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Going back to school one
option in economic tough
times
News - Feature

Demand for retraining grows as personal
investment in learning increases and corporate-
sponsored education drops
Andrew Petrozzi
Employment paper

Going back to school seems the logical choice in tough economic times, but
corresponding cuts to corporate-sponsored education can impact the bottom line of
public and private institutions alike.

While an increased demand
for training and education is
often linked to a market
downturn, it does not
necessarily translate into a
bonanza for public and
private educational
institutions.

“Degree programs typically
see an increase in
applications during economic
uncertainty or downturns,”
said Katherine Bright,
assistant dean of the
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Back to school: education and retraining
causes many to head back into the
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University of British
Columbia’s executive
education at the Sa Save
uder School of Business. “It
is too soon to tell if this will
be the case again, but initial
indications are that people
are looking to re-tool or
improve their skills.”

However, she pointed out that corporate-sponsored education are often one of the first
expenses cut in tough times, at the risk and to the detriment of the company’s future
performance.

“This is a very short-sighted approach, and history has proved that this is not to the
long-term benefit of corporate performance. However, we are already seeing a
contraction in our program sales,” Bright confirmed.

While Audrey Nawrocky, program co-ordinator of the Vancouver School Board’s
Vancouver Training Institute, has yet to see a significant increase in people seeking
training, she has noticed they are making training decisions more quickly in the past
year or so. The time between inquiry and registration is shorter, she said.

“I have a feeling that the real downturn in the economy has not yet hit home in B.C.,”
she said. “I believe we’ll see greater demand in the next six months to a year. As
Olympic construction winds down, more people will be looking for work or for training.”

However Steve Whiteside, owner and president of the Academy of Learning in
Vancouver and board chair of the Private Career Training Institutions Agency (of BC),
has noticed an increase in enrolment at the Academy of Learning over the past six
months. In conversation with other private college owners, he has heard others
express similar sentiments.

“When times are hard we find people are much more eager to get more training,” said
Whiteside. “People know that when there is more competition for jobs, they better
have more skills and experience then the others looking for work. Economic downturns
allow potential employees to take a real look at their own skills and decide if it is
enough.”

CDI College has also noticed an increase in enrolment, confirmed Bohdan Bilan, CDI’s
vice-president, academics and regulatory affairs.

The common wisdom is that economic downturns lead more people to pursue
education and training, according to Peter Moroney, director, division of applied
technology and professional programs, for UBC Continuing Studies.

“My experience is that it very much depends on the type of education and how it’s
being funded. During a downturn, many organizations – particularly in the private
sector – reign in spending on training for their employees. There can be a considerable
decline in demand for corporate training,” he said. “Where the funding source for
individuals is either government or their own personal savings or debt, there tends to
be increased demand. But this increased demand is not across the board. It will tend
to be concentrated in program areas where there is perceived job growth.”

Moroney cites the example of the slump in demand in IT education after the dot-com
bubble burst even though many IT workers were displaced, said Moroney.

“Education and retraining need to be a high priority for governments during this
downturn, but they need to remember why we got into this mess. Horse-trading houses
is no substitute for true wealth creation. Education and retraining that encourages
innovation, productivity and sustainability is what will help fund our future and keep our
social fabric intact.”
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