
Why a living wage?

Tens of thousands of working families live in poverty in BC

One in four employed British Columbians have jobs that don’t pay enough to 
live on, and one in five BC children are growing up in poverty. The majority 
of these children live in families with working parents, including many with at 
least one parent who works full-time all year.  
 

Local governments pay the price for the low-wage sector 

When children live in poverty, or when parents must work multiple jobs to 
stay afloat and end up with little time with their families, all of society pays the 
price. It is the local governments – including municipalities, unincorporated 
communities and band councils – and their school boards that must 
consequently pay for additional social services and educational resources. 
Working poverty has enormous fiscal implications for social programs, health 
care costs, education, employment, and criminality. 
 

Local governments can make a difference   

As a local government, you are a significant employer in your community. 
In addition to employing many direct staff, local governments often utilize 
contractors for work such as food services, outdoor work and cleaning 
services - vulnerable sectors that usually come with lower wages. By making a 
commitment to ensure your staff and contractors are paid a living wage, local 
governments can become community champions and cause a positive ripple 
effect through the local economy. 

What is a living wage? 

A living wage is the hourly amount that each of two parents, both working 
full time, would need in order to afford basic expenses in their community. 
The living wage calculation is modest and includes costs like food, clothing, 
rent, and child care. Living wages for communities across BC are re-calculated 
annually by the Living Wage for Families Campaign and our local partners. 

Paying a living wage is a voluntary action that employers, including local 
governments, can take to invest in the long-term health and prosperity of your 
community. 

To find your local living wage, visit www.livingwageforfamilies.ca. 

59 percent of British 

Columbians say that 

governments should do 

more to support the poor 

and those in economic 

trouble. 

Angus Reid Institute poll,  

August 2018   

“A living wage will ensure that 

families of all backgrounds 

can afford to live and work 

in Vancouver, making our 

neighbourhoods healthier 

and stronger.”

-Gregor Robertson,  

former Mayor of Vancouver
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What is a Living Wage Employer? 

Living Wage Employers commit to paying their staff and contractors their local living wage each year. They also mandate 
that service providers on major contracts pay their staff a living wage in turn.

While your living wage policy should apply to as many workers as possible, there are cases in which paying a living wage 
is not feasible. Local governments may include some exemptions in their living wage policy, such as:

• Casual employment contracts of fewer than 120 hours of work per year.

•  Emergency or non-recurring repairs. 

•  Multiple small contracts that fall below a specified spend threshold, dependent on the size of your budget.

•  Services performed by organizations that lease or rent your property.

• Contracts and collective agreements already in place: when the contract/collective agreement is next due for    
renegotiation, include a living wage clause at that point.

For more information on specific criteria for local governments, contact us.

The certification process for local governments

 

Hosted by First Call: BC Child and Youth Advocacy Coalition

1.  Learn about the living wage. Visit www.livingwageforfamilies.ca for 
more information, and contact us to discuss your specific community.

2.  Pass a motion for your staff to prepare a full report on the costs and 
implications of implementing a living wage policy. Before making any 
decisions, it’s important for staff, elected officials, and your constituents 
to understand what a living wage policy would mean for your community. 

3. When your staff submit their report, vote on moving forward with 
becoming a Living Wage Employer. 

4.  Once you’ve decided to become a Living Wage Employer, have your 
staff prepare your living wage policy and implementation plan, and apply 
to the Living Wage for Families Campaign for certification. 

 
Throughout the process, the Living Wage for Families Campaign can 
answer questions, provide data and information for your staff, and offer 
examples from other local governments that have already become Living 
Wage Employers. 

“We want to ensure that 

our employees, as well as 

those employees working 

for our contractors, are 

receiving a wage that 

reflects the real costs 

associated with living in the 

region.”

-Mayor Ryan Windsor,  

District of Central Saanich

Ready to become a Living Wage Employer?  

Contact us.  

604.975.3347

info@livingwageforfamilies.ca

www.livingwageforfamilies.ca

http://www.firstcallbc.org


Why a living wage? 

One in four employed British Columbians have jobs that don’t pay enough 
to live on, and one in five BC children are growing up in poverty. Today, the 
minimum wage is about three quarters of the living wage, meaning that 
minimum wage workers cannot make ends meet with one full-time job. 

All of society pays the price for low wages: parents lose out on time with their 
families and communities if they must work multiple jobs, children growing 
up in poverty experience more health issues and are at greater risk of quitting 
school, and we all pay for higher health care and social service costs. Poverty 
costs BC taxpayers at least $9 billion annually in overall costs to society. 

What is a living wage? 

A living wage is the hourly amount that each of two parents, both working full 
time, would need in order to afford basic expenses like food, clothing, rent, and 
child care. Living wages for communities across BC are re-calculated annually 
by the Living Wage for Families Campaign and our local partners. 

Benefits of paying a living wage

Employers who pay a living wage can expect several benefits - for both your 
workforce and your bottom line. 

 

• Lower staff turnover and retraining costs: Numerous 
studies from the USA and UK have found lower overtime, 
absenteeism, and turnover rates, as well as higher rates of 
employee training, within employers who pay a living wage.

• Improved staff performance: Major companies like KMPG 
in the UK, the San Francisco Airport, and Costco have reported 
improved staff performance, increased productivity, and higher 
staff morale after choosing to pay higher wages. 43% of small 
and medium-sized living wage businesses in the UK reported 
higher employee morale and productivity after certifying. 

• More focused staff: If your workers do dangerous or highly 
specific work, they should be able to completely focus on the 
task at hand and not be distracted worrying about how they will 
pay their bills. Many Living Wage Employers in BC cite this as a 
reason for paying their staff the living wage. 

Living Wage Employers 
pay their staff and 

contractors their local 
living wage each year. 

They also mandate that 
service providers on 

major contracts  
pay their staff a  

living wage.

“Becoming a Living Wage 
employer has been one 
of the proudest moments 
for all Vancity staff. We 
are incredibly proud of our 
leadership to tackle poverty 
through the supply chains 
of contract labour that large 
employers like us engage. 
That’s where the real impact 
of this work shows”.

- Vancity Credit Union, Lower 
Mainland & Vancouver Island 
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• Improved company reputation and profile: There is growing consumer demand for ethical 
consumption. 72% of small and medium-sized businesses in the UK living wage program reported 
that being publicly recognized as Living Wage Employers improved their brand reputation as 
ethical companies.

• More freedom for contractors: When contractors bid on tenders from a company or 
government, they are normally incentivized to offer the lowest possible bid. When that employer 
instead commits to the living wage, contractors can increase their project budget to be able to pay 
their staff the living wage without risking losing the bid. In fact, Living Wage Employers will search 
out contractors who share their value of paying a living wage. 

• Stronger local economies: According to a study by Goldman Sachs, increasing the incomes 
of people with lower wages has a proportionately larger stimulating effect on the economy than 
increasing the income of those with already-high incomes would do. Low-income earners tend 
to spend proportionally more of their income than those with much higher incomes, because 
those with low incomes have more essential spending needs. Those with lower incomes also 
tend to spend more money locally, strengthening small and community-focused businesses.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Living Wage Employers in BC

There are more than 150 Living Wage Employers across BC, representing 
diverse industries, sizes, and types. 

When new Living Wage Employers were asked in 2018 why they wanted to 
make this commitment, their top three reasons were:

• To increase employee retention (28% of applicants),

• For positive brand association and to be seen as an ethical employer (28% 
of applicants), and

• To attract desirable, qualified candidates (25% of applicants). 

“The living wage benefits 
our staff. Our employees’ 
morale is improved and 
they enjoy working in an 
environment that values their 
contributions. We believe 
the community outlook of 
the business is definitely 
improved.”

- Advanced Physiotherapy Clinic, 
White Rock

‘ ‘

Ready to become a Living Wage Employer?  

Contact us.  

604.975.3347

info@livingwageforfamilies.ca

www.livingwageforfamilies.ca

‘
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      In a 2016 survey of over 800 UK Living Wage businesses:

• 64% said living wage certification differentiated themselves from others in their industry; 

• 75% said it increased employee motivation and retention rates;

• 86% said it improved the reputation of their business; and

• 93% said they had benefitted overall from becoming a Living Wage Employer. 

http://www.firstcallbc.org


What is a living wage? 

A living wage is the hourly amount that each of two parents, both working full 
time, would need in order to afford basic expenses like food, clothing, rent, and 
child care. Living wages for communities across BC are re-calculated annually 
by the Living Wage for Families Campaign and our local partners. 

Municipal living wage policies 

What does it mean when your local government becomes a Living Wage 
Employer? 

Municipal living wage policies in British Columbia are not ordinances. When a 
local government passes a living wage policy, it applies only to their own staff 
and contractors, not to all employers who operate within their district.  
 
However, Living Wage Employers must also ensure that any sub-contractors 
or service providers on major contracts pay their staff the living wage in turn. 
This means that in the bidding process for contracts that fall under the gov-
ernment’s living wage policy, only bids from employers who pay a living wage 
on that project will be considered. If you do contract work or have a partner-
ship with your local government, you may be impacted.  
 
Each local government’s policy will differ slightly, so check with your own gov-
ernment. In general, the following conditions may apply in your jurisidiction:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• The living wage policy usually applies to work done on any local 
government property, including buildings, streets, and sidewalks. 

• Contracts of at least 120 hours of work per year, and/or contracts 
totalling above a specific annual spend threshold, will be included in 
the living wage policy. See your local government’s policy for more 
details. 

• Your government’s policy will state the date at which it becomes 
effective. Contracts entered into from that point on will be affected.

• For contracts and collective agreements already in place, a living 
wage clause will only be included when the contract is next due for 
renegotiation or renewal - no immediate changes are necessary. 

• Non-profits, social enterprises, and other community organizations 
who rent or lease space from the local government will likely be 
exempt from the policy.  

Living Wage Employers 
pay their staff and 

contractors their local 
living wage each year. 

They also mandate that 
service providers on 

major contracts  
pay their staff a  

living wage.

“We value our employees, 
and want to pay what is fair 
to workers and families in 
the region. The Living Wage 
is studied and calculated 
which was central to our 
decision to participate”.

- Mattress Recycling, Hope

Living Wages Are Good for Your Health
Working in a Living Wage Municipality

Employers 
Series

#3



Opportunities in a living wage municipality 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Do I need to certify as a Living Wage Employer? 

 

 

If your local government has become a Living Wage Employer, consider what 
opportunities that may open up for you.  
 
Perhaps you can secure contracts with the government if you also pay a 
living wage - see above for more information. Or, perhaps you can capital-
ize on your community’s support for fair wages by implementing your own 
living wage policy and communicating it to your customers. There is growing 
consumer demand for ethical consumption, and people like to support local 
businesses they feel good about. 

“We feel it is important 

to employ and retain 

quality staff in order to 

grow our business and our 

community.”

-Graydon Security, Quesnel

Contact us to learn more.  
www.livingwageforfamilies.ca

‘ ‘

“I believe that people should 

be paid a good wage for 

good work. Our guys all work 

extremely hard for us. Their 

work is so dangerous, and 

I want them to be thinking 

about the work they’re doing, 

not stressing about whether 

they’ll make the rent this 

month.”

-Precision Tree Services Ltd, Comox

If you are a contractor or service provider looking to secure work with your 
local government, you do not need to certify as a Living Wage Employer. If you 
pay a living wage to your staff and can meet the requirements of your govern-
ment’s living wage policy, you will still be considered in the tenders for which 
you apply. 
 
However, certifying as a Living Wage Employer provides an extra level of 
credibility to your bid. Certification is an independent, third-party verification 
from the Living Wage for Families Campaign. Becoming certified means you 
have applied to the Living Wage for Families Campaign and been approved as 
meeting the Living Wage program requirements.  
 
To be a Living Wage Employer, you must pay your staff and contractors at 
least your regional living wage per hour. Workers must receive the living wage 
through a combination of their base wage and/or the value of non-mandatory 
benefits you may offer. The Living Wage for Families Campaign has an online 
benefits calculator to help you determine how the living wage can work for 
you.   
 
Applying to be a Living Wage Employer involves preparing either a short appli-
cation form or an implementation plan, depending on the size of your com-
pany. Contact the Living Wage for Families Campaign for more information.

‘
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“The living wage has had such an incredible 

impact on our organization. Over the past 

year alone we have seen drastic decreases in 

absenteeism, turnover, and recruitment costs 

and, at the same time, tangible increases in 

morale, productivity, and the overall strength 

of our team.”

-Goodbye Graffiti, Vancouver  

http://www.firstcallbc.org


What is a living wage? 

A living wage is the hourly amount that each of two parents, both working full 
time, would need in order to afford basic expenses like food, clothing, rent, and 
child care. Living wages for communities across BC are re-calculated annually 
by the Living Wage for Families Campaign and our local partners. 

Paying a living wage enables your staff to participate fully in their community, 
spend time with family and friends, and be proud of their work without worrying 
about how they’ll pay their bills. 

Benefits for small businesses

Though small businesses face unique challenges, paying a living wage can 
bring significant benefits:

78% of Living Wage 
Employers in BC have 

50 or fewer employees,  
and 48% have 10 or 

fewer employees.
• Improved staff morale and productivity: In the UK, 43% of small 

and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) reported higher employee 
morale and productivity after certifying as Living Wage Employers. 

• Improved staff recruitment retention: In the same UK survey, 
40% of SMEs said higher employee retention was a benefit of paying 
a living wage, and 25% said they can attract better-trained staff.

• More focused staff: If your workers do dangerous or highly specific 
work, they should be able to completely focus on the task at hand 
rather than being distracted by worrying about how they will pay 
their bills. Many Living Wage Employers in BC cite this as a reason for 
paying their staff a living wage. 

• Improved company reputation and profile: There is growing 
consumer demand for ethical consumption. 72% of SMEs in the 
UK living wage program reported that being publicly recognized as 
Living Wage Employers improved their brand reputation as ethical 
companies.

• Municipal contracts: If your local government is a Living Wage 
Employer, they will need to work with contractors and small businesses 
who also pay the living wage. Businesses in living wage municipalities 
may be able to establish partnerships or secure contrats with local 
governments if they share a commitment to the living wage. 

What small businesses  

are saying: 

“We want our team members and 
their family to have a better quality 
of life - to have enough money for 
transportation, food and essentials for 
their loved ones.”

-Rebalance Rehab, Chilliwack 

“[We pay a living wage] to keep 
employees happy and not have 
to worry about them not making 
ends meet at home. Keeping good 
employees working is of high priority.”

-West Coast Floatation Systems, 
Duncan 
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Living wage tips for small businesses

To make the living wage work for you, consider this advice from other small 
businesses: 

• Calculate the value of your hourly benefits. If you offer non-
mandatory benefits like a health care package or paid sick time, you 
can deduct the value of these benefits from your local living wage  
rate. Workers must receive the living wage through a combination of 
their base wage and the value of their benefits. See the Living Wage 
for Families Campaign’s website for an online benefits calculator.

• Embed the living wage as part of your company ethos.  

Businesses can more effectively implement a living wage policy when 
they can link it to the nature or quality of the product or service they 
offer, to the organization’s wider social responsibility activities and 
strategy, or to a staff training and skills development strategy.

• Develop an internal communications plan. An internal 
communications plan will help your staff understand the policy and  
build support. Emphasize that the living wage is a poverty reduction 
measure, not a bargaining strategy. This may help in conversations  
about wage differentials. 

• Publicize your Living Wage Employer status as much as 

possible. Share your commitment to poverty reduction and your 
pride in taking this step with your staff, your customers, and the 
public. Include the Living Wage Employer logo and promotional 
materials - provided by the Living Wage for Families Campaign upon 
certification - in your company communications, website, social 
media, and in your stores and staff rooms. 

• Plan for small initial costs but long-term savings. While you  
may have initial costs if you need to raise wages, SMEs in the UK 
living wage program found that increased staff productivity (45% of 
businesses surveyed) and being able to offer high product or  
service quality (43%) helped them implement their living wage 
policies. The Living Wage for Families Campaign can help you create 
a  plan that works for you.

‘ ‘

Ready to become a Living Wage Employer? Contact us. 

www.livingwageforfamilies.ca

“Committed and engaged 
employees are the key to the 
company’s financial success, which 
in turn provides each of us with the 
financial means to lead happy and 
fulfilling lives.”

-Sun Porch Homes Ltd.,  
Nanaimo 

“Since we began paying a living 
wage and charging our ‘Living 
Wage Top Up’ on customer bills, 
the overwhelming majority of our 
customers have enthusiastically 
supported this approach, and the 
performance and reliability of our 
employees has improved.” 

- Nikkei Ramen-ya Restaurant, 
Courtenay

 
“Care of children is an important 
job and needs to be respected by 
society in all ways, including with 
salaries.”

-Life Ways Childcare Society,  
North Vancouver 

“When an employee feels financially 
empowered, our business, our team 
and our customers win.”

-Bloom Strategies, Vancouver

“We want our employees to have a 
great quality of life so they can live 
and work here for the long term. 
We want to see their families thrive 
and to help them reach their goals.”

-Cleanline Automotive,  
Invermere

‘
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What is a living wage? 

A living wage is the hourly amount that each of two parents, both working full 
time, would need in order to afford basic expenses like food, clothing, rent, and 
child care. Living wages for communities across BC are re-calculated annually 
by the Living Wage for Families Campaign and our local partners. 

Social benefits of the living wage

Many BC families are struggling to make ends meet. Inequality is growing and 
poverty persists. One in seven of our neighbours live in poverty, and many of 
them work at low-wage jobs. 

While paying a living wage also has business benefits, like improved employee 
productivity and morale, there are wide social benefits of a living wage:

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Engaged, inclusive communities: Employees working one 
living wage job, rather than multiple low-wage jobs to make ends 
meet, have more time to spend with their families and engage in 
community and civic life. 

• Vibrant local economies: Low income earners tend to spend 
proportionally more of their income than those with much higher 
incomes, because those with low incomes have more essential 
spending needs. Those with lower incomes also tend to spend 
more money locally, strengthening small and community-focused 
businesses. These businesses in turn buy local services like 
marketing, accounting and cleaning. 

• Decreased health care and social services costs: Families 
living in poverty are more vulnerable to poor health and use more 
health care resources. Poverty costs BC residents over $1.2 billion 
annually in health care costs, and at least $9 billion annually in 
overall costs to society. 

• Changing how we think about the value of work: In our 
society, those who make a lot of money are idolized and those who 
work in low-wage, “unskilled” jobs are looked down upon. In reality, 
low-wage work is valuable as it contributes to all of us enjoying 
clean, safe, and vibrant communities. Paying the living wage - a 
credible, standardized calculation - changes the conversation from 
who “deserves” a decent wage to how much it actually takes to live 
in a community, as neighbours.  

Of the certified Living 
Wage Employers in BC, 

20% are non-profit 
organizations, and 

48% have 10 or fewer 
employees. 

“By joining the Living Wage 
Employer program we aim 
to take part in a larger 
movement to demonstrate 
how, even in the non-profit 
sector, employers and 
employees benefit from 
increasing the minimum 
wage.”

-221A Artist Run Centre Society, 
Vancouver 
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Become a Living Wage Employer 

Living Wage Employers commit to paying their staff and contractors their local living wage each year, through 
a combination of thier base wage and/or the hourly value of non-mandatory benefits they may offer. They also 
mandate that external service providers on major contracts pay their staff a living wage in turn. The Living Wage 
for Families Campaign has an online benefits calculator to help you determine how the living wage can work for you.   

Living wage tips for non-profits 

“By paying a living wage, 
we are able to attract and 
retain highly qualified staff 
to support and work with 
the clients and communities 
we serve. We know that 
when employees feel that 
they are valued and fairly 
compensated for their work, 
everybody benefits. We 
continue to see increased 
productivity, high morale and 
excellence of service.”

- Kootenay Career Development 
Society, Nelson

‘ ‘

Contact us to learn more. 

www.livingwageforfamilies.ca

• The commitment: Becoming a certified Living Wage Employer 
is a simple process: first, submit your application, which will be 
reviewed by our Employers Committee. Once certified, submit a 
short recertification form once a year confirming your ongoing 
commitment to meeting the program requirements. 

• Exempt staff: Casual or ad-hoc employment of fewer than 120 
hours of work per year can be exempt from your living wage policy. 

• Students and interns: If you have students, interns, or other 
trainees that do work for you, they can also be exempt from your 
living wage policy as long as the number of these staff does not 
total more than 20% of your workforce. 

• Social enterprises: We recognize that social procurement (or 
purposeful purchasing) from social enterprises that are providing 
supported employment to individuals with barriers to labour 
market participation is another way to address poverty. If your 
organization houses or manages a social enterprise, or works with 
social enterprises, contact us to discuss how to make your living 
wage policy work for you. 

• Granting agencies: More and more granting agencies, such as 
the Vancouver Foundation, are becoming Living Wage Employers. 
When you apply for funding from these agencies, you can submit 
a budget that includes a living wage for your staff knowing that 
your higher budget will be accepted and respected.

“We value the commitment and dedication of our employees who give so much of themselves to 
people in our community impacted by crime and trauma. Being a Living Wage Employer is one way 
we can recognize the great work of our employees.”

- Greater Victoria Police Victim Services, Capital Region District

‘
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