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INTRODUCTION 
 

For students, summer employment is a key source of both income and labour market 

experience. Yet for the most part, research on summer employment has tended to focus only on 

the income that stems from summer income with only a small amount (Kaznowska and Usher 

2011) focussed on the type of job that students obtain.  

Yet a number of very key questions about summer jobs have never been examined in a 

Canadian context: How do students obtain jobs? When do students start looking for summer 

employment? How closely related are these jobs to students’ academic fields? If there are 

“good” and “bad” jobs, how are these jobs distributed? And, most importantly, how does the 

choice of a job search strategy affect the type of job students can obtain? 

These questions have never really been answered because there has never been a dataset 

capable of answering them. However, in the summer of 2011, members of HESA’s CanEd 

Student Research Panel were asked a variety of questions about the job search process. 

In Section I of this paper, we look at the question of job tenure and ask, “What proportion of 

students actually seek new jobs each summer?” In Section II, we look at how the timing of the 

job search affects outcomes in terms of employment, income, and the relation of the job to a 

field of study. Finally, in Section III, we look at the specific job search strategies employed by 

students.  
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SAMPLE DESCRIPTION AND METHODOLOGY 
 
The data in this report were collected during an online survey conducted by Higher Education  
Strategy Associates’ Canadian Education Project between June 20th and June 30th, 2011. HESA 

runs an on-going online panel with a membership of over 8,000 undergraduate students who 

have been enrolled in an undergraduate program in a Canadian degree-granting institution at 

some point in the 2010-11 academic year and have indicated that they are returning for study in 

2011-12. Roughly every six weeks, HESA sends them a survey on a variety of issues, with a 

response rate that varies from month to month, usually in the range of 25% to 40%.  

The overall sample for this study is 2,450 cases. Students who were enrolled in co-op programs 

were excluded from the analysis because their job search processes and methods they use to 

find summer employment are different than those of students who are not enrolled in co-op 

programs. In Sections II and III of this paper, we only include respondents who had not taken up 

positions they had previously occupied and so the samples there are commensurately smaller. 

As a result, some of the results portrayed here appear slightly different from those reported in 

Nice Work (If You Can Get It): University Student Employment and Labour Market Experience in 

Summer 2011, which used the same dataset. 

The resulting sample for any of these monthly surveys is not a purely random one, as members 

of the panel must have responded to at least one previous survey administered by Higher 

Education Strategy Associates (either directly or as part of its Canadian Education Project). 

Since they are not based on random probability samples, the concept of “margin of sampling 

error” is not applicable to results shown here.  

As with most student surveys, females are slightly over-sampled, as they appear to be likelier to 

respond to surveys than males. Our panel is also slightly overweight in Ontario and underweight 

in Quebec (specifically, it is underweight at Francophone universities, meaning it is a highly 

Montreal- and Anglo-centred sample). It is also biased towards upper-year students. Exact 

numbers in the sample change from month to month; up-to-date details of the survey 

demographics are available on request by contacting the authors.   
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SECTION 1: NEW JOBS/OLD JOBS 
 
Among students surveyed in the summer of 2011, the employment rate was 71.5%. However, 

this does not mean that seven out of ten students actually engaged in a job search. In fact, a 

majority of students (57.4%) indicated that their primary summer job was a position that they 

had already held prior to the summer, either as a part-time job during the year or in a previous 

summer (i.e., it was an “old job”). This is an interesting finding as it means only a minority of 

students engaged in what is assumed to be the typical process of looking for a “new job” for the 

summer.  

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Summer Job Tenure 

 

Employment 

Rate  

Proportion of 

Working 

Students at a 

Previously-Held 

Job 

Proportion of 

Working 

Students Starting 

a New Job 

CANADA 71.5% 57.4% 42.6% 

    

Female 74.1% 59.0% 41.0% 

Male 67.6% 55.0% 45.0% 

    

Atlantic Canada 72.2% 54.7% 45.3% 

Quebec 74.5% 59.0% 41.0% 

Ontario 68.9% 56.2% 43.8% 

Manitoba & Saskatchewan 72.0% 60.3% 39.7% 

Alberta 78.3% 56.2% 43.8% 

British Columbia 65.2% 62.8% 37.2% 

    

Education 80.1% 61.6% 38.4% 

Visual & Performing Arts 60.4% 50.5% 49.5% 

Humanities 74.4% 60.5% 39.5% 

Social Sciences 68.7% 67.0% 33.0% 

Health and related 77.0% 63.3% 36.7% 

Business 66.7% 50.0% 50.0% 

Physical & Life Sciences 71.7% 51.5% 48.5.% 

Math & Computer Science 68.2% 36.2% 63.8% 

Engineering & Architecture 72.2% 51.5% 49.5% 

Agriculture & Environ. Sciences 84.4% 56.4% 43.6% 

Other 81.3% 57.5% 42.5% 
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Table 1: Continued 

   

 

Employment 

Rate  

Proportion of 

Working 

Students at a 

Previously-Held 

Job 

Proportion of 

Working 

Students Starting 

a New Job 

18 years old 69.6% 44.4% 55.6% 

19 years old 76.3% 51.1% 48.9% 

20 years old 78.5% 54.2% 45.8% 

21 years old 74.3% 56.0% 44.0% 

22-24 years old 69.6% 65.3% 34.7% 

25+ years old 54.6% 67.9% 32.1% 

 
The most obvious reason for having a “new” job for the summer rather than an “old” job is age. 

Older students are more likely than younger students to return to a summer job previously held. 

Less than half (44.4%) of students aged 18 had previously worked in their summer job in 

comparison to slightly over two-thirds (67.9%) of respondents in the 25+ year-old group. The 

high rate of previous employment in the older groups does not come as a surprise as summer 

employment is an annually repeated process; it may be easier or more convenient to remain in 

the same job rather than look for new employment. Similarly, seasonal employers likely to hire 

students may also see their demand for work increase during the summer, meaning that many 

of the student jobs they offer may not need to be filled during the academic year. 

There is also significant variation in job tenure by field of study. Students in the social sciences 

(67%), are most likely to hold on to “old jobs” for the summer; while students in math and 

computer sciences (32%), are least likely to do so. Generally speaking, the proportion of 

students in “old jobs” is lower in fields of study with a more professional or scientific bent. That 

said, as Table 2 shows, there is not an enormous difference between old jobs and new jobs 

when it comes to the characteristics of those jobs. Both types of jobs have a median wage of 

$12 per hour and roughly the same number of hours per week, though new jobs are more likely 

to be “full-time” (i.e., over 30 hours per week). 
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Table 2: Characteristics of “Old” and “New” Jobs 

  
All Jobs Old Jobs New Jobs 

Hourly Wage $12 $12 $12 

Weekly Hours 35 35 36 

Weekly Earnings $400 $375 $400  

Full-time (30 or more hours) 67.3% 61.8% 74.6% 

 
Where there is a difference between “old” and “new” jobs is in the relationship to one’s field of 

study, as Figure 1 demonstrates. Students who get new jobs report that their jobs are 

substantially more likely to be related to their fields than do students who simply keep old jobs. 

Figure 1: Relationships Between Jobs and Academic Field of Study 

  

59% 

45% 

28% 

36% 

13% 

19% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Old Jobs

New Jobs

PSE not required for this job

PSE required but field does not matter/field of study useful but not essential

My field of studyis best/only possible field for the job
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SECTION 2: STARTING THE JOB SEARCH 
 
Survey respondents who did not take “old jobs” were asked when they started to look for their 

summer employment. Most left it fairly late, with 57.2% saying their search commenced in April 

or later (that is, after classes ended for the year). Only 6.8% of respondents had indicated that 

they started to look prior to January.  

Figure 2: Month in which Students Employed at a New Job Began to Look for Work 

 
 
Students who start their summer job search early reap a number of significant advantages. 

Specifically, those who start looking for employment earlier have a higher employment rate, are 

more likely to be working full-time hours, have higher weekly incomes wages, and are more 

likely to be employed in jobs that require PSE and are related to their field of study.  

Figure 3 shows that both the employment rate and the likelihood of working full-time are strongly 

related to the timing of the job search. Respondents who started their job search between 

September and November 2010 had an employment rate of 98.9%, compared to 28.4% for 

respondents who started their job search in June 2011, as seen in Figure 3. Among those who 

do find work, over 80% of respondents who started their search in March or earlier found full-

time jobs (i.e., 30 hours/week or more), but the rate falls off rapidly after that - 75.4% for those 

who started in April, 63.2% for those who started in May and 33.4% for those who started in 

June.   
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Figure 3: Employment Rate and Percentage Working Full-Time Hours by Job Search Start Date (Excluding 

Students Returning to Old Jobs) 

 
 
In terms of wages and hours worked, a similar pattern emerges. Students who started to look 

for summer employment in fall 2010 had average weekly earnings of $493.32 and a median 

weekly work-week of 40 hours; those who waited until June made $300.00 per week on average 

and worked only 24 hours per week.1 That said, while start dates have an effect on median 

hours worked per week and even weekly earnings among students, the effect is not linear. 

Starting the job search anywhere between December and March yields more or less the same 

result; only those who started in November or earlier did significantly better, and the real 

decreases in results only occurred for those who started in April or later.   

                                                
1 About one-third of students – regardless of the job search start date - held more than one job; 

the length of the work week described refers only to the hours worked at the students’ primary 
job.  
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Figure 4: Median Weekly Hours Worked and Average Weekly Earnings by Job Search Start Date (Excluding 

Students Returning to Old Jobs) 

 
 
With regard to hourly wages, we see a slightly different pattern. Here, the real difference is 

between those who started to look for summer employment, whose median earnings are $16.45 

per hour, and everyone else. For those starting the search anywhere from December to March, 

the medians are in the $12-13 range. After that, income slips again to $11.00 for those who start 

in April, $10.75 for those who start in May and $10.54 for those who start in June.  

Figure 5: Median Hourly Wage by Job Search Start Date (Excluding Students Returning to Old Jobs) 

 
 
The effect of the job search start date is clearly significant in terms of employment outcomes, 

but it is perhaps even more significant in terms of learning outcomes. As Figure 6 shows, the 

earlier one starts looking, the higher the chance that the summer jobs will be related to one’s 

field of study at school. Among those who started their search the previous fall, 47.2% indicated 
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that their field of study was the best or only possible one for the job they eventually obtained. 

Among those who started their search in April or later, the rate was between 10-15%. 

Conversely, the later students began looking for summer job, the more likely they were to end 

up in a job that did not require PSE. For those who began their search in the previous year, 

fewer than 20% said that their job did not require PSE. Among those who started in April or 

later, the percentage who said the same was over 55%. Hence, those who started their summer 

job search received not only a monetary advantage, but a cognitive one as well, in that they 

were more likely to be able to apply what they are learning in their classrooms to real life 

situations.  

Figure 6: Relationship Between Work and Program of Study by Job Search Start Date (Excluding Students 

Returning to Old Jobs) 
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SECTION 3: JOB SEARCH METHODS 
 
Obviously, the timing of a job search affects outcomes, but do the methods of search also have 

an effect? To investigate this question, we asked respondents who did not return to an old job to 

select all the methods they used to search for their primary summer job from a list provided to 

them. The results are shown below in Table 3. By some distance, the two most commonly used 

methods of searching for jobs were family/friends (57%), and using online services from 

university career and employment centres (44%). Cold calling was used by a quarter of 

jobseekers; most other job search measures were used by between ten and twenty percent of 

all job seekers. As the search drags on into summer, more people are using multiple search 

methods. 

Table 3: Frequency of Job Search Methods (Excluding Students taking “Old Jobs”) 

  

All Jobseekers 

Jobseekers 

who Found 

Employment 

by June 

Jobseekers 

Still Looking 

in June 

Family/friend 57% 51% 69% 

University career/employment centre: online 53% 44% 71% 

Cold calling/dropping off resumes 33% 25% 47% 

Private or public career centre (e.g., employment 

agency, government run youth employment services) 

25% 19% 37% 

Through a newspaper listing 23% 15% 38% 

University career/employment centre: in-person 22% 18% 30% 

Workopolis 20% 13% 34% 

Monster 18% 10% 36% 

Former boss/employer 16% 15% 18% 

Professor/teaching assistant 16% 15% 16% 

Craigslist 16% 10% 30% 

LinkedIn 5% 2% 10% 

Charity Village 3% 1% 5% 

Other 11% 14% 6% 

 
This finding is confirmed by Table 4, which shows that there is an inverse relationship between 

the number of job search methods used and the employment rate. The use of multiple search 

methods is correlated with progressively lower employment rates. In other words, students 

seem to employ new search methods as they find themselves unable to get jobs with earlier 

methods.   
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Table 4: Number of Job Search Methods and Job Characteristics (Excluding Students Returning to Old Jobs) 

 
One Two Three Four Five Six+ 

% of average number of job 

search methods 
43.9% 20.2% 12.7% 8.0% 5.1% 10.0% 

Employment rate 89.9% 78.9% 60.9% 57.1% 35.8% 39.3% 

Median weekly income  $400 $400 $413 $422 $389 $375 

Median weekly hours  36.00 36.26 35.00 40.00 35.00 35.09 

Median hourly wage $12.00 $12.00 $ 12.00 $11.00 $11.64 11.03 

% working more than 30 hours 73.8% 77.4% 78.3% 82.3% 56.4% 70.7% 

 
Though the average number of job search methods does not seem to significantly affect the job 

quality characteristic, there is the possibility that the specific type of search used may affect it. 

This is somewhat difficult to examine given that over half of job seekers use multiple methods. 

However, if we limit the analysis to only those seekers who used a single method of search – as 

we do in Table 5, below, some answers may be found.  

Because a majority of students use more than one method of job search, it is difficult to look at 

the effects of any single method of search. To a limited extent, though, it is possible to look at 

this question by looking only at students who used a particular search method exclusively. Only 

three search methods had sufficient exclusive use to be worthwhile analyzing:2 “family/friends,” 

with 14% of respondents reporting using it, “university career/employment centre: online,” at 6% 

and “professor/teaching assistant,” at 5%. There are some variations across the three search 

methods, though given small sample sizes it is not clear how meaningful they are. One 

particularly interesting trade-off, however, is evident for those students who got their jobs via 

professors or teaching assistants. Their jobs are the lowest-paid, but by a wide margin are the 

ones most likely to be related to a student’s field of study.   

                                                
2 Only job search methods that were used exclusively by more than 30 cases each were 

analyzed. Other methods were excluded from analysis due to insufficient number of cases. 
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Table 5: Job Characteristics by Exclusive Job Search Method (Excluding Students taking “Old Jobs”) 

 

 

Family/friends 

University career/ 

employment 

centre: online 

Professor/ 

teaching assistant 

% of exclusively used job 

search method 

 
14% 6% 5% 

Median weekly income  $420 $500 $380 

Median weekly hours  36 38 35 

Median hourly wage  $13.19 $12.75 $11.50 

% working ≥ 30 hours  67.9% 85.7% 79.9% 

“My field of study is the 

only possible/by far the 

best field for the job” 

 

11.2% 25.5% 62.2% 

“My field of study is useful 

but others would have 

been good, too”/“PSE is 

required but field of study 

does not matter” 

 

29.9% 51.1% 37.8% 

“Post-secondary 

education is not at all 

related to my current job” 

 

58.9% 23.4% 0% 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Traditionally, we think of post-secondary students as having an annual cycle, with September to 

April spent studying and May to August spent working. We also tend to think of the both parts of 

this cycle involving an element of newness built on the accomplishments of previous cycles. 

Just as each new school year brings a new set of classes which build on previous academic 

accomplishments, so too does each new summer bring a new job with a new set of challenges, 

ideally one which incorporates more academically-oriented skills and brings higher pay. The 

problem with this picture is that it is almost entirely wrong. A majority of students do not look for 

new jobs in the summer; rather, they simply keep the jobs they hold during the school year or 

they return to jobs held in a previous summer.  

In terms of success in the summer job market, it is clear that there is a relatively strong divide in 

outcomes between the minority who start their job search in March or earlier and the majority 

who start in April or after. This divide shows up strongly in employment rates and very strongly 

in terms of jobs related to field of study. It is less strong (though not absent) in terms of wages. 

Students who start their job hunt early have small advantages in terms of pay, but they have 

enormous advantages in terms of getting jobs that build upon their academic interest. This is 

important because summer jobs that are more related to what one is taking at school allow for 

an informal or non-institutionally designed work-integrated learning as students are able to apply 

what they are learning in school to their work and in turn bring their work experiences to their 

classrooms. This likely also has an effect on post-graduation employability as these students 

will have both a more “advanced” work experience and skill set, but also a set of industry-

related connections. 

One cannot conclude from this that embarking early on a job search causes such outcomes. It 

seems likely that students who set out to look early for summer employment possess other 

characteristics not captured by this survey which leads employers to offer them attractive jobs. 

That said, waiting until the last minute certainly isn’t a winning strategy; even if it doesn’t 

guarantee good results, getting an early start can’t hurt.  
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