
Wave 5: 2019

In Search of “The Middle Class”:
Class identity and financial stability among Canadians



Methodology

§ Sampling: Online survey of randomly-selected sample of 1,013 adult (18+) Canadians 

§ Field Window: March 27 – April 1, 2019

• This is the 5th wave of this study. Each wave includes a core set of tracking questions as well as new questions. Where questions 
have or have not been fielded in previous waves, this has been indicated in the tracking columns on each slide.  
• Wave 4 of study (N=1,009) conducted April 16 – 23, 2018 
• Wave 3 of study (N=1,202) conducted March 16 – 22, 2017
• Wave 2 of study (N=1,007) conducted March 16 – 18, 2015
• Wave 1 of study (N=1,003) conducted November 3 – 5, 2014
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Region Number of 
interviews

Margin of 
error*

Atlantic Canada 99 ± 9.8%
Quebec 218 ± 6.6%
Ontario 260 ± 6.0%
Manitoba 99 ± 9.8%
Saskatchewan 90 ± 10.3%
Alberta 123 + 8.8%
British Columbia 124 + 8.8%
Canada 1,013 + 3.1%

§ Reliability: As a guideline*, a probability sample of this size 
carries a margin of error of  ± 3.1%, 19 times out of 20. Margin of 
error is larger for sub-segments. Data are weighted by the most 
current gender, age, & region Census data, to ensure sample 
reflects actual population of adult Canadians.

Discrepancies in totals are due to rounding.
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Overall, Canadian sentiments and perceptions of their class identity and financial stability remain similar to 2018, when we 
saw a more negative perspective emerge amongst the public compared to the positivity of 2017. 

Most Canadians continue to identify as “Middle Class” on a “gut” level, but just four-in-ten feel this way when considering 
their place in a 4-class hierarchy. Thus, political appeals to this class identity are most effective when general and superficial. 

Six-in-ten Canadians are confident that they can be Middle Class or higher through hard work, but parents are much more 
optimistic about their children (77%). Yet, this socio-economic destination may not be as attractive as it once was thought to 
be, as only half of the public is optimistic about the future of the Middle Class. Nevertheless, this is the highest level of
optimism we have recorded since we began research on this subject in 2014.

And, what is the state of Canadians’ personal financial situation? Overall, it appears that salaries and wages are not keeping 
up with a fairly positive job situation (and the cost of living).

Indeed, the public’s cash flow appears very tight. Just 8% feel financially secure and only 31% say they are getting ahead with 
some savings, whereas a majority (61%) say they are just getting by with no savings (46%) or falling behind on their monthly 
expenses (15%). About half say that their financial situation (50%; +6) and quality of life (47%; +9) have declined, and that they 
are having trouble making ends meet (49%). Notably, two-thirds of Canadians feel their income has not kept pace with their 
cost of living, although fewer feel this way than last year (67%; -11 since 2018).

And, if there was suddenly no household income, 37% of Canadians feel their household could survive just 1 month         
before they would run out of the money required to pay for necessities and bills. This figure climbs to almost half (46%)    
after 2 months without any income.

Executive Summary 1 of 2
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When examining the public’s financial planning, saving, spending, and borrowing patterns, we found that half (50%) had a 
budget and followed it for most of the past 12 months - and that those of higher financial status were among the least likely 
set such guidelines for themselves. Two-thirds of Canadians have carried at least one form of debt for more than a month 
over the past 12 months. 

Regardless of whether they carried debt or not, about half of Canadians have eaten out at restaurants or gone out for 
recreational activities at least sometimes in the past 12 months - but few report doing so a lot. And, roughly half have not 
bought a vacation or big ticket item in the past 12 months. Only a third of Canadians feel they live beyond their means (31%), 
and those of lower financial/income status are much less likely to engage in the above-referenced spending activities. 

There are some bright spots. As alluded to above, most Canadians report high levels of job stability, as just 12% report a 
household job loss in the past 12 months and only 14% feel that a household job loss is somewhat or very likely to happen in 
the next 12 months. There are also caveats. Although job stability is quite high, income is not stable for all Canadians – a 
quarter (26%) of Canadians have experienced income variability in the past 12 months.  

Looking to the horizon, Canadians continue to express high levels of anxiety about the future, as seven-in-ten are worried 
about having enough savings for retirement. Only about a third set aside savings over the past 12 months for their 
retirement, their children’s post-secondary education, big-ticket purchases (cars, vacation, appliances), and unexpected 
events/repairs. However, the incidence of savings appears rooted in capability, as those with higher income/financial        
status are more likely to do so. 



Dashboard of Key Findings
Among all Canadians, except where noted 
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MIDDLE CLASS IDENTITY

“Gut” Feeling 72%

Within 4-Class Hierarchy 44%

FINANCIAL 
SITUATION

Financially 
secure

Getting 
ahead

Just 
getting by

Falling 
behind

All Canadians 8% 31% 46% 15%

Canadians identifying 
as Middle Class 11% 42% 39% 8%

INCOME & JOB STABILITY

Stable household income (no variation month to month) 52%

If no household income, would run out of money in... 1 month:  37%
2 months: 46%

Income has not kept pace with cost of living 67%

Had household job loss in past 12 months 12%

Expect household job loss in next 12 months 14%

PLANNING, SPENDING, & BORROWING PATTERNS

Have a budget and follow most of the time 50%

Carried debt for 1+ mon. in past 12 mons. 66%

Have trouble making ends meet 49%

Living beyond our means (self-reported) 31%

SAVING PATTERNS

New savings for future (ex. retirement, education) 36%

New savings for purchases (ex. vacations, car, appliances) 33%

New savings for unexpected (ex. house/car repairs) 31%



Class Identity 



Gauging Middle Class Orientations 1 of 3
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In Canada, class-based terms and categories such as “The Middle Class” are
difficult to define. Indeed, much debate has been focussed upon this elusive
definition – as well as whether utilizing the term is even appropriate or useful
within the Canadian and North American context.

Nevertheless, during a time when political leaders across the country and the
continent are making frequent references to helping “The Middle Class”, it is
important to identify Canadians who feel Middle Class – as they are the intended
audience for these political appeals.

Thus, this section of our study is focussed upon determining to what degree –
and how – the term “Middle Class” resonates with Canadians, while also
exploring public perspectives on their current and long-term personal fortunes,
social mobility, and comparative generational standing.



Gauging Middle Class Orientations 2 of 3
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When measuring Canadians’ self-identification as Middle Class, we take a two-
pronged approach. We randomly sub-divided the sample, and class self-
identification was measured differently among each half of the sample:

1. Among one half of the sample, we asked respondents to indicate how
closely the term “Middle Class” described them and their household, using a
4-point scale. For the purposes of our analysis, we view respondents who
feel that “Middle Class” very or somewhat closely describes their social and
financial place in society as self-identifying as “Middle Class”.

2. Among the other half of the sample, we asked respondents to self-identify
their and their household’s social and financial place in society from among
4 “class” options: Upper Class, Middle Class, Working Class, or Poor.



Dependent upon the question approach, we continue to find significant differences in
the proportion of Canadians identifying as Middle Class. When asked via the former
question described in the previous slide, which lacks competing categories and
context, we found that three-quarters (72%) of Canadians feel that “Middle Class”
defines them either very (30%) or somewhat (42%) closely. However, when asked via
the latter question in the previous slide, which provides 4 “class” options to choose
from, 44% feel they are “Middle Class”.

This suggests that, to some degree, most (72%) Canadians identify as Middle Class at
a “gut” level. However, when forced to consider and choose their “class” from among
a 4-category hierarchy, less than half (44%) identify as Middle Class.

Thus, general references and appeals to the Middle Class will find an audience among
most Canadians. However, if the discussion evolves into a detailed consideration of
class identity, a significant proportion of Canadians will feel left out of those appeals.

Gauging Middle Class Orientations 3 of 3
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Seven-in-ten Canadians still feel Middle Class at a 
“gut” level
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2A. Thinking about your social and financial place in society, how much would you say that 'Middle Class' describes you and your household, if at all? Base (N=507)

§ When presented with only the “Middle Class” concept, a similar number of Canadians as last year, continue to feel that “Middle Class” describes them and 
their household’s social and financial place at least somewhat closely (72%; -4). 

§ Those with household income of $50-$99K (90%) and $100K+ (85%) are much more likely to consider themselves to be Middle Class. While four-in-ten of 
the $20K-$49K bracket (38%) feel it does not describe them very closely or not at all. More than seven-in-ten (73%) of those below $20K income feel the 
same – 38% feel it does not describe very closely and 36% feel that Middle Class does not describe their household at all. 

§ The younger age groups of 18-34 year olds (82%) and 35-44 year olds (76%) are also more likely to feel that Middle Class describes their social and financial 
status closely than those who are 45+ years old (64%-68%). 

Agree
(Strongly/ 
Somewhat)

72%

76%

9%

7%

19%

17%

42%

43%

30%

34%

Wave 5
(Apr 2019)

Wave 4
(Apr 2018)

DOES NOT DESCRIBE AT ALL NOT VERY CLOSELY SOMEWHAT CLOSELY VERY CLOSELY DESCRIBES



Wave 5 
(Apr 2019)

Wave 4 
(Apr 2018)

Wave 3 
(Mar 2017)

Wave 2 
(Mar 2015)

Wave 1 
(Nov 2014)

Poor 20% 6% 8% 9%

Working Class 35% 27% 38% 36%

Middle Class 43% 62% 51% 52%

Upper Class 2% 5% 2% 3%2%

44%

39%

15%

When considering various class-based identities, four-in-ten 
identify as Middle Class – on par with 2018 but much lower than 
2017 (-18)
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2B. Thinking about both your social and financial place in society, which of the following would you say best describes you and your household?
Base: Wave 1 (N=1003), Wave 2 (n=1,007), Wave 3 (n=1,202), Wave 4 (N=504), Wave 5 (N=506)

§ Slight drop in those who identify as Poor (15%, -5) in 2018. Correspondingly, slight increase in those identifying as Working Class (39%; +4). No change in 
those identifying as Middle and Upper Class. 

§ Households in the $100K+ (75%) and $50-$100K (54%) income brackets view themselves as Middle Class, whereas the $20-$50K income bracket identifies 
more with Working Class (54%) and the below $20K earners identify as Poor (58%).  

§ Two-thirds of university-educated Canadians feel Middle Class (66%) compared to a third of those with a lower level of education (30%-35%).
§ 55+ year old and 18-34 year old Canadians are more likely to feel Middle Class. The 35-54 year olds are likely to put themselves in to the Working Class.



However, class identification is trending positive, as fewer 
identify as Poor (-5) and more identify as Working class (+4)
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2B. Thinking about both your social and financial place in society, which of the following would you say best describes you and your household?
Base: Wave 1 (N=1003), Wave 2 (n=1,007), Wave 3 (n=1,202), Wave 4 (N=504), Wave 5 (N=506)

9% 8% 6%

20%
15%

36%
38%

27%

35%
39%

52% 51%

62%

43% 44%

3% 2% 5% 2% 2%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

2014 2015 2017 2018 2019

Middle Class

Working Class

Poor

Upper Class



Across the regions, Middle Class identification is highest 
in BC, QC, and Atlantic Canada – lowest in the Prairies
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2% 4% 1% 2% 4% 4%

44% 49%
44% 35% 41%

49% 47%

39%
38%

42% 49% 42% 30% 33%

15% 8% 14% 15% 15% 17% 15%

TOTAL BC AB SK/MN ON QC ATL

Poor

Working class

Middle class

Upper class

§ Interestingly, the regional numbers for Middle Class identification have flipped – last wave, the Prairies (48%) and Ontario (47%) had the highest numbers 
identifying as Middle Class, while Atlantic Canada (36%), Quebec (40%) and British Columbia (41%) were the lowest. However, this wave, the latter three 
provinces are more likely to identify as Middle Class (ATL 47%; QC 49%; BC 49%), while, Ontario (41%) and the Prairies (35%) are least likely. Alberta 
numbers stay steady at 44%. 

§ Quebec, though still having the highest numbers identifying as Poor, is lower than last wave (17%; -9). Similar results are seen in BC (8%; -17). Fewer 
residents of these two provinces are identifying as Poor with an increase in those identifying as Middle Class - there is a shift in social class identification 
seen here. While Ontarians are more likely to identify with Working Class (42%, +7) now. 

2B. Thinking about both your social and financial place in society, which of the following would you say best describes you and your household?
Base: Wave 5 (N=506)



Six-in-ten Canadians who feel Middle Class say they are Middle 
Middle Class – just 12% feel Upper Middle Class, and 24% feel 
Lower Middle Class 

142C. And, which of the following best describes you and your household, if at all? 
Base: All those who select Middle Class in Q2B or select describes “very closely or somewhat closely” in Q2A Wave 5 (N=578), Wave 4 (N=597)

§ Overall, six-in-ten Canadians call themselves “Middle Class” (58%; -1) – either selecting Middle Class among a 4-point class-based option or saying that 
Middle Class at least somewhat closely describes them. And among them, a six-in-ten majority further sub-classifies into Middle Middle Class (61%; +3). 
These proportions are similar to those of last year. 

§ Among those who selected Middle Class from the 4-class based option, they are more likely to equally select either the Upper (14%) or Lower (19%) Middle 
class. Whereas among those who feel Middle Class somewhat describes them, are twice as likely to feel like Lower (28%) rather than the Upper (11%) 
Middle Class. 

§ While Middle Middle Class is the dominant sub-class identification across two-thirds of all age groups, among the remainder, slightly more of Millennials 
identify as “Upper Middle” (17%). Whereas, Gen X (26%) and Boomers (28%) are likely to identify more as “Lower Middle” class.

2% 3% 2% 2% 1% 3%

24% 24% 19% 15% 28% 28%

61% 58% 64% 63%
60% 55%

12% 16% 14% 20% 11% 14%

Wave 5 Wave 4 Wave 5 Wave 4 Wave 5 Wave 4
All Respondents who feel Middle Class (4-

point class scale or description)
Respondents who identify as Middle Class

on 4-point class-based scale
Respondents who feel Middle Class very or

somewhat closely describes them

Upper Middle Class

Middle Middle class

Lower Middle Class

DK/ Unsure



Across the regions, Middle Middle Class identification 
is highest in Quebec and lowest in Alberta
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2% 1% 1% 3% 1%

24% 26% 33% 27% 26%
14%

27%

61% 65% 52% 58% 58%
71%

63%

12% 8% 13% 14% 13% 13% 9%

TOTAL BC AB SK/MN ON QC ATL

Upper Middle Class

Middle Middle class

Lower Middle Class

DK/ Unsure

§ Middle Middle Class identification is highest in Quebec (71%) and lowest in Alberta (52%). Additionally, Albertans are now more likely to self-classify as 
Lower Middle Class (33%; +6) - this is a contrast from the last wave, where they were highest among the regions to self-classify as Upper Middle Class (13%; 
- 11). Similarly, more in the Prairies are identifying as Lower Middle Class (27%; +9). On the other hand, fewer in Atlantic Canada feel like Lower Middle Class 
(27%; -12).

§ Not surprisingly, Upper Middle Class identification is highest amongst households in the $100K+ income bracket (28%). Those falling within $50K-$99K 
(66%) and $20K-$49K (59%) brackets identify most commonly with Middle Middle Class. 

2C. And, which of the following best describes you and your household, if at all? Base (N=578) 



Class Optimism & Social Mobility



Wave 5 
(Apr 2019)

Wave 4 
(Apr 2018)

Wave 3 
(Mar 2017)

Wave 2 
(Mar 2015)

Wave 1 
(Nov 2014)

77% NA NA NA NA

63% NA NA NA NA

52% 48% 51% 46% 45%

Just about half of Canadians are optimistic about the future of 
Canada’s Middle Class – yet, notably higher proportions are 
confident that they and their kids can be middle class or higher
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4. How strongly do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Note: Those responding Don’t Know and Not Applicable are removed from analysis. 

§ Those who already classify themselves as Middle class, are much more optimistic about the future of Canada’s Middle Class (60%), as well their (73%) and 
their children’s (80%) likelihood and of being Middle Class or higher through hard work. 

§ On the other hand, those who say they are Poor are least optimistic about Canada’s Middle class (33%), as well as less confident about their own aspirations 
to be Middle Class (42%). But, they are hoping for a better future for their children – two thirds feel their kids can be Middle class or higher through hard 
work (69%). Working Class Canadians have higher level of confidence when it comes to their own future (63%) or their children’s (77%), but are still not as 
optimistic about the overall future of Canada’s Middle Class (40%). 

§ Regionally, parents in Quebec and Atlantic Canada are more likely to be optimistic about their own and their children’s ability to attain Middle Class 
standing. Whereas, Albertans are least optimistic on all three fronts. Notably, the tables have flipped for Quebec and Alberta – in the last wave Quebec was 
least likely to be optimistic about the Middle Class’ future, and Alberta was among those who were optimistic. This wave it is the other way around. 

9%

15%

17%

14%

22%

30%

48%

45%

42%

29%

19%

10%

I am confident that my kids can be middle 
class (or higher) through hard work

I am confident that I can be middle class (or 
higher) through hard work

I’m optimistic about the future of Canada’s 
middle class

STRONGLY DISAGREE SOMEWHAT DISAGREE SOMEWHAT AGREE STRONGLY AGREE

Agree (Strongly/Somewhat)



Wave 5 
(Apr 2019)

Wave 4 
(Apr 2018)

Wave 3 
(Mar 2017)

Wave 2 
(Mar 2015)

Wave 1 
(Nov 2014)

71% 68% 67% 70% NA

56% 57% 61% 48% 49%

Half express confidence in their own upward social class 
mobility, but seven-in-ten parents are confident about 
the social mobility of their children
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4. How strongly do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Note: Those responding Don’t Know and Not Applicable are removed from analysis. 

§ Similar to the previous findings, those who identify or self describe as Middle Class are more confident about their own (60%) and their children’s (73%) 
social class mobility compared to those identifying as Poor (53%; 63% respectively). On the other hand, the Working Class are just as confident about their 
own status as the average (55%) but are much more confident about their children’s future social-economic status (77%).  

§ Millennials (70%) are more confident that they can move beyond their current socio-economic status than Gen X (50%) or Boomers (39%). While confidence 
in their kid’s moving beyond their social status is relatively high across age groups, it is still higher amongst Millennials (74%) than the older age groups 
(64%; 67% respectively).

11%

18%

17%

26%

47%

41%

25%

15%

I am confident that my kids can move 
beyond their current socio-economic class 

through hard work

I am confident I can move beyond my 
current socio-economic class through hard 

work

STRONGLY DISAGREE SOMEWHAT DISAGREE SOMEWHAT AGREE STRONGLY AGREE

Agree
(Strongly/Somewhat)



Personal Financial Situation



Wave 5 
(Apr 2019)

Wave 4 
(Apr 2018)

Wave 3 
(Mar 2017)

Wave 2 
(Mar 2015)

Wave 1 
(Nov 2014)

Financially secure 10% 18% 10% 10%

Getting ahead, with 
some savings 35% 40% 38% 37%

Just getting by, with 
no savings 45% 35% 44% 45%

Falling behind on your 
monthly expenses 10% 7% 8% 8%

8%

31%

46%

15%

Only one-in-ten Canadians feel financially secure –
majority are just getting by (46%) or falling behind (15%)

203. Thinking about the cost of living and your personal financial situation, are you currently…
Base: Wave 1 (N=1003), Wave 2 (n=1,007), Wave 3 (n=1,202), Wave 4 (N=1009) , Wave 5 (N=1013)

§ Compared to 2018 and 2017, more Canadians feel they are falling behind (15%; +5; +8) and almost half feel they are just getting by without savings 
(46%; +1; +11).  Fewer feel financially secure (8%; -2; -10) or feel like they are getting ahead (31%; -4; -9). 

§ Middle Class Canadians have divided views – nearly equal proportions feel they are either getting ahead with savings (42%) or that they are just getting by 
without savings (39%). One-in-ten feel financially secure (11%) or feel like they are falling behind (8%). 

§ Those identifying as Working Class are more likely to be just getting by (59%), but a quarter are also getting ahead with some savings (23%). Almost all of 
those identifying as Poor (96%) are either falling behind (52%) or just getting by with no savings (44%).



Personal financial situation declines since 2017

21
3. Thinking about the cost of living and your personal financial situation, are you currently…
Base: Wave 1 (N=1003), Wave 2 (n=1,007), Wave 3 (n=1,202), Wave 4 (N=1009) , Wave 5 (N=1013)

§ Overall, financial security across Canada continues to fall since 2017.

10% 10%

18%

10%

8%
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40%
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15%
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Just getting by, 
with no savings

Getting ahead, with 
some savings

Financially secure

Falling behind on 
monthly expenses



Across the regions, Quebec has the most positive outlook 
– Alberta most likely to feel they are falling behind
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3. Thinking about the cost of living and your personal financial situation, are you currently… Base (N=1013)

15% 15% 23% 16% 15% 13% 11%

46% 46%
46%

49% 46% 43% 49%

31% 34% 24% 27% 33%
31% 30%

8% 6% 7% 9% 5% 13% 10%

TOTAL BC AB SK/MN ON QC ATL

Financially secure

Getting ahead, with some
savings

Just getting by, with no
savings

Falling behind on your
monthly expenses

§ Regionally, though majority feel like they are falling behind or just getting by, Alberta is most affected – 23% (+14) feel like they are falling behind. Similar 
trend is seen in Ontario, where more are falling behind (15%;+7) and fewer feel like they are getting ahead (33%; -9). Quebec on the other hand is on a 
upward positive trend, where more are feeling financially secure (13%;+8). Residents of BC and SK/MN have a similar perception of their financial situation 
as last year.

§ Financial strain is universal – only 7% of $20K-$49K and 8% of $50K-$100K income brackets feel financially secure, with only slightly more from the $100K+ 
bracket feeling the same (13%). Those in $20K-$49K and less than $20K income brackets are the least likely to be getting ahead (20%, 10% resp.) and most 
likely to be just getting by (54%, 53% respectively). 



Wave 5 
(Apr 2019)

Wave 4 
(Apr 2018)

67% 78%

50% 44%

47% 38%

About half feel their personal financial situation and 
quality of life have declined, and two-thirds feel their 
income has not kept pace with their cost of living
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4. How strongly do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Note: Those responding Don’t Know and Not Applicable are removed from analysis. 

§ Canadians’ financial situation (50%; +6) and quality of life (47%; +9) continue to decline. While a majority of Canadians feel their income has not kept pace 
with their cost of living, fewer feel so this year, compared to 2018 (67%; -11).

§ Positive sentiment among Quebecers continues – just about half (53%) say that their income has not kept pace with their cost of living, compared to three-
quarters of the other provinces feeling the same. Similarly, they are less likely to feel their quality of life has declined (45%) and their personal financial 
situation has worsened (41%,) compared to five to six-in-ten of other provincial residents. On the other hand, Alberta is most affected – 76% say they have 
not been able to keep up with living costs, 58% feel their quality of life has declined and 64% feel their financial situation is worse now. 

12%

24%

23%

20%

26%

30%

39%

31%

31%

29%

19%

17%

My income has not kept pace with my cost of 
living

My personal financial situation is worse now 
than it was about 3-5 years ago

My quality of life has declined compared to 5 
years ago

STRONGLY DISAGREE SOMEWHAT DISAGREE SOMEWHAT AGREE STRONGLY AGREE

Agree
(Strongly/Somewhat)



Financial Patterns:
Planning, Spending, Borrowing, & Saving



Half of Canadians had a budget and followed it at 
least most of the time – a third did not set any budget

25
5. Over the past 12 months, did your household have a budget - that is, a plan that guided how you spent and saved your household finances each month? Base (N=1013)

§ Out of the two-thirds Canadians that had a budget (66%), half followed it at least for most of the months (50%), while 12% followed it for only some 
months. 32% did not have a budget at all. 

§ Notably, those who say they are financially secure were more likely to say they did not have a budget (53%). Whereas, those saying they were getting ahead 
(56%) or just getting by (51%) were more likely to have a budget and mostly follow it. Among those falling behind, even though they tried to have a budget 
and stick to it most of the months (45%), they were also more likely to follow it only some months or not follow it at all (27%). 

§ Four-in-ten of the older age groups of 55-64 year olds (39%) and 65+ year olds (42%) do not have a budget. While the 18-34 years old, although more likely 
to have a budget and follow it (54%), also have a higher tendency to not follow it or follow only for some months (21%). 

2% 3% 2% 2% 2%

32% 25% 32% 30%
53%

3% 10% 3% 1%
12% 17% 12% 11%

10%27% 22% 27% 34%
6%

24% 24% 24% 22% 30%

TOTAL Falling Behind Just Getting By Getting Ahead Financially Secure

Had a budget - followed it every
month

Had a budget - followed it most
months

Had a budget - followed it some
months

Had a budget - never followed it

Did not have a budget

Don't know/Unsure

Had a budget & 
Followed it

(Every month/Most months)
50% 45% 51% 56% 36%



Personal financial strain is evident – two-thirds of 
Canadians carry some type of debt

26
7. Over the past 12 months, did your household carry any debt for more than 1 month? Base (N=1013)  Multiple responses accepted.

Mortgage

Loan

Other

No debt

Don’t know

29%

34%

28%

30%

4%

§ Two-thirds of Canadians have carried some form of debt for more than 1 month over the past 12 months (66%). 
§ Regionally, those in Atlantic Canada (72%) and Alberta (70%) have carried a higher proportion of debt, while the Prairies (68%), Ontario (67%) and BC (66%) 

are close to average, and Quebec is the least (58%). 
§ More than seven to eight-in-ten of those falling behind on expenses (84%) or just getting by with no savings (71%) have a debt. Whereas among those who 

are getting ahead, 57% carry a debt, while 39% have no debt. Although, just two to three-in-ten among these cohorts carry a larger debt of a mortgage, 
they do have other loans or debts that explains their financial strain. Not surprisingly, majority of those who say they are financially secure, don’t have any 
debt (68%) and just one-in-three carry some debt (30%). 

66% 
carried 
at least 

one type 
of debt



Yet, many Canadians dined out and went out for 
recreation at least occasionally – but just a small 
proportion took vacations or bought big-ticket items

Sometimes/
A lot

56%

44%

20%

16%

27
8. Over the past 12 months, generally speaking, how often did members of your household... Base (N=1013)

7%

20%

43%

54%

36%

34%

34%

28%

45%

36%

16%

13%

11%

8%

4%

3%

Eat out at restaurants

Entertainment and recreation outside of the 
home

Go on vacation

Buy a new, large item, like a new appliance, 
car, or second property

NEVER ONCE / FEW TIMES SOMETIMES A LOT

§ Most Canadians ate at restaurants (56%) or went out for entertainment and recreation (44%) sometimes or a lot (and more than just a few times) over the 
past 12 months. Just about two-in-ten took a vacation (20%) or bought a new large item, like an appliance, car or another property (16%). Two-thirds of 
Canadian Middle Class ate out at restaurants (65%), and half went out for recreation and entertainment (52%) at least sometimes.

§ Not surprisingly, those who are falling behind or are just getting by were less likely to do any of these activities, compared to those who were financially 
secure or were getting ahead. Similarly, those with higher income ($50K+) were more likely to have done any of these activities than those with lower 
income (Less than $50K). 

§ Canadians spend on eating out, recreational activities, vacations, and purchasing large items at the same rate, regardless of whether they have a debt or 
don’t have one. Those who have a mortgage though, are more likely to purchase a new or large item (23%) than those who have some other type of debt 
(13%) or those who don’t have any debt at all (14%). 



Wave 5 
(Apr 2019)

31%

Only three-in-ten Canadians feel they are living 
beyond their means
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4. How strongly do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Note: Those responding Don’t Know and Not Applicable are removed from analysis. 

§ Millennials are more likely to feel so (45%), than Gen X (28%) or Boomers (22%). The same cohorts, who are low income earners, less educated, and not 
financially well off are more likely to feel they live beyond their means. Notably, those who say they are falling behind on expenses are nearly twice as likely 
to agree to living beyond their means (59%), than those who say they are getting by without savings (34%) and less than two-in-ten of those getting ahead 
(17%) or the financially secure (16%) agree. 

§ Not surprisingly, Alberta residents (36%) and Ontarians (34%) are more likely to feel they are not living within their capacity, but BC residents also express 
similar sentiments (36%) even though their views have been relatively positive regarding their financial situation overall. Among the other provinces, about 
a quarter to one-fifth feel their household lives beyond their means. 

§ Just over a quarter of Middle Class Canadians feel they spend more than their household income or savings (26%), whereas four-in-ten of Working Class and 
Poor (40%) agree to living beyond their means.

§ Notably, one-third of debt holders (36%, close to average) versus 19% of those not having a debt say they live beyond means.
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Fully seven-in-ten worry about retirement savings 
and half are having trouble making ends meet
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4. How strongly do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Note: Those responding Don’t Know and Not Applicable are removed from analysis. 

§ These sentiments are reflected far more strongly among females, younger age groups, those educated up to high school or lower, low income earners. Particularly, 
among those who are falling behind or just getting by compared to their financially better off counterparts - almost all (92%) of those falling behind say they have 
trouble making ends meet. Unsurprisingly, the 65+ year olds are least worried about retirement savings, while GenX are most worried. 

§ On similar lines, Middle Class Canadians (39%) are relatively better off than the Working Class and Poor – the Poor are a much more likely to feel they have trouble 
making ends meet (87%) than Working Class (52%).

§ Residents of Alberta (57%) and Ontario (54%) are most likely to say they have difficulty with expenses, while Prairies (45%) and Atlantic Canadians (47%) feel 
moderately about this, and British Columbians (42%) and Quebecers (41%) are least likely to feel this. 

§ While Albertans are once again most worried about saving for their retirement (81%), the residents on Ontario, Atlantic Canada and Prairies are slightly above 
average (74%-78%), and Quebec (66%) and BC (65%) are least worried about retirement savings. 

§ Those in debt are more worried about their retirement savings (78%) and say it is difficult to make ends meet (56%) than those who are debt-free (57%; 29% resp.).
§ Those who do not have trouble managing their expenses, are more likely to spend on outings, recreation, vacations and so on (80%) as well as save regularly (64%), 

than those who find it difficult to manage (56%; 33% respectively). 
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Only about a third are setting aside new savings for 
retirement, future purchases, and the unexpected – as 
ability is highly influenced by income and financial status

Sometimes/
A lot

36%

33%

31%

30
8. Over the past 12 months, generally speaking, how often did members of your household... Base (N=1013)
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NEVER ONCE / FEW TIMES SOMETIMES A LOT

§ Just about a third of Canadians have saved in the past 12 months – whether it was for retirement, children’s education, future expenses or in case of 
emergencies – and four-in-ten did not. Millennials are more likely to say they set aside savings than Gen X, while Boomers are least likely to say they saved.

§ The likelihood of those who are financially falling behind or just getting by, to save for the future was much lower than those who had a better capacity to 
save such as those who were financially secure or getting ahead with savings – five to seven in ten of the former groups have never saved, compared to less 
than two-in-ten of the latter group that did not save. 

§ About four-in-ten of Canada’s Middle Class set aside savings for retirement and children‘s education (45%), vacations and larger purchases (40%) and for 
unexpected expenses (39%). Just about one-in-three have not saved in the past 12 months.

§ Having a debt, again, did not have an impact on the likelihood to save – those not having a debt were just 4% to 7% more likely to have saved than those 
who had a debt.



Job and Income Stability



Job Stability: 12% report a household job loss in past 12 
months, and 14% expect a household job loss in the 
next 12 months
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Z2B. In the past 12 months, did you, or someone else in your household, lose a job by being laid off or terminated/fired? This does not include seasonal or fixed term contract jobs. Base (N=1013)
Z2C. How likely do you think it is that you or another member of your household may lose their job in the next 12 months? This does not include seasonal or fixed term contract jobs. Base (N=1013)

§ Just over one-in-ten (12%) have either lost a job (8%) or had a family member (5%) lose their job in the past 12 months. A similar proportion also feel that it is likely 
they (4%) or a member of their household (10%) may lose their job in the next 12 months (14%).  

§ A quarter (26%) of Albertans say themselves (13%) or someone in their household (13%) has lost a job in the past 12 months. They also have the highest number of 
residents feeling that they or a household member are likely to lose their job in the next 12 months (26%). Comparatively, residents of Atlantic Canada (8%), the 
Prairies (8%) and Quebec (10%) have seen the least amount job losses and are least likely to feel insecure about job loss in the future (10%; 11% and 9% 
respectively). 

§ Additionally, those who feel they are falling behind on expenses are also more likely to feel insecure about losing their job or that of a household member (26%). 
Their households have also seen higher number of job losses in the past year (28%). Among those just getting by, less than two-in-ten feel there is likelihood of 
getting laid off in the coming 12 months (16%), while 13% of their households have already experienced this in the last 12 months. 
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Half of Canadians enjoy household income stability, 
whereas a quarter (26%) experience instability – most 
reporting variability of 20% or less month-to-month
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6. Over the past 12 months, on average, how much did your household income vary from month to month, if at all? Base (N=1013)

§ For half of Canadians their monthly household incomes did not vary, and a quarter (23%) were unsure if it did. The remaining quarter (26%) say their income 
varied month to month.  A total of 17% of all Canadians said their income varied by 20% or less.  Among the 26% who report income variability, this figure is 
58% - that is, almost six-in-ten (58%) Canadians who experience income variability from month-to-month see variability of 20% or less.   

§ Those who did not set a budget were more likely to have a stable monthly income (62% no variation; 16% variation). Whereas those who had a budget but 
were unable to follow it were more likely to have varied income month to month (34%) and fewer among them who said there income was fixed (44%). 

§ Those who are insecure about their job have also seen a higher percentage of variation in their income in the past 12 months (39%), compared to those 
who feel their jobs are relatively secure (25%).
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If they lost all household income, 37% of Canadians 
would run out of money in 1 month or less – figure climbs 
to 46% and 55% at 2 and 4 month marks, respectively
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9. Now, thinking about your savings and assets... If everyone in your household stopped receiving all income, for how long would your household be able to pay the household bills and pay for 
necessities before you ran out of money? Base (N=1013)
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§ In the event that everyone in the household stops receiving all income, a third of Canadians feel they would only be able to manage their expenses for at 
most a month (37%) - A tenth among them saying for just a week (13%) or 2-3 weeks (10%). Nearly one-in-five say they would be able to manage for more 
than a year (18%). 

§ While 7% of Millennials and 15% of Gen X feel they can manage expenses for more than a year, Boomers, are much better prepared – 31% would be able to 
pay bills for more than a year. 
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