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T
wenty-five per cent
of the workforce
will consist of “con-
tingent” workers
within five years, as

companies make plans to maxi-
mize this growing resource, ac-
cording to a newly released
study.

“The trend toward indepen-
dent contractors . . . is no
longer percolating to the sur-
face, it’s boiling,” says Shannon
Bowen-Smed, chief executive
of Calgary-based Bowen
Workforce Solutions, which
sponsored the report.

More companies are turning
to this segment of the work-
force amid a rapidly tightening
labour market and nowhere is
the trend more apparent than
in energy-rich Alberta, Bowen
says.

Despite studies that reveal an
aging population is nearing re-
tirement, until now there has
been a relative “demographic
calm,” says Al Saurette, a re-
search consultant who helped
compile the report.

“That demographic calm is
about to be shattered,” Saurette
says. 

“Now, people are really leav-
ing the workforce and the next
five years will (bring) the kinds
of changes that have never
been seen in the labour mar-
ket.”

The trend is partly due to a
job candidate-driven market.
At the forefront are senior
workers who possess the in-
dustry experience and techni-

cal skills needed to oversee the
transition period to a new gen-
eration of leadership.

The concept is also garner-
ing attention from younger
workers. The research sug-
gests there are greater flexibil-
ity demands being placed on
companies.

Many contractors indicated
they would rather be judged by
the value they add and the out-
put of their efforts, rather than
the numbers of hours spent in
a chair.

Companies continue to offer
new arrangements for people
with specific skills in areas of
industry that are experiencing
sustained
growth.

As part of
many cor-
porations’
succession
plans, hu-
man re-
source de-
partments
are offering
more short-
term com-
pensation
contracts to
keep experi-
enced work-
ers on
board.

Many of
the large oil
companies
in Calgary
have used contract workers for
years, due to the cyclical na-
ture of commodity-based in-
dustries, says Mike Buckner, a
partner with Calgary career
placement firm Roneta Pro-
fessional Search.

Now, the change is rapidly
intensifying in that sector.

“For that (risk), the contrac-
tors are getting paid a very
good wage — probably more so
than a permanent employee
would get paid,” says Buckner,
who helps firms recruit people

in finance and accounting.
Saurette, himself an indepen-

dent contractor with a back-
ground in market research and
technology, says other factors
are pushing the rise in num-
bers.

The No. 1 issue identified by
several dozen independent
contractors for pursuing that
line of work was coping with
“bad bosses and bad assign-
ments,” he says.

The N0. 2 issue is flexibility,
being able to work whenever
they want to or have to, and
choosing their hours.

However, companies are still
highly focused on competing
for the best permanent talent
to secure a source of top-per-
forming labour.

“We’re teaching this incom-
ing generation in the work-
place that they are their own
bosses,” adds Bowen-Smed.
“You’re basically a corporation
of one.”

It takes a specific type of per-
son to make it work as an inde-
pendent contractor, though.

“You have to do everything
that a successful corporation
does by yourself,” she says.
That includes taxes and ac-
counting, invoicing, marketing,
and other administrative func-
tions.

“It’s a good thing if you un-
derstand a lot about who you
are,” says Bowen-Smed.

Discipline, time manage-
ment, organization and net-
working ability are just some of
the requirements to be suc-
cessful. 

Not to mention, you must
possess skills that are in high
demand, she adds.

Skill requirements are con-
stantly changing and workers
typically change careers sev-
eral times, so it has become a
necessity to include ongoing
career development in your
plans to build a successful ca-
reer.

In Calgary, the majority of
companies have traditionally
looked for natural science
backgrounds, for engineers,
landmen, geologists and geo-
physicists. That’s also chang-
ing as the city grows and diver-
sifies its talent.

Chris Jackson, another part-
ner with Roneta, says the trend
is being compounded by an
overall decrease in employee
loyalty.

“There is less reason for
someone to want to be an em-
ployee for a long time if there
aren’t those golden handcuffs,”
he says.

A rush of activity is catering
to this need for labour in the
form of consultants and inde-
pendent contractors who have
developed relationships with
the firms they helped build,
mostly related to the energy
sector in Calgary.

The trend toward contingent
workers is also fuelled by em-
ployers who want to save long-
term costs on one hand; and,
workers who demand more
freedom and compensation for
their highly targeted, technical
skills, says Bowen-Smed.

“If the (contract) doesn’t
align for you in terms of values,

flexibility, opportunities, inter-
est . . . you get to leave,” she
says.

“Companies are definitely
coming up the learning curve,”
adds Saurette.

He conducted the study in
conjunction with Moreau and
Associates — a Calgary hu-
man capital management firm
— and several partners. It was
based on data from small to
large corporations, entrepre-
neurs, independent contrac-
tors, educational institutions,
and other sources.
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‘Contingent’ workforce
set to rise rapidly

Leah Hennel, Calgary Herald
Shannon Bowen-Smed, chief executive of Bowen Workforce Solutions, and Al Saurette, 
a research consultant. “The demographic calm is about to be shattered,” says Saurette.
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Go Far...
with one of Canada’s top employers.

Syncrude is recognized as a leader in oil sands development from technological innovation to environmental
protection, producing 13% of Canada's current petroleum requirements. We're also in the midst of a major
expansion of our operation which will increase our crude oil production by 50% by 2006.

Currently, we are seeking qualified applicants for the following positions, offering you a dynamic, team-spirited
workplace in which to excel and pursue your goals while securing Canada’s energy future along the way:

Project Controls Manager
Project Controls Specialists
Estimators
Business/Controls Analysts
Contract Administrators/Buyers
Process Operators
Engineers
Trades 
In addition to a career with limitless opportunity and exceptional benefits, you’ll live in a growing city with a
unique lifestyle. Fort McMurray is complete with all of the amenities of city living and is situated just
minutes away from some of the most beautiful countryside in Alberta making this location ideal for the
outdoor enthusiast. You’ll find residents friendly, community-minded, welcoming and cosmopolitan – people
have moved here from all over the world. This is the place to be if you want to have the best of both worlds –
personally and professionally.

Help secure Canada's energy future. For more information about these and other positions, visit our web site
at www.syncrude.com for details or to apply online.

The Syncrude Project is a joint venture operated by Syncrude Canada Ltd. and owned by Canadian Oil Sands, ConocoPhillips Oilsands Partnership II, Imperial Oil Resources, Mocal Energy
Limited, Murphy Oil Company Ltd., Nexen Oil Sands Partnership, and Petro-Canada Oil and Gas.
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Make the right move
Canadian operations, based out of Calgary, Alberta, are 
currently seeking talented people to join their progressive
team. Immediate opportunities for:

Senior Geophysical Applications Programmer
Front End Processors
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