak labour market is giving them little choice. 

An increase in self-employment allowed Canada's economy to get an unexpected break in April from the punishing job losses that have pummelled it since last fall.

The economy created 36,000 net positions last month, leaving the unemployment rate unchanged at 8 per cent, a seven-year high. The positive job number shocked economists, who had anticipated, on average, a loss of about 50,000 jobs. 

But economists warned the jobless report should be taken with a grain of salt. Statistics Canada chalked up the overall gain to an influx of 37,000 people in the self-employed category, prompting United Steelworkers union economist Erin Weir to dub it the "do-it-yourself recovery." 

"It's probably safe to say that a large portion of this was likely those who were laid off and forced into self-employment, a trend that was also noticeable during the 1990s recession," Toronto Dominion Bank economist Diana Petramala wrote in a research note. 

Jim Geraghty, president of Happen, a networking organization for mid- to senior-level executives, has also noted the trend toward self-employment. 

"The whole idea of stability, of security and all that sort of thing that used to come along with a full-time position is going the way of the dodo bird," Geraghty said. "And as a result of that, a lot of our members are asking themselves the question: do I want to work for a company and then find myself back looking for a job in maybe 24 months, or do I want to take some more control of the situation and hang up my own shingle?"

Cheryl Scoffield did just that in 2004. Faced with yet another contract job, she founded Executive Sales Support, which helps salespeople get organized. She said self-employment was "a better route" and believes more people will embrace that trend.

Doug Porter, deputy chief economist at BMO Capital Markets, said the unemployment report is "clearly good news, but it's premature to send the all-clear signal." He added that "head fakes" are always possible. 

"Still, this marks a huge improvement from the wicked job losses seen over the winter, and is yet another strong signal that the economy may be approaching bottom," Porter said. 

One glimmer of hope was that job losses among employees amounted to only 1,100, far lower than March. The public sector added 9,300 jobs, while the private sector shed 10,400 positions. 

Full-time employment grew by 39,000 jobs, while 3,600 part-time positions were lost.

The unemployment rate in Ontario, where cuts have been particularly steep since the recession began, held steady at 8.7 per cent, while the hard-hit manufacturing sector created nearly 7,000 jobs across the country. 

Toronto's unemployment rate edged up 0.1 of a percentage point to 8.9 per cent, on a three-month moving average.

Despite last month's increase, overall employment has plummeted by 321,000 since peaking last October. 

And many economists expect more job losses and rising unemployment before a recovery finally takes hold. 

Derek Holt, vice-president of Scotia Capital Economics, said the report is likely "a one-month aberration on what will probably remain a negative trend, maybe 30,000 to 50,000 jobs lost a month for the average performance for much of this year."

Holt expects Canada's unemployment rate to cross over 9 per cent by fall, and said there is a risk it will hit 10 per cent next year.

