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BC Alliance for Manufacturing

The BC Alliance for Manufacturing is a coalition of like-minded 
industry associations and economic development agencies that 
share a common vision to promote, advocate for and develop a 
world-class manufacturing sector in British Columbia. 

The 18 member organizations represent over 6,000 businesses in 
the design, supply, material handling, fabrication and logistics 
areas of the manufacturing value chain; people-based 
organizations that train and develop skilled workers for 
high-paying manufacturing jobs; and community-focused 
Chambers of Commerce and Boards of Trade who recognize the 
significant economic contribution to their cities derived from 
manufacturing.

R.A. Malatest & Associates Ltd.

Founded in 1985, R.A. Malatest & Associates is a consultancy 
providing customized research solutions from in-depth program 
evaluations to client satisfaction studies.

Malatest is one of Canada's largest independently owned and 
operated research and evaluation firms. The company has a staff 
of approximately 65 professional researchers in offices in Victoria, 
Edmonton, Toronto, Ottawa and Halifax.

Gen Y Inc.

Gen Y Inc. is an international consulting group focused on optimiz-
ing workplace culture and attracting and retaining talent based on 
fit. Having created a proprietary cultural assessment, Gen Y 
quantifies culture and uses data based observation to advise the 
clients it works with, and implement measurable solutions.

This report was prepared in partnership by:

The views and opinions expressed in this report are those of the 
its author(s) and not the official policy or position of the 
Government of British Columbia.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

About this study

This report presents the key findings associated with the labour market information research 
completed for British Columbia’s apparel manufacturing sector.
British Columbia’s (BC) apparel sector is diverse and includes the sub-sectors of design, 
manufacturing, distribution and retail of clothing, footwear and certain accessories. The sector 
consists of an estimated 436 firms situated predominantly in the Mainland/Southwest economic 
development region and employs approximately 7,642 people in BC.

With the support of the Ministry of Jobs, Tourism and Skills Training,the BC Alliance for 
Manufacturing (BCAFM),  initiated a Sector Labour Market Partnership (LMP) project in 2015 to 
address common workforce challenges in the apparel manufacturing sector. The goal of the 
second phase of the LMP, the content of this report, is to provide industry and government policy 
makers with current and accurate labour market data along with a profile of the British Columbia’s 
apparel industry. This information is expected to better support the industry through addressing 
current and anticipated workforce gaps in the sector. The research includes an assessment of 
labour supply and demand, sector retention and attraction issues, training and education needs as 
well as other human resource issues facing the sector. The study incorporates a range of research 
activities including employer surveys and key informant interviews with stakeholders in both the 
industry and post-secondary institutions. Students and apparel companies employees were also 
surveyed to determine cultural fit and potential solutions to challenges around talent attraction 
efforts.

The key findings of the study are highlighted below.

      There will be significant hiring requirements in the sector to fill new positions from    
      anticipated growth and vacated positions from retirements and exits.

Over the next ten years, BC’s apparel manufacturing sector will need to replace over 114% of its 
current workforce, representing 8,717 workers. Skilled labour shortages remain the most critical 
issue undermining competitive growth in the sector.

Over one-quarter (27%) of these new hires will be required to fill vacancies arising from 
retirement, and 42% will be new hires from projected growth, with the remaining 31% of new 
hires required to fill current vacancies and vacancies arising from worker turnover. Two-thirds 
(66%) of employers indicated that their workforce would increase by 2025 and identified the need 
to hire additional workers to meet increased demand/production requirements. Growth in the 
sector was found to be present across all sizes of firms (49% overall growth rate) with the largest 
companies in the province predominantly driving growth (88% growth rate). 

      Immigration and foreign worker recruitment must play a role in resolving significant labour  
      shortages.

Growth in the apparel manufacturing sector has historically been stalled from a notable deficit of 

skilled workers in the domestic labour market. Employers must be able to access all potential 
supplies of labour, including international ones. Currently less than one in 16 workers in the sector 
is foreign. Simplifying access to new foreign workers through more streamlined immigration 
procedures may be the only way to help the industry meet its potential. However, this process is 
currently incredibly complicated, not actively encouraged by governments, and ultimately a 
deterrent to most companies. With the number of foreign workers comprising such a small part of 
the workforce (6%) it would stand to reason that an influx of a modest number of immigrant 
workers would only benefit the province and facilitate growth within this sector. Often key roles 
are held by foreign workers in order to allow companies to develop the business growth that 
creates more positions for local British Columbians. 

      Some apparel manufacturing occupations will face even greater recruitment challenges.

Some occupations, primarily sewers, e-commerce professionals, designers and fit specialist 
engineers, are projected to require greater levels of replacement than others. These occupations 
are projected to need 145% to 164% of the current workforce to be replaced by 2025 if growth 
estimates are to be met.

The study explored nine key occupations that currently face vacancy rates ranging from 12% to 
27%.

The industrial sewing occupation will suffer mostly from retirement as the average age of the 
workforce is greater than comparable occupations. In contrast, e-commerce and digital 
professionals will be lacking due to the significant growth projected for this occupation over the 
next ten years and the limited supply. 

There is a great challenge in filling any senior position, requiring 10-plus years of experience, and 
that talent needs to be sourced from outside of Canada. This is especially important when 
sourcing executive and leadership positions.

      Disconnect between apparel industry needs and current post-secondary curricula.

While BC has a large number, and significant variety, of post-secondary apparel and design 
programs available that have been developed with considerable input from industry leaders, there 
still remains a strong perception among employers that there is a gap between industry needs and 
the curricula of current programs.

Most notably is the absence of high school based programs to help focus those younger 
individuals who are interested early in a profession in the apparel industry. Also there are aspects 
of the educational sector that are unsatisfactory for the demands of the actual work performed. 
High growth companies are unable to grow organically simply using new graduate intake. 
Employers need to be able to gain skilled workers faster than a typical three to four year 
graduation cycle.

      The apparel manufacturing sector is challenged in terms of effectively recruiting young      
      people to the industry.

The youth values and expectations research suggests some level of opposition and disinterest 
toward the fashion and apparel industry due to limited awareness of what the industry can offer 
in terms of careers. This is a gap in communication that can be improved upon to promote the 
industry.  

Photo: Angela Fama 
VCC Fashion Arts (Left to right): Annie Kuan, Jie Wei (Sherry) Chen, Samantha Stroman
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Develop a multipronged labour strategy to fill critical job vacancies 
and build a sustainable labour force

The industry faces significant workforce gaps that will hamper and restrain the 
strong growth the industry has been experiencing in recent years. Industry, 
collectively, will need to work collaboratively with government and post-secondary 
to address skilled labour challenges across a range of fronts. No one solution will 
have the impact that industry requires to be successful and a comprehensive 
multi-faceted approach will be required.

First, this will include developing a sustainable local workforce to ensure that 
sufficient labourers in the core and foundational trades and professional streams 
are available to fill vacant positions. This will also include simplifying pathways to 
attract leadership talent so that companies can continue their expansion growth. 

Second, employers will need to engage in a more coordinated fashion with 
post-secondary to ensure that curricula and training regimes are regularly updated 
to meet current and future industry demands. This means improving 
communication flow so that existing resources are deployed appropriately and 
investments in new resources are targeted and meaningful.

Third, Immigration needs to be viewed as a tool to be used by employers. The 
province is facing upwards of 1 million job openings by 2025 across all industries. A 
global economy means that labour will need to flow more freely so that companies 
do not lose their competitive edge and are able to remain in British Columbia and 
contribute to our prosperity. 

Fourth, industry needs to find ways to engage under-represented groups so they 
consider careers in the apparel workforce. Stereotypes needs to be challenged and 
a more accurate depiction of apparel related careers needs to be shared with 
students, parents and other influencers.
Older workers and retirees need to be engaged so that knowledge transfer occurs 
and expertise is not lost from one generation to the next.

Fifth, industry needs to coordinate itself so there is a central single point of service 
to lead initiatives and coordinate efforts. This will ensure that the collaboration to 
date continues its momentum and can be built upon to mutual success.
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BC's apparel industry employs more 
than 7,600 talented individuals 
not including retail related jobs.



METHODOLOGY

2



BC Apparel Industry Labour Market Information Report, 2016 

�
�
�

 

+*��)/1�5�� $*�6/./'/�(�

�
5�2�%�	�
����/�8������	�
�
��������'�����	��	�����������
�	�����������������J��
�

•� ��������	������������������������������
��	��	���������������������
������	���
���	������������������	���	��������
����	�����������	����	�������������#�&�

•� ���������������������	�����������������������������	����	�����������	���&��
•� 	�	��#��������������	
���	���
	��&��
•� �������
	�������	����	�����������������	����
���������������������������������	���

��������������������&�
•� �����������������
	
��������	����
�����	�������������������������������������&�
•� ����������������	��������������	�	����	��	�����	���	������
�'������������&�	����
•� ��������	�����������	�����	�������������	���������	��������������	�����������

�����������������������
����������	��� ��

�
���������������������	�������������������
��	��	����������������������	�J��
�

K
���	����	��	�����������	��	���	��������������������������
�
�	����	�����	�������������	���������	�������	����������
���	���
��
�������
���������
�����������������������6�	��������������
�	������
����������
����������������	�����
������ �������	����������
�	���	������
�	����������������	���������������	��F���������
����	����� L*�
�

<���������	����������������������������.����������������	�	����� �
�

5�2�2� %�	�
����0���	�

��������	��������������������	������������������������'��� ��
�
+ � ��	�	�����,�������	����:�� �>�	�	����?��	�����	������������������	�����	����������
�����������������
�����
���������
�D��	��	�����������	������������	�����������������������
�������� ����������������	����������������������	���
������������	������������� ��
�
����������������������	������������������	�	�������
	����
���������	��������������������
�����
��������	����	������	�����������	���
�	��	�������������������	���������	�����3���4�
5�� ����������������	�������������	����������������������������������	������	����J���������

                                                   
����������	
��
������������������������
�������������������������������������������
���� � �
���!�;���@%!*�
=;(����� �

16



BC Apparel Industry Labour Market Information Report, 2016 

�
�
�

 

�����������������	��	������������	�����
�����������������D��	�����	����.����	����������������
��������	����� ��
�
�
5�2�5� .��
�����$���
�
�
!��

(���	����	��������������
�����	��������������.�
��������������� ��������	��������������
��
�����������������������������������	�����������J�

•� 
 @�� 5��������=�������
•� 
 E� 7���1����	����	��3������
•� 
 A� 0��������<������

o� 
 A ! �;��������������;	�	������������5�����������
•� 
 *�3���4�5�� �+���	����

o� 
 * !� <�������<������	���(�����3������
o� 
 * @� 0��������<������

•� 
 $�;��������������<	�����:����
•� 
 G�� <���������������	�����
•� 
 "�<������;	�	�0.�	������

o� 
 " @� �	��	���
•� 
 )�7���5�����	���5����������

o� 
 ) !�+�����������
o� 
 ) @��5���������3������
o� 
 ) E��5���������������������

•� 
 !%���5������
	��������+����	���0���	����	��5������������	���=��
�	�������
��	������
0���������

•� 
 !!�������	�	�������	���������
����=�	�������5�������
�3����������5�������������
���1�����B�������������

� �

17





FULL OF BEAUTIFUL SURPRISES
BC’s apparel cluster is not just dominated by big brand apparel. The industry is full of 
world-leading boutique businesses that have found niches in premium and performance apparel.

The Sky is the Limit

Vladimir Rincon, or Vlady as he prefers to be called, is an adrenaline junky who likes to be his own 
boss. For years, he was a skydiving instructor travelling North America. Then, he met Sandra 
Dussault, who shared his passion for the sport. It was this passion for skydiving and a keen eye 
noting an increasing interest for the sport that pushed Vlady and Sandra to start making custom 
skydiving suits in their Burnaby basement back in 2006. Of course, it didn’t hurt that Vlady has an 
entrepreneurial dad. Today, their company, Vertical Suits, makes high-end, custom skydiving and 
wind tunnel suits out of its Pitt Meadows, BC facility, and is the preferred vendor for iFly. iFly 
builds and operates wind tunnel facilities globally. “It’s actually a really booming industry,” Sandra 
said of Vertical Suits. One issue clipping its wings to higher growth – there is only two sewers 
skilled enough to make these high-performance suits. The company is currently training 8 new 
sewers and could easily hire several more to keep up with demand.

A change of heart

Daughter of a dentist dad and a nurse mum, Nicole Bridger aspired to be a vet. She was 13, 
studied biology, and picked up sewing just as a hobby. Then, she met her first love Adrian and had 
a change of heart. Adrian’s father is the famous shoe designer John Fluevog. In her words, “John 
was like a second father” and his passion for his craft showed the teenager that she could do 
what she loved doing and make a career out of it. When John Fluevog took her to Vivienne 
Westwood’s store in New York, she was floored. “At 16, I decided that I wanted to have my own 
clothing line and my own retail shops,” she said. Serendipitously, she interned with Vivienne 
Westwood in London and had Chip Wilson as her mentor. In 2011, Nicole Bridger opened her first 
store in Kitsilano. Ethically made merchandise has always been her ethos. Today, Nicole Bridger 
has more than 20 employees and a steady following of world-famous customers.

Creating a new passion

Patricia Fieldwalker wanted to wear a silk and lace camisole under her suit to attend a play. But 
this was Vancouver in the 1980s and nothing like that was available. So, she sewed herself one 
and shocked her husband as it was deemed “so cheeky at the time.” Little did she know, she had 
started a trend and, soon, other women were asking to have similar camisoles made. Today, 
Patricia Fieldwalker is a renowned, Vancouver-based luxury lingerie designer. Her lingerie has 
been featured in major films, such as Pretty Woman and Fatal Attraction, and worn by Hollywood 
A-listers like Demi Moore, Michelle Pfeifer, Julia Roberts, Naomi Watts and Julianna Margulies. An 
avid gardener, Patricia Fieldwalker said that the beautiful flowers in her yard continue to inspire 
her designs each day. All of her lingerie is still made in Vancouver, BC.

Photo: Vertical Suits
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The apparel industry is the 
fourth largest component of 
BC's manufacturing cluster. 
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BOOTSTRAPS TO SUCCESS 

“Now, THIS is a shoe!” he proclaimed as he pushed aside the dessert plate and proudly displayed 
his 20-year-old Dayton shoe on the dinner table. Rarely was Will ever so enthusiastic about 
fashion. According to Will, these hand-stitched Daytons were $600. But! Amortized over 20 years, 
the cost per wear is much lower than the average $150 pair of mass manufactured shoe that last 
all but two-three years. And! The environmental footprint cradle to grave is much smaller. Of 
course, Will is an engineer.

Dayton Boots Brand is an old establishment that has been making quality shoes and boots here in 
British Columbia for 70 years. Every pair is made with the same painstaking, labour-intensive ways 
as days of yore. The upper part of the shoe is hand sewn end-to-end, stretched over a last for 
hours before the welt is stitched on. What started as a logger boot maker is now a hallmark of 
bespoke footwear with a steady following of ardent customers like Will. The company has a 
pipeline of 5,000 – 10,000 orders each year and ships to 20 countries. But fulfilling these is 
increasingly difficult as older employees retire and new, highly skilled craftspeople are hard to find. 
An entire floor at Dayton’s factory that used to be occupied by sewers is now nearly empty.

Like Dayton Boots, Viberg Boots is another old British Columbia footwear company that still makes 
all its shoes and boots by hand locally. When Brett Viberg took over the company in 2008, he had 
the unenviable task to bolster sales. Instead of chasing the cheaper needle and moving production 
offshore, his family pride prevailed and he stayed local. Viberg Boots pivoted from selling work 
boots to loggers and welders to high-end footwear sold in exclusive boutiques around the world. 
Sales have risen since but further growth is stymied by a lack of skilled craftsperson.

Dayton Boots and Viberg Boots are just two of British Columbia’s apparel and footwear makers 
that feel the frustration of a lack of skilled labour that’s limiting their growth. Staunch believers in 
quality, these companies have built a good following of customers despite their relatively high 
sticker prices. There is demand for quality and the willingness to pay for such. Yet, without access 
to suitably skilled labour, their production can only plateau.

Photo: Dayton Boots
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BC's apparel companies are 
investing in their retail workforce to 
assume future leadership, design 
and corporate roles.



INDUSTRY WORKFORCE  & 
PROJECTED DEMAND
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There is a critical talent shortage in the vertically integrated apparel industry. The global apparel labour 
force is small and highly competitive. It takes a long time for individuals to gain experience and build 
skills. In British Columbia, apparel businesses are growing so quickly that it is hard to find the talent 
they need to sustain continued growth. Sometimes recruiting someone internationally is the only 
option.

When a company is allowed to bring in top talent internationally, quite often, it can lead to further 
growth and creating more jobs for Canadians not to mention other benefits to our communities.

An originator brand with its roots firmly planted in Vancouver, lululemon has been leading the market 
they created through a unique combination of quality fabric, fit and function since 1998. As a 
design-led brand, the company’s passion for innovation has always been at lululemon’s core, and 
tapping into the best in global R&D talent continues to be an integral part of lululemon’s product 
future.
 
In 2012, lululemon went in search of a leader to develop and staff its Whitespace Workshop, an 
in-house advanced R&D space that breaks the boundaries of a traditional research and development 
lab. They found the ideal candidate in Dr. Tom Waller, a key contributor to the UK-based Sports 
Technology Institute. Tom’s numerous innovations in the sporting goods industry had been tested on 
the global stage with projects supported by many of the world’s largest athletic brands. His numerous 
successes assisted in breakthrough consumer products, international publications, gold medals, world 
records and championship titles for several Olympic & Paralympic teams, Soccer and Rugby World Cup 
tournaments and for the NBA. Ultimately, Tom’s unique understanding of physiology and biomechanics 
and his ability to translate this knowledge through technological application enabled lululemon to 
fast-track and integrate advanced prototyping, environmental simulation, human performance 
assessment and materials testing for all aspects of the brand’s technical athletic apparel. 
 
Today as Senior VP of Whitespace, Tom leads a 40-person strong, international team of both seasoned 
and junior inventors, engineers and scientists committed to building lululemon’s future guest 
experience through the discovery and application of industry-shifting initiatives. Tom’s contributions 
since joining lululemon have extended far beyond the company’s headquarters. The competitive 
triathlete gives back to his Vancouver community, serving as an executive board member for the 
children’s sports charity ProMotion. A two-time TEDx presenter, Tom was recently appointed to the 
International Sports Engineering Association executive board and is also a member of the editorial 
board for the Journal of Sports Engineering & Technology. Perhaps most importantly for lululemon’s 
future, as a faculty instructor for Technical Apparel Design at Kwantlen University, Tom continues to 
attract and top local talent to his growing team. 

Another great example is David Labistour. He assumed his role as Chief Executive Officer of Mountain 
Equipment Co-op in January 2009. His passion for the outdoor activities brought him to Canada and his 
extensive experience in the product development and retail sector make him ideally suited being a 
leader in British Columbia’s apparel cluster. He came to Vancouver from South Africa and initially 
worked at Aritzia leveraging his decades of experience gained at companies such as Adidas and 
Woolworths. Under his tenure MEC has grown significantly creating more than 700 new
jobs between 2009 and 2015.

Tom, David and their families are proud to call Vancouver home. Canada and British Columbia have 
both benefited tremendously from having these gentlemen, and many other new Canadians, as part of 
our apparel cluster.
 

GLOBAL TALENT ADDS STRENGTH

Photo: Lululemon
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ELEANOR AND ELVIS

Usually when you hear “Elvis” you think of Las Vegas. 
What about Nanaimo? The Vancouver Island city is home 
to Eleanor von Boetticher’s Pro Elvis Jumpsuits, the 
leading costumer for 80,000 Elvis impersonators and 
professional tribute artists around the world. Founded in 
2007, the team of 8 sewers makes ready-to-wear and 
custom jumpsuits, capes and accessories that cost 
upwards of $4,000. Some jumpsuits require as many as 
5,000 individual embellishments, jewels set by hand, 
which can take up to 100 hours to apply. A finished suit 
can weigh around six kilograms. 

Pro Elvis serves over 5,000 customers, many who by 
more than one jumpsuit per year. 75 per cent of its 
customer-base is in the U.S. and strong demand is also 
coming from Australia, Switzerland, Finland, England, 
Germany and Spain. Pro Elvis is truly an international 
business shipping to more than 30 countries. 

Eleanor chose to become a seamstress because it is 
rewarding work. “Sewers are the final executers of the 
creative process.” In fact, one seamstress even changed 
careers from being a Registered Nurse. 

Photo:  Eleanor von Boetticher’s Pro Elvis Jumpsuits
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Lee Holman, Creative Director at Lululemon. Sarah Burton, Creative Director at Alexander 
McQueen. Phoebe Philo, Creative Director at Céline. The common thread among them: they are 
all alumni of Central Saint Martins College of Art and Design in London, United Kingdom, an 
internationally-renowned school in fashion design. Its secret sauce – intensive industry 
collaboration.

Likewise, Kwantlen Polytechnic University (KPU) in British Columbia offers students lots of 
opportunities to experience first-hand “life in the real world”. The school has four apparel-related 
programs, which embed industry experience in the form of practicums, mentorships, collaborative 
assignments, R & D opportunities, and more, in their curriculum. Students at KPU’s Wilson School 
of Design complete mandatory practicums and work experience in major BC apparel companies 
like Arc’teryx, Aritzia, Lululemon, Kit and Ace, MEC, Westcomb, and Tamoda. Quite often, these 
interns are offered jobs before they even complete their studies.

Additionally, the school hosts annual events, such as Designer Spotlight (at the request of the local 
industry), which give students a chance to showcase their in-depth portfolios and research and 
business models. These events provide industry an excellent opportunity to recruit. In fact, KPU 
graduates have been integral to design teams at Lululemon, Kit & Ace, MEC and more. As well, 
many KPU alumni can be found in leadership roles in almost all major apparel firms in the 
Vancouver area and in many leading companies globally. Such practical learning, made possible by 
the school’s excellent collaborative efforts with the industry, has produced numerous notable 
young designers, such as Nicole Guzzo, Natasa Nikolov, and Leah Klessinger.

Industry partnerships are integral to the student experience and success at KPU. Often, industry 
approaches KPU’s Wilson School of Design to assist with a design challenge. In addition to 
providing an ongoing stream of qualified, experienced graduates to the apparel industry, KPU 
students continue to make a difference as designers of the future, with an eye on marrying 
technology with design to create innovative, functional apparel.

For example, Technical Apparel Design graduate Eva Garcia Mockford has developed prototypes of 
clothing that emits light through laser-cut patterns. This application of wearable, functional 
technology would have a positive impact, as an example, for pedestrian safety. Pedestrian visibility 
is often an issue during the dark winter months in British Columbia, and light-emitting apparel 
could ultimately save lives.

Interdisciplinary approaches are encouraged and supported at KPU. Product Design alumnus 
Jaymes Williams and Fashion & Technology alumna Laura Hutchison teamed up during the last 
year of their studies at KPU. The pair designed, tested, and developed an innovative Cooling Vest 
to support paraplegic athletes participating in Team Canada’s Wheelchair Rugby team at the 2016 
Rio Paralympics. This innovative garment will assist in providing athletes with disabilities with a 
means to regulate their body temperature, which is typically a medical challenge faced by people 
with spinal cord injuries

Clearly, work-integrated learning is important in giving students the practical skills they need to 
succeed in their careers. As well, the experience also plays a part in shaping their young minds and 
guiding their own take on design in the vast, creative world of fashion and apparel.

COLLABORATION BETWEEN ACADEMIA AND 
INDUSTRY KEY TO SUCCESS

Photo: KPU
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charting new paths to develop 
talent to support industry growth.
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When most parents and job seekers think of apparel, it is likely their first impression is retail. The 
scope and size of British Columbia’s apparel industry is not well known, and yes, retail might be 
your first glimpse of the industry. But it does not have to stop there.

If you think working on the retail floor selling clothes is a dead-end job, well, think again. There 
are numerous fashion world luminaries whose careers had humble beginnings in retail. It is 
interesting to take a look at a few of their career trajectories.

The year was 1987. Jennifer Wong, then a student at the University of British Columbia (UBC), 
took a part-time sales associate position at Aritzia to make a little extra cash. An economics major, 
she had thought she would transition into the financial sector upon graduation. But Aritzia offered 
to promote her and she progressed to managing the brand’s shoe division. From there, her career 
path was anything but boring. Wong went on to become vice-president of Corporate Support 
Operations and then to become Chief Operating Officer (COO) in 2007. She made significant 
contributions towards the company’s growth by implementing its Enterprise Resource Planning 
(ERP) system and launching its e-commerce path. Since 2015, Jennifer Wong is President and COO 
of a leading $ 570 million company with 2,500 employees. She is also playing a key role in a 
much-anticipated initial public offering (IPO) which will take the company to the next level in its 
growth strategy.

Similarly, Pippa Morgan also took on a part-time retail sales job at Aritzia in 1992. She was still a 
UBC student and was planning to pursue a law degree or an MBA when she graduated. Like 
Jennifer Wong, she was offered a full-time opportunity that led to a path of successive increases 
in responsibility. She was promoted to Vice-President, Retail Operations in 2001. In 2010, she 
became Executive Vice President of the Retail Division at Aritzia managing 75 stores across North 
America, opening 21 in the last 2 years. 

If you care to talk to people in the fashion industry, you’ll hear that the retail floor is a great 
training opportunity, especially for those who hope to start their own clothing label and/or retail 
business. According to Morgan Young, who is currently the East Coast District Director for Kit and 
Ace, working on the sales floor is actually an invaluable experience because it allows you to “really 
understand the culture, the clientele, all the different brands and seasons and cycles.” It also 
allows you note your skill gaps and work towards gaining the required knowledge. Young was a 
personal shopping assistant at Holt Renfrew before she rose through the ranks to become a brand 
strategy manager in 2011.

YOU GOT A JOB IN RETAIL? 

Photo: ENVATO
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Living the brand is one of the 
highest motivators for 
apparel industry employees.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

About this study

This report presents the key findings associated with the labour market information research 
completed for British Columbia’s apparel manufacturing sector.
British Columbia’s (BC) apparel sector is diverse and includes the sub-sectors of design, 
manufacturing, distribution and retail of clothing, footwear and certain accessories. The sector 
consists of an estimated 436 firms situated predominantly in the Mainland/Southwest economic 
development region and employs approximately 7,642 people in BC.

With the support of the Ministry of Jobs, Tourism and Skills Training,the BC Alliance for 
Manufacturing (BCAFM),  initiated a Sector Labour Market Partnership (LMP) project in 2015 to 
address common workforce challenges in the apparel manufacturing sector. The goal of the 
second phase of the LMP, the content of this report, is to provide industry and government policy 
makers with current and accurate labour market data along with a profile of the British Columbia’s 
apparel industry. This information is expected to better support the industry through addressing 
current and anticipated workforce gaps in the sector. The research includes an assessment of 
labour supply and demand, sector retention and attraction issues, training and education needs as 
well as other human resource issues facing the sector. The study incorporates a range of research 
activities including employer surveys and key informant interviews with stakeholders in both the 
industry and post-secondary institutions. Students and apparel companies employees were also 
surveyed to determine cultural fit and potential solutions to challenges around talent attraction 
efforts.

The key findings of the study are highlighted below.

      There will be significant hiring requirements in the sector to fill new positions from    
      anticipated growth and vacated positions from retirements and exits.

Over the next ten years, BC’s apparel manufacturing sector will need to replace over 114% of its 
current workforce, representing 8,717 workers. Skilled labour shortages remain the most critical 
issue undermining competitive growth in the sector.

Over one-quarter (27%) of these new hires will be required to fill vacancies arising from 
retirement, and 42% will be new hires from projected growth, with the remaining 31% of new 
hires required to fill current vacancies and vacancies arising from worker turnover. Two-thirds 
(66%) of employers indicated that their workforce would increase by 2025 and identified the need 
to hire additional workers to meet increased demand/production requirements. Growth in the 
sector was found to be present across all sizes of firms (49% overall growth rate) with the largest 
companies in the province predominantly driving growth (88% growth rate). 

      Immigration and foreign worker recruitment must play a role in resolving significant labour  
      shortages.

Growth in the apparel manufacturing sector has historically been stalled from a notable deficit of 

skilled workers in the domestic labour market. Employers must be able to access all potential 
supplies of labour, including international ones. Currently less than one in 16 workers in the sector 
is foreign. Simplifying access to new foreign workers through more streamlined immigration 
procedures may be the only way to help the industry meet its potential. However, this process is 
currently incredibly complicated, not actively encouraged by governments, and ultimately a 
deterrent to most companies. With the number of foreign workers comprising such a small part of 
the workforce (6%) it would stand to reason that an influx of a modest number of immigrant 
workers would only benefit the province and facilitate growth within this sector. Often key roles 
are held by foreign workers in order to allow companies to develop the business growth that 
creates more positions for local British Columbians. 

      Some apparel manufacturing occupations will face even greater recruitment challenges.

Some occupations, primarily sewers, e-commerce professionals, designers and fit specialist 
engineers, are projected to require greater levels of replacement than others. These occupations 
are projected to need 145% to 164% of the current workforce to be replaced by 2025 if growth 
estimates are to be met.

The study explored nine key occupations that currently face vacancy rates ranging from 12% to 
27%.

The industrial sewing occupation will suffer mostly from retirement as the average age of the 
workforce is greater than comparable occupations. In contrast, e-commerce and digital 
professionals will be lacking due to the significant growth projected for this occupation over the 
next ten years and the limited supply. 

There is a great challenge in filling any senior position, requiring 10-plus years of experience, and 
that talent needs to be sourced from outside of Canada. This is especially important when 
sourcing executive and leadership positions.

      Disconnect between apparel industry needs and current post-secondary curricula.

While BC has a large number, and significant variety, of post-secondary apparel and design 
programs available that have been developed with considerable input from industry leaders, there 
still remains a strong perception among employers that there is a gap between industry needs and 
the curricula of current programs.

Most notably is the absence of high school based programs to help focus those younger 
individuals who are interested early in a profession in the apparel industry. Also there are aspects 
of the educational sector that are unsatisfactory for the demands of the actual work performed. 
High growth companies are unable to grow organically simply using new graduate intake. 
Employers need to be able to gain skilled workers faster than a typical three to four year 
graduation cycle.

      The apparel manufacturing sector is challenged in terms of effectively recruiting young      
      people to the industry.

The youth values and expectations research suggests some level of opposition and disinterest 
toward the fashion and apparel industry due to limited awareness of what the industry can offer 
in terms of careers. This is a gap in communication that can be improved upon to promote the 
industry.  

www.manufacturingbc.org  
T: 604.900.1980 
F: 604.900.1980 
E: hello@manufacturingbc.org

10451 Shellbridge Way, Suite 230
Richmond BC
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