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• Employment fell by 0.5% in 2017 in the Ontario accommodation and food services (AFS) sector, after an 

increase of 2.8% in 2016  

• Average hourly wages in the sector remained the lowest in Ontario 

• Operating costs, consumer income, and tourism all impact sector growth 

• Profit margins in the Ontario accommodation services sector were stronger than the Ontario food services 

sector 

 The Ontario AFS sector employment outlook is somewhat positive, given the economic recovery in the U.S. 

and the lower CAD/USD exchange rate, with moderate growth expected over the 2018 to 2020 time period 

 

The Ontario accommodation and food services sector is undergoing a poignant shift in the way the sector has 

operated for decades due to an advent of greater technological innovation in all aspects of the sector. This 

bodes well for both the customers who are becoming increasingly sophisticated in their consumption habits, 

and for employers and service providers who can adapt and respond quickly to the innovative undertakings. At 

the heart of the technological innovation is a greater personalization of the services that customers can choose 

from, whether it be food delivery or short-term rental accommodations. At the same time, there is also a 

strong emphasis on faster and more up-to-date real-time information made available to customers.  

Employment in the Ontario accommodation and food services (AFS) sector fell by 0.5% to 454,300 in 2017, as 

the sector accounted for 2.2% of Ontario’s GDP.1 The accommodation and food services sector is comprised of 

two sub-sectors: i) accommodation services (which includes casinos, RV parks and recreational camps, and 

rooming and boarding houses), and ii) food services and drinking places (which includes full-service 

restaurants, limited-service eating places, alcoholic beverage drinking places and special food services - 

 Sectoral Profiles provide an overview of recent labour market developments and outlooks for some of the key 
industries in various regions of the country. 

TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION LEADS TO SHIFTS IN ACCOMMODATION & FOOD SERVICES SECTOR 
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including caterers). The food services and drinking places sub-sector is the much larger of the two subsectors, 

representing about 85% of employment in the Ontario AFS sector.2  

Employment growth in food services generally stronger than in accommodation services 

Employment in the Ontario AFS sector fell by 0.5%, or by 2,500, in 2017, after an increase of 2.8% in 2016. This 

was the second decrease in three years in the Ontario AFS sector, after employment had climbed continuously 

from 2009 to 2014. The AFS sector comprised 6.4% of the provincial workforce in 2017, a figure that has 

remained steady over the past five years.  

The Ontario food services and drinking places sub-sector, which employed 387,200, or 85.2% of the AFS sector 

in 2017, contracted by 2.0% from 2016 to 2017, whereas the accommodation services sub-sector grew by 

8.4%.3 However, the pace of growth has been generally stronger in the food services sub-sector in recent years, 

with employment in the sub-sector increasing by 16.8% from 2010 to 2017, compared to 8.2% in 

accommodation services.  

Chart 1: Ontario Accommodation and Food Services Sector, 2010 to 2020 (2010 = 100) 

 

Source: Statistics Canada & Employment and Social Development Canada, COPS Ontario Projections, 2018 

Within the food services and drinking places sub-sector, the business structure is made up of generally smaller 

enterprises. This sub-sector is characterized by high turnover, with many franchises and small enterprises 

opening and closing across the province. In contrast, the accommodation services sub-sector is characterized 

by larger organizations and lower business turnover. 
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Average hourly wages in AFS remain lowest among all sectors, in addition to prevalence of part-

time employment 

Wages in the AFS sector have generally ranked among the lowest among all sectors in Ontario. As of 2017, the 

average hourly wage for the AFS sector was $14.22, compared with $23.95 for all industries.4 The lower 

average wage can be attributed to a number of factors, including the lower skill level requirements for many 

occupations in the AFS sector.5  

The figures do not include tips and commissions, a significant part of earnings for many of those employed in 

the AFS sector, and a contentious issue for the sector.678910 In addition, there’s growing media coverage of a 

small number of food service establishments who were illegally paying its workers below the minimum wage 

by hiring them as individual contractors, but with responsibilities of regular employees.11 

The following ten occupations together made up over 85% of the workforce in the AFS sector as of the 2016 

Census of Population:12 

 Food counter attendants, kitchen helpers and related occupations (NOC 6711) 

 Food and beverage servers (NOC 6513) 

 Cooks (NOC 6322) 

 Restaurant and food service managers (NOC 0631) 

 Cashiers (NOC 6611) 

 Chefs (NOC 6321) 

 Light duty cleaners (NOC 6731) 

 Food service supervisors (NOC 6311) 

 Bartenders (NOC 6512) 

 Maîtres d'hôtel and hosts/hostesses (NOC 6511)13 

 

Younger workers are often drawn to the sector’s relatively lower educational and skill requirements. In 2017, 

39.3% of people employed in the AFS sector were between the ages of 15 to 24, compared to 13.3% for all 

industries.14 Employment in the sector can feature non-traditional hours, allowing many youths to work after 

typical school hours, and the seasonality of many jobs in the sector allows for employment during non-school 

seasons.  

Many positions within the sector also require fewer hours and are temporary in nature. In 2017, 41.9% of those 

employed in AFS were in part-time employment, compared to 18.9% for all sectors in Ontario.15 As well, those 

who held temporary positions such as seasonal, contract, or casual jobs accounted for 15.8% of the Ontario 

AFS sector, compared to 13.0% for the province as a whole.16 Most of these occupations are characterised by 

high employee turnover, generating steady demand for workers in the sector.17 
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Chart 2: Ontario Accommodation and Food Services Sector Workforce, 2017 

 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, Tables 14-10-0023-01, 14-10-0072-01 

Operating costs, innovation, consumer income, and tourism all major factors in sector profitability 

Operating Costs  

Operating expenses for the food services and drinking places subsector have increased notably from 2013 to 

2016.18 The two largest expenses for most businesses are wages and benefits, and purchases and materials. For 

the Ontario AFS sector, wages and benefits and labour and commissions accounted for 29.0% of total operating 

expenses in 2016.1920 Due to the nature of the sector, as discussed in the previous section, the average real 

hourly wages in the AFS sector are much lower compared to all sectors in Ontario. However, these wages have 

been growing at a fast rate, as average real21 hourly wages in the AFS sector increased by 10.9% between 2007 

and 2017, compared to 1.5% for all sectors.22 Since the AFS sector has a much higher proportion of minimum-

wage earners compared to other sectors,23 its wage growth can be attributed significantly to increases in the 

real minimum wage, which rose by over 20% between 2007 and 2017,2425 and will increase further in 2018.  

The other large operating expense category for most businesses is purchases, materials and sub-contracts, 

which accounted for 36.0% of total expenses in the Ontario AFS sector in 2016.26 About 60% of restaurant 

operators in Canada have consistently reported high food costs to be of significant concern in terms of impact 

to business.27 Prices of food and of alcoholic beverages and tobacco products have indeed shot up faster than 

any other core products in the Consumer Price Index basket over the last 15 years.28 This has been a global 

trend driven by a number of factors, including an increase in global demand, low supply and reserves of grains, 

high energy and fertilizer prices, and poor weather conditions.29 In addition, higher transportation costs and 
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various crop-blighting diseases have added to this increase,30 and the higher minimum wage in Ontario 

contributed to the province specifically.31  

With the proposed Canada-U.S.-Mexico Agreement (CUSMA), a ratification of this new trade agreement will 

result in greater access for American farmers to a small segment of certain dairy, poultry, eggs, and turkey 

markets in Canada, which may lower prices in these markets over the medium term.32 Increased competition 

among grocery chains in Canada has also ensured that food prices have been kept in check.33 

Technological Innovation and Adaptation 

The increased adoption of technology in the AFS sector will continue to slowly impact employment in the 

sector. To attract more customers to their restaurants, McDonald’s Canada is offering food customization 

options via self-serve kiosks,34 while Wal-Mart and Loblaws are testing out different ways for customers to scan 

their items with a phone app while shopping, to save them time at checkout.35 Grocery delivery services from 

Walmart and Sobeys are developing a growing presence in Ontario.36 Meanwhile, the growing popularity of 

food delivery apps such as Uber Eats, SkipTheDishes and Foodora, has increased demand for food delivery, 

while raising important questions about regulations, reliability, and the work-related compensation issues 

surrounding employees for these new services.373839  

In addition, the advent of self-serve rental services through websites such as AirBnB has had a well-

documented disruption to the accommodation sector and has led to increasing regulation in places such as 

Toronto,4041 with these short-term rentals representing nearly 20% of the accommodation inventory in 

Canada.42  

Consumer Income and Consumption 

The strength of the economy and the disposable income levels of Canadians play a key role in the financial 

growth of the AFS sector. As the economy slows or disposable income drops, Canadians are less likely to 

conduct leisure activities such as dining out or vacationing, and vice versa.43 While real household income has 

been rising steadily in Canada since the late-2000s recession,44 the household debt-to-disposable income ratio 

has continued to elevate to an all-time high in Canada, and has reached 176.0% as of Q3 2018.45 This could 

result in household spending being curbed to replenish savings and reduce debt in the medium term,46 which 

could reduce leisure-related spending and constrain employment growth in the AFS sector in Ontario. 

In Ontario, household spending on food expenditures has been boosted mainly food purchased from 

restaurants, which increased by 21.7% from 2011 to 2016. Expenditures on food purchased from stores rose by 

only 8.1% during the same time period.47 In addition, food services and drinking places establishments have 

reported a steady increase in revenues adjusted for inflation since 2003, with operating revenues increasing by 

about 5% on average from 2013 to 2017.48  

Despite the consistent growth in operating revenues for businesses in the Ontario food services sub-sector, the 

continued increases in operating costs resulted in the operating profit margin for the Ontario food services sub-

sector falling from 3.6% in 2012 to 3.1% in 2016.49 This level of profit represents some of the lowest levels in 

over a decade, and some of the lowest levels among various Ontario industries.50 Operating profit margins 

were particularly low for full-service restaurants (2.5%) and alcoholic beverages drinking places (1.9%) in 2016, 
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while profit margins were slightly higher for limited-service eating places (3.0%) and special food services 

(6.8%).  

The Ontario accommodation industry observed a rosier financial outlook overall, as consumption of 

accommodation away from home, including hotels and motels, jumped by 32.2% from 2012 to 2017.5152 

Additionally, operating revenues for the accommodation services sector, adjusted for inflation, have grown by 

about 5% on average from 2013 to 2016, as the operating profit margin for the Ontario accommodation 

services sector reached a recent high of 13.6% in 2016.53 

Chart 3: Operating profit margins, 2015 and 2016 

 

 

 

Source: Statistics Canada, Tables 33-10-0006-01, 33-10-0008-01, 21-10-0171-01, 33-10-0102-01, 21-10-0003-01 

Tourism  

Tourism spending in Canada increased by 4.3% in 2017, adjusted for inflation.54 Expenditures from foreign 

tourism demand have grown by about 6% per year on average over the past five years, compared to about 3% 

from domestic tourism demand. In Ontario, there has generally been an increased spending on travel 

expenditures, including accommodation, food and beverage, by Canadian tourists, although this decreased for 

the first time in four years, by 2.2% in 2017.55  

Growth in tourism within Ontario is driven largely by strengths mainly in the Canadian and American 

economies, as well as the value of the Canadian dollar (CAD)/U.S. dollar (USD) exchange rate, along with oil and 

fuel prices.5657 Tourists from the United States accounted for 70.7% of non-resident tourists visiting Ontario in 

2017.58 An inverse correlation exists between the CAD/USD exchange rate and the number of U.S. tourists 

visiting Ontario, as seen in Chart 4,59 as the number of tourists from the U.S. dropped continuously throughout 
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the 2000’s, before starting to climb up in recent years as the Canadian dollar grew weaker after a period of 

flirting with parity with the U.S. dollar.  

Chart 4: Tourists from United States to Ontario and CAD/USD Exchange Rate, 2008 to 2017 

 

 

Source:  Statistics Canada, Tables 24-10-0043-01 and 10-10-0009-01 

While tourism from the U.S. has only recently been improving, the number of tourists from non-U.S. countries 

has increased every year since 2009, and now account for 28.8% of total non-resident tourists as of 2018, up 

from 24.8% in 2013.60 China became the second largest source of visitors to Canada in 2018, followed by the 

United Kingdom.61 In Toronto specifically, the city has begun collecting a 4% tax on accommodations as of April 

2018 to raise funds for the city and for Tourism Toronto, which may have a small impact on the city’s 

accommodation sector going forward.62 

The introduction of a number of budget airlines may also help boost tourism into and within Canada, as well as 

help support demand for employment in some of the smaller secondary airports within Canada.63 WestJet 

introduced its new budget carrier Swoop in 2018, which competes with other low-cost airlines such as Flair 

Airlines, and offers flights to major popular tourist destinations in the U.S.64 However, continued high fuel costs 

and strong competition overall have been squeezing the airline companies’ profit margins throughout 2018.65  

Operating revenues for travel agencies in Ontario increased by 4.9% from 2016 to 2017.66 However, operating 

expenses for these companies also rose over the period, by 6.6%, as travel agencies in Ontario observed a 

decrease in operating profit margins from 8.6% to 7.3% in 2017. Tour operators, meanwhile, posted an 

operating profit margin of 0.9% for 2017, as their operating expenses have increased continuously in recent 

years.  
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While the Ontario tourism sector has remained robust due to favourable conditions in the US economy, 

relatively low fuel costs and the weak Canadian dollar, the sector still has a number of challenges it’s 

addressing over the medium term, including high aviation costs and the integration and regulation of new 

technological developments and disruptions.67  

Sector outlook for 2018-2020 

Household spending on food and accommodation services has remained strong over the past few years, as 

over the short and medium term, the AFS sector in Ontario can look forward to financial growth, barring any 

major economic shocks from trade disputes or interest rate shocks, which also bodes well for industry 

employment.  

Sub-provincial trends  

The economic region of Ottawa is home to many tourist attractions, such as the Parliament of Canada and 

national museums, while also serving as a popular conference destination. Some projects contributing to the 

expansion of the regional AFS sector in 2018 included construction on the $4.5M Brockville Suites Hotel at 48 

King West, which is expected to open in 2019,68 and a Comfort Inn & Suites will in Kemptville, near Ottawa, in 

March 2019.69 The $40-million Le Germain Hotel Ottawa opened in 2018,70 and the Hilton Garden Inn and 

Homewood Suites opened in downtown Ottawa.71 

The economic regions of Kingston-Pembroke and London are home to large universities, which help to support 

demand and supply of workers in food services and drinking places. The Kingston-Pembroke region has 

experienced slower population growth and higher unemployment recently, which may negatively affect 

employment growth in the AFS sector for the forecast period. For 2018, a Country Inn & Suites by Radisson 

opened in Belleville, a central location for tourism and business travelers,72 and a Days Inn opened in Kingston 

featuring 76 rooms.73   

The Muskoka-Kawarthas and Stratford-Bruce Peninsula economic regions are less-populated areas, and home 

to a high concentration of cottages, cabins, and RV and campgrounds. The regions attract many tourists 

interested in outdoor activities and sports.74 Consequently, tourism thrives in the summer months and falls off 

significantly thereafter.75 Some businesses and resorts in the areas have indicated challenges in finding local 

workers to fill positions, as these regions are often remote; less populated, and have an aging workforce. A 

number of businesses will expand further into the region, including Firehouse Subs, Pita Pit, and Starbucks, 

which will open locations in the Zehrs plaza in Owen Sound in early 2019,76 while Fire Inspired Foods opened a 

Montana's BBQ and Bar in Stratford, with about 65 people hired.77    

In Ontario, nearly two-thirds of AFS businesses with over 500 employees were located in the Toronto economic 

region. Toronto hosts many restaurants, drinking places, accommodations, and the headquarters of companies 

in the AFS sector. It is also a popular destination for conferences and tourists. In fact, Toronto set a new record 

for number of citywide conferences1 hosted in 2018 with 26.78 This region showed the strongest relative AFS 

employment growth over the past decade, and is expected to be a leader in growth over the next few years.  

                                                           
1 Tourism Toronto defines a citywide convention or event as one that consumes 1,100 hotel rooms on peak night, a 
minimum of two hotels for delegates, and the use of a convention centre or event complex. 
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Dunkin' Brands Group, Inc. is expanding the Baskin-Robbins ice-cream chain in Ontario with 18 new locations, 

including the Greater Toronto Area.79 Chick-fil-A Inc. announced it will open a second Canadian location in 

Toronto next year, with plans to establish approximately 15 locations in GTA over the next five years and hiring 

50 to 75 employees per location.80 Mr. Pretzels International LLC is expanding into Ontario with eight new 

franchise locations scheduled to open over the summer.81  In hotel accommodations, Starwood Capital Group 

will open a hotel in downtown Toronto under their 1 Hotel brand. The location is expected to open in 2020.82 A 

Park Inn by Radisson Hotel Group opened in Brampton83 and Hotel X by Library Hotel Collection opened in 

Toronto in 2018.84 As well, the Toronto Marriott Markham Hotel opened in May,85 the Kimpton Saint George 

opened in Toronto in June86 and the St. Regis Toronto in November.87 Moving into 2019 and 2020, Hyatt plans 

to add new hotels with significant development plans for the Greater Toronto Area,88 and Manga Hotels plans 

to invest a total of $300M in three downtown Toronto properties.89 

The Kitchener-Waterloo-Barrie economic region has shown strong employment growth over the past decade - 

a trend that is expected to continue, albeit at a more moderate pace. This area has a growing population, along 

with major educational institutions and businesses. A number of projects will contribute to employment 

growth in the AFS sector, including Pearle Hospitality’s plan to restore the Elora Mill, as well as convert five 

buildings on the property into a hotel and conference facility, which will employ 110 people, which was 

completed in spring 2018.90 Into 2019, the Sunray Group plans to upgrade hotel properties in Cambridge, 

Kitchener-Waterloo and Orillia.91 

The Hamilton-Niagara Peninsula economic region is a popular tourist destination, with many restaurants, 

drinking establishments, and lodging options, particularly in the Niagara region. Due to the proximity to the 

U.S., the share of U.S. visitors to the region is high. As a result, tourism is particularly susceptible to changes in 

the CAD/USD exchange rate and the strength of the U.S. economy. The weakening of the Canadian dollar and 

the continued strengthening of the U.S. economy is likely to increase tourism to the region over the next few 

years.  

There were a number of new hotels in this region throughout 2018. In April, a new Holiday Inn Express and a 

Staybridge Suites opened near St. Catharines helping boost Niagara Peninsula tourism,92 while in May, the new 

Holiday Inn Express & Suites Brantford opened with 110 rooms.93 In August, the Four Points by Sheraton hotel 

opened in Hamilton offering 138 rooms, over 1,100 sq. ft. of meeting space, and a 24-hour fitness centre,94 

while a consortium of developers plans to build a 134-unit Hyatt branded hotel in Hamilton, with the $20M 

project expected to be completed in summer 2019.95  

The Windsor-Sarnia economic region borders the U.S., and therefore also has a large share of U.S. visitors, 

particularly from Michigan. Due to the proximity to the U.S., same-day visits are more common than 

overnight.96 As the Canadian dollar becomes cheaper relative to the U.S. greenback, day travel in the region 

should see more activity. However, in recent years, AFS employment has declined in the Windsor-Sarnia 

economic region, likely as a result of fewer U.S. visitors due to the recession and slow subsequent recovery. 

Investments going forward include a new food court housing 15 retailers that will open in Devonshire Mall in 

Windsor on June 27,97 and a new Mandarin Restaurant Franchise Corp. opening in June 2019.98  

In the Northwest and Northeast economic regions, the largest share of tourists originate from Ontario, although 

US visitors make up a substantial portion as well. The main attractions are related to boating, fishing and hunting. 

These two northern regions are home to a very large share of the province's RV parks and recreational camps. 
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Delta Hotels by Marriott Thunder Bay is set to open in December 2018, with the eight-storey hotel including a 

restaurant, a lounge, 149 guest rooms and 6,500-sq.-ft. of meeting space.99 In addition, the former Thunder Bay 

District Courthouse is being converted into a 41-room boutique hotel scheduled to open this fall.100 

 

Note: In preparing this document, the authors have taken care to provide clients with labour market 
information that is timely and accurate at the time of publication. Since labour market conditions are dynamic, 
some of the information presented here may have changed since this document was published. Users are 
encouraged to also refer to other sources for additional information on the local economy and labour market. 
Information contained in this document does not necessarily reflect official policies of Employment and Social 
Development Canada. 

 

Prepared by: Labour Market and Socio-economic Information Directorate (LMSID), Service Canada, Ontario 
For further information, please contact the LMI team at: NC-LMI-IMT-GD@hrsdc-rhdcc.gc.ca 
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