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Canada is at a crossroads. Our population is aging, 
our workforce is not growing fast enough, and our 
fertility rates are below replacement levels. Projections 
indicate that birth rates could decline even more 
substantially due to Covid-19. 1  If these trends continue 
and the number of working-age people declines 
relative to the number of people depending on them, 
our economy will suffer. This will mean fewer tax 
dollars to support essential and high-quality programs 
and services—including health care, income security 
programs, and necessary infrastructure. It will mean 
that key industries will grow more slowly, be less 
dynamic, and be less competitive. Without a growing 
population, we will not have the resources—whether 
we’re talking about human resources or economic 
means—to advance the country’s social, economic, or 
environmental goals.

Background

Trends in Canada’s 
population
As of October 2020, Canada’s population 
was approximately 38 million. 2  Ontario 
has the highest proportion of the 
country’s population (39%), followed 
by Quebec (23%), British Columbia 
(14%), and Alberta (12%). The rest of 
the provinces each hold less than 5%. 3  
In 2020, 27.3 million Canadians (more 
than 70% of Canada’s population) lived 
in cities, with the largest urban areas 
continuing to grow at a faster rate 
compared to other parts of Canada, 
despite recent slowed growth attributed 
to Covid-19.  4  The average age in 
Canada is slowly rising (41.4 years as 
of July 2020) and Canada’s share of 
seniors continues to grow (18% as of 
July 2020). 5  Rural and remote parts of 
Canada are more likely to experience 
advanced population aging compared to 
the rest of Canada and cities are more 
likely to have younger populations. 6 
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Indigenous peoples and 
future growth
Trends in population aging and slow 
growth do not hold true for all population 
groups in Canada. Indigenous peoples 
make up around 5% of the population 
in Canada. 7  The Indigenous population 
is younger on average than the rest of 
Canada’s population by almost a decade 
and is growing at a faster rate. 8  Around 
40% of the Indigenous population in 
Canada live in rural parts of Canada while 
20% live in small population centres. 9  
In these locations and in the country 
overall, Indigenous communities form 
an increasingly critical component of 
working-age population growth. As is 
highlighted across multiple indicators in 
this Scorecard, increasing educational and 
employment opportunities and addressing 
socioeconomic gaps for Indigenous 
communities is vital to Canada’s success. 

To enhance our economic strength, diversity at 
home, and our influence abroad, we must prioritize 
population growth. Century Initiative has set an 
aspirational goal of 100 million people by 2100. But 
population growth alone is not enough. We must 
grow well into the future. Broadly, this means we 
must ensure that the benefits of growth are shared 
among all Canadians. Growth must also be pursued 
in collaboration with Canada’s provinces, territories, 
cities, towns, and Indigenous communities, and with 
a commitment to environmental sustainability.

In this time of crisis brought on by Covid-19, Canada 
has an opportunity to make foundational changes, 
planning for the future we want and preparing for 
the challenges we can expect over the course of this 
century and beyond.



Background 4

The National Scorecard 
Century Initiative is introducing its first annual 
National Scorecard on Canada’s Growth and 
Prosperity. The Scorecard is designed to assess 
Canada’s progress in key areas that are essential 
to supporting population growth (and the shared 
prosperity that comes with it), as well as to highlight 
successes and gaps that will need more attention to 
achieve smart growth in the years ahead. 

The Scorecard has the following objectives:

 I To start a conversation about what measures will 
contribute to building a bigger, bolder Canada, and 
how we are performing as a country when it comes 
to implementing or addressing these measures.

 I To help policy- and decision-makers identify 
priorities in building a big, bold, and prosperous 
nation in 2100, and to encourage a discussion 
about what we need to do, collectively, to address 
gaps and leverage opportunities to achieve that 
vision. 

 I Century Initiative will use the findings in the 
Scorecard to help direct its research, education, 
advocacy, and convening efforts in its five key 
domains: immigration, urban development and 
infrastructure, employment and entrepreneurship, 
early childhood supports, and education. As our 
work progresses, the Scorecard will be our annual 
pulse check on the work that has been achieved 
and the steps ahead.
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The structure of the Scorecard
The Scorecard tracks a total of 40 indicators 
providing insights into Canada’s progress in 
achieving smart growth toward the objective of 100 
million people by 2100. The indicators are grouped 
into seven sections: one section on essential factors 
for growing Canada’s population to 100 million, five 
sections aligned to Century Initiative’s domains, and 
one section tracking the degree to which we are 
positioned to grow well into the future: 

 I On growing to 100 million (3 indicators): 
Indicators in this section address factors that are 
directly connected to CI’s mission of achieving a 
population of 100 million Canadians in 2100.

 I Immigration (6 indicators): Immigration is one of 
the most important ways in which Canada will grow 
its population in the decades ahead. Indicators in 
this section assess factors that attract immigrants 
to Canada and the experience and well-being of 
immigrants once they arrive in Canada. 

 I Economy, employment, and entrepreneurship 
(8 indicators): Canada’s future growth as a country 
is closely connected to the state of its economy, 
labour force, and business growth. Indicators in 
this section assess key elements of success in 
these three areas.

 I Education and training (5 indicators): A strong 
system for education and training provides a solid 
foundation for future generations of Canadians 
and attracts people from around the world to 
settle in Canada. Indicators in this section assess 
the state of Canada’s system for education and 
training, including investments and supports. 

 I Support for children and families (5 indicators): A 
robust system for early childhood development will 
support Canada’s population growth in the future, 
increase labour force participation, and strengthen 
the well-being of children and families. Indicators 
in this section assess the state of supports for 
children and families in Canada, as well as the 
well-being of children in Canada.

 I Infrastructure and urban development                
(7 indicators): Canada’s long-term prosperity 
will require robust infrastructure and urban 
development to meet the needs of a growing 
population. Indicators in this section assess 
investment in and quality of Canada’s 
infrastructure and urban landscape.

 I On growing well (6 indicators): Population growth 
is key to Canada’s long-term economic prosperity. 
But to be successful, population growth must be 
environmentally sustainable; and the benefits of 
growth must be broadly shared by all Canadians. 
This section assesses Canada’s capacity to grow 
well into the future, linking to other indicators in 
the Scorecard both as outcomes and as enabling 
factors.   

Within each category we look ahead to the year 2050 
to imagine how progress may be measured in the 
future as a result of emerging trends. Each category 
also includes a snapshot of the impact of Covid-19. 
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Indicator assessment
For each indicator, a target is identified based on where 
Canada should be in comparison to similar countries 
or to goals and objectives set nationally on the path to 
build a bigger, bolder, and more prosperous Canada in 
2100. Canada’s progress on each indicator is assessed 
against these specific indicator targets. This assessment 
follows the criteria outlined to the left. Each indicator is 
accompanied by additional context and analysis.  

Indicator selection and target setting
Specific targets for indicators included in the Scorecard 
are derived from a blend of direct data points drawn 
from public sources, such as Statistics Canada or the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), as well as indices and public sentiment data from 
private sources. The assumptions and methodologies 
behind some indicators are public and auditable to a 
greater degree than others. In this first iteration of the 
Scorecard, we have chosen to engage with a broad range 
of sources in the interest of activating discussion across 
a wide range of themes. In some cases, our selected 
indicators serve as proxies for a wider range of issues 
covering complex topics. In these instances, a more 
fulsome picture of the issue is presented in the analysis, 
beyond what can be assessed through a high-level 
indicator. In the years ahead, we will continue to refine this 
approach. Appendix A contains further information and 
sourcing for each indicator.

MethodsScoring approach: Direction Canada is trending

Leading

On track

Needs attention

Falling behind

Canada is a leader on this indicator, either ranking/rating among 
the best internationally or performing well against national goals.

Canada has either met the target identified for the indicator or is 
expected to meet the target in the near-term. 

Canada has not met the target identified for the indicator but is 
within a range where it could meet the target in future years with 
intervention and support.

Canada is lagging compared to similar countries, or failing to meet 
the target identified for the indicator, and significant work is needed 
to meet the target in future years.
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Covid-19 impacts
Covid-19 impacts are not evident in most of 
the indicators in this year’s Scorecard because 
available data for most indicators is from years 
prior to 2020. However, the population modelling 
noted previously incorporates 2020 data, which 
includes Covid-19 impacts on immigration levels. 
Considerations related to the impact of Covid-19 
are primarily incorporated in a snapshot within 
each section. Where relevant, Covid-19 impacts are 
also discussed in the indicator analysis. Covid-19 
has had a dramatic impact across many of the 
indicators in 2020, such as on GDP per capita 
and the percentage of youth not in education, 
employment, or training (NEET). 

Future indicators
In each of the five domains, we also include one 
future indicator concept which responds to the 
question, “How might we measure success in 2050?” 
These speculative indicator concepts reflect that the 
ways we measure progress must adapt to changing 
circumstances. 

Equity dimensions
In most cases, the indicators in the Scorecard 
provide a summary-level picture of the status or 
trend of issues in Canada at an overall population 
level. Differential experiences and outcomes on the 
basis of race, gender, Indigenous status, income, 
disability status, and/or immigration arrival class are 
often significant and frequently highlight the core 

issues to address and gaps to close for Canada to 
progress overall. Equity implications are considered 
in the analysis of relevant indicators presented 
in each section. Considerations related to the 
experience of Indigenous peoples in Canada are 
highlighted for certain indicators.

Next steps
The Scorecard engages with complex and dynamic 
issues. To support development of the first edition 
of the Scorecard, we have leveraged our internal 
resources, worked with external research partners, 
and engaged with Century Initiative’s Board of 
Directors and National Expert Panel. In the years 
ahead, our goal is to continue developing how 
we measure Canada’s progress through broad 
engagement with partners and other experts. 

In most cases, we have selected indicators based on 
their ability to facilitate international comparisons 
as well as to track over time. Our general target 
for Canada is to rank in the top 10 of the OECD or 
a relevant internationally comparative group. In 
some cases, we have chosen the top 5 of the OECD 
for indicators in which it is particularly important 
for Canada to lead. There are also instances 
where the OECD average was determined to be 
most appropriate. We have diverged from this 
internationally comparative approach when engaging 
with indicators for which Canada has either national 
approaches to measuring progress, has set national 
targets, or for which there is lacking comparative 
data. For all indicators, we use data from the latest 
year publicly available, which at times dates back 
to 2015. (Note: Data was accessed in Fall 2020 and 
Winter 2021. In some cases, data may have been 
updated or adjusted since it was retrieved.) 

For indicators in the “On Growing to 100 million” 
section on population growth, immigrant admissions 
and fertility rate targets are based on demographic 
modeling conducted by the Conference Board of 
Canada in Fall 2020, commissioned by Century 
Initiative. The modelling takes into consideration 
recent declines in immigration due to Covid-19, as 
well as projected increases in immigration resulting 
from the federal government’s announced increases 
to three-year immigration level targets. Given the 
long-term nature of these projections, which are 
useful for goal-setting, our assumptions will continue 
to be reviewed and revised as required to reflect 
current circumstances or unforeseen events.   
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On growing to 
100 million
Overview
The two most crucial determinants in achieving our goal for 
population growth are immigration and fertility rates. Canada must 
sustain its commitment to increasing immigration in a well-planned, 
responsible manner, while supporting policies that could help families 
who want to have more children. This section includes the following 
key indicators:

 I Population growth

 I Immigrant admissions

 I Fertility rate
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Indicators

Population 
growth

Immigrant 
admissions

Fertility rate

[Sources]

Population growth: Statistics Canada. Table 17-10-0008-01 Estimates of the components of demographic 
growth, annual. Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1710000801; 
Conference Board of Canada population projections
Immigrant admissions: Statistics Canada. Table 17-10-0008-01 Estimates of the components 
of demographic growth, annual. Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/
tv.action?pid=1710000801; Conference Board of Canada population projections

Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters

Canada’s annual population growth has 
been increasing in recent years but not 
fast enough to meet the goal of achieving 
100 million Canadians by 2100.

Canada’s immigration levels have 
grown in recent years. Immigration 
is set to increase with the federal 
government’s ambitious Immigration 
Levels Plan for 2021 to 2023. As a 
result, Canada is potentially on track to 
reach 100 million, contingent on future 
decisions for incremental expansion of 
immigration target levels.

Canada’s fertility rate has generally 
been on the decline and is currently at 
a record low.

Needs attention

On track

Falling behind

Canada’s population 
needs to grow at an 
average annual rate of 
1.25% over the next 10 
years in order to reach 
100 million in 2100. 10  

Assuming Canada 
meets the targets in 
its current Immigration 
Levels Plan for 2021 
to 2023, and assuming 
moderate increases 
from 2024 to 2026, 
immigration should be 
held at a rate of 1.14% 
of Canada’s population 
starting in 2026/27 to 
reach 100 million by 
2100. 11

A fertility rate of 1.6 
children per woman 
(the OECD average) by 
2030 could help support 
reaching 100 million 
population by 2100.12 

Canada’s average annual 
population growth rate 
was 1.09% over the last 10 
years.

There were 313,601 
immigrants admitted to 
Canada in 2018/19. Annual 
immigration represented an 
average 0.8% of Canada’s 
population between 
2013/14 and 2018/19.

1.47 children per woman in 
2019.

Ranked 24th (tied with four 
other countries) out of 37 
OECD countries in 2018.

Responsibly achieving a population of 
100 million Canadians by 2100, while 
building the physical, digital and social 
infrastructure needed to support 
that growth, will help to determine 
Canada’s long-term prosperity. 

While 2021 immigration targets 
may not be met due to Covid-19, 
committing to a long-term plan for 
more ambitious immigration targets 
is essential to growing Canada’s 
population and our prosperity.  

Improved policies to support 
families and children could have a 
moderate impact on fertility, while 
fostering significant social and 
economic benefits. If fertility rates 
do not rise, additional increased 
immigration growth equivalent to 
roughly 0.1% of population per year 
could be pursued to achieve the 
100 million population target. 

Fertility rate: Statistics Canada (2020), The Daily – Births, 2019. Available at: https://www150.statcan.
gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200929/dq200929e-eng.htm; OECD (2020), Fertility rates (indicator). doi: 
10.1787/8272fb01-en

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1710000801
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1710000801
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1710000801
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200929/dq200929e-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200929/dq200929e-eng.htm
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In Fall 2020, Century Initiative engaged the Conference Board of Canada to update demographic modelling 
first released in 2016. 13  Indicators and targets in this section are based on this modelling, which projects 
scenarios for how Canada can achieve a population of 100 million by the year 2100. The modelling 
considers a variety of factors, including immigration, in/out migration, fertility, birth rates, and death rates. 
The updated modelling considers recent declines in immigration due to Covid-19, as well as projected 
increases in immigration resulting from the federal government’s announced increases to three-year 
immigration level targets. These long-term projections will be updated regularly to account for changing 
circumstances or as new information emerges.

Analysis

Population growth
Based on Conference Board of Canada’s 
modelling, Canada’s population must grow by 
an average of 1.25% annually throughout the 
2020s (and by an average of 1.21% across all 
decades until 2100) to reach 100 million people 
by the year 2100. Over the last 10 years, Canada 
has fallen short of that target, with population 
growth of 1.09% between 2010 and 2019. 

Significant increases in population growth in future 
years are needed to reach 100 million by 2100, 
but this can be achieved with ambitious policy 
decisions to grow immigration and potentially 

through increases to fertility. Overall, Canada does 
well in terms of its population growth compared to 
other OECD countries, ranking 7th out of 37 OECD 
countries in 2018, but we are well-positioned to do 
much more to build the future we want. 14 

The Indigenous population in Canada has 
grown in recent years at a faster rate compared 
to the rest of the population. According to the 
2016 Census, over a 10-year period (2006 to 
2016), the Indigenous population had a growth 
rate that was four times higher than the non-
Indigenous population.  15   

On growing to 100 million
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Immigrant admissions
Canada’s immigration levels have generally increased 
in recent years. In 2018/19, there were 313,601 
immigrants admitted to Canada. Prior to Covid-19, 
Canada’s immigration level target for 2020 was 
341,000. However, as a result of the pandemic, the 
target was not met. In 2020, Canada only admitted 
184,370 new permanent residents. 16  New temporary 
resident permits (such as for international students) 
also fell by 35% in 2020 (as of August 2020). 17 

In October 2020, the federal government announced 
immigration level targets for the next three years of 
401,000 new permanent residents in 2021, 411,000 
in 2022, and 421,000 in 2023. 18  This represents an 
increase of 50,000 per year over previous targets. 19  
These ambitious increases, intended to compensate 
for lost immigration due to Covid-19, are an 
important step toward achieving a population of 100 
million by 2100.

As Covid-19 persists, 2021 targets may not be met. 
According to one projection, there may only be 
275,000 new permanent residents admitted in 2021, 
significantly less than the 401,000 target. 20  However, 
the federal government has taken important steps 
to work towards meeting the target, including 
a significant focus on supporting individuals 
already living in Canada to transition to permanent 
residence.21 All of this underpins the importance of 
a long-term commitment to more ambitious targets, 
starting from the new base set by the current plan. 

Based on the growth scenario developed by 
Conference Board of Canada, and assuming that 

new immigration level targets are met, reaching 100 
million people by 2100 would require immigration 
of an additional 15,000 new permanent residents 
in 2024 (436,000), in 2025 (451,000) and in 2026 
(466,000). After 2026, immigration should remain at 
1.14% of population. 22  
In general, there are three admission categories 
for immigrants arriving in Canada: economic 
class, family class, and refugee class. In its new 
targets, Canada has committed to ensuring 60% of 
admissions come from the economic class, with a 
focus on meeting local labour market needs, while 
also meeting our humanitarian commitments. 23  This 
represents a balanced approach from which Canada 
can continue building.  

Fertility rate
In addition to immigration, fertility is a key element 
of population growth. There has been a significant 
decline in fertility rates among many OECD countries 
due to a range of factors, including people delaying 
starting families. Statistics Canada reports that 
Canada’s fertility rate hit a record low in 2019 of 
1.47 births per woman. 24  While Canada’s fertility 
rate overall is on a steady decline, it is higher within 
Indigenous communities. 25  

There have been some successes in 
implementing policies to boost fertility rates in 
countries comparable to Canada, though their 
impact is not guaranteed.  26  Based on the growth 
scenario developed by Conference Board of 
Canada, Canada would need to increase its birth 
rate by roughly 0.1 children per woman over 
the next decade to reach a target of 100 million 

Canadians in 2100.  27  This would mean an overall 
increase to 1.6 (which is the 2018 OECD average 
fertility rate).

Increases to our fertility rate could be supported by 
substantial improvements to policies like child care 
and parental leave, which encourage and support 
families that want to have more children. These 
policies also increase the well-being of Canadian 
families, support economic growth, and, crucially, 
will help to support economic recovery from 
Covid-19. Recent research indicates that a robust 
program for early learning and child care across the 
country could increase national GDP by an amount 
between $63 billion and $107 billion annually due to 
the expansion of the sector and increased female 
participation in the labour force. 28  

If fertility rates don’t increase, a population of 
100 million by 2100 could still be achieved with 
moderately higher immigration target increases of 
20,000 in 2024, 2025, and 2026, and immigration 
levels of 1.22% of population thereafter up to 2100 
(based on Conference Board of Canada’s modelling).
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Overview
Ambitious immigration targets will be one of the most important ways 
for Canada to grow its population in the years ahead. This section 
reports on key indicators related to immigration, providing insight into 
how well immigrants are doing in Canada and how likely it will be for 
Canada to meet its immigration targets. Indicators include:

 I Immigrant income gap 

 I Regional retention of immigrants 

 I International students transitioning to permanent residence

 I Migrant acceptance

 I Immigrant life satisfaction

 I Global reputation

Immigration
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Covid-19 impacts: Immigrant communities’ contributions 
and well-being
Imigrants have played a key role in the response to Covid-19. However, they have also been among 
the hardest hit as a result of the pandemic:

 I Immigrants account for approximately one in four workers in Canada’s health sector. 29 

 I Immigrants have been found to be at higher risk to contract Covid-19 because many are essential 
workers and are more likely to live in overcrowded housing, making them more likely to be 
exposed to the virus compared to the overall population. 30  

 I Recent immigrants were found to be more likely than workers born in Canada to have lost their 
employment in March and April 2020, mainly due to higher representations in jobs that had short 
tenures and/or low wages. 31 

The Covid-19 pandemic has resulted in calls for increased pathways to permanent immigration for 
essential workers playing a critical role in supporting Canada’s health and security. 32  

Immigrants make significant contributions to 
Canada’s social and economic fabric. To attract 
immigrants, Canada needs a system that is easy to 
navigate, provides a positive, welcoming experience, 
and that encourages them to stay. The system must 
be effective in attracting and selecting immigrants 
who will meet the country’s labour market needs. The 
system must also meet Canada’s family reunification 
and humanitarian commitments.

Canada has committed to new immigration targets 
which put the country on a path to achieving 
a population of 100 million people by 2100, 
contingent on other necessarily ambitious policy 
decisions. Canada’s future success depends on the 
achievements and well-being of those it attracts to 
study, work, and settle here. 
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Indicators

Immigrant 
income gap

Regional 
retention of 
immigrants

The gap between immigrants and non-
immigrants with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher grew between 2011 and 2016. 
The gap has fluctuated over the last two 
decades. 

Canada’s immigration retention rate 
is generally high. However, in the five 
provinces with the lowest retention rates, 
on average almost half of immigrants 
depart within five years, frequently to 
other provinces. While some provinces 
with low retention rates have improved 
retention in recent years, more attention 
is still needed to raise retention to levels 
comparable to the country overall.

Needs attention

Needs attention

Narrowing 
the income 
gap between 
immigrants and 
non-immigrants 
with comparable 
educational 
attainment.

More even retention 
across Canada 
aligning to the 
overall Canadian 
retention rate, 
which was 85.9% 
of immigrants who 
had immigrated 
5 years earlier in 
2016.

In 2016, there was a 
difference of $14,409 
between the median 
employment income of 
immigrants and non-
immigrants who held 
a university certificate, 
diploma or degree at a 
bachelor level or higher.

The average retention 
rate for immigrants who 
arrived five years earlier 
was 52.4% in 2016 in the 
provinces with the five 
lowest retention rates 
(Prince Edward Island, New 
Brunswick, Newfoundland 
and Labrador, Nova Scotia, 
and Manitoba).  

The immigrant income gap reflects 
the labour market outcomes of 
immigrants after they’ve arrived 
in Canada. An income gap means 
that the human capital potential 
of immigrants is not being 
effectively leveraged. Persistent 
over-qualification of immigrants 
(immigrants holding jobs that require 
lower levels of education than what 
they possess) is an issue reflected 
in the gap. There are wider gaps for 
racialized immigrants and for women.

Immigrant retention is an important 
indicator of Canada’s success. 
However, there are significant regional 
variations. While national-level 
retention paints a positive picture, 
Canada’s future prosperity depends 
on the ability of all provinces to retain 
immigrants—particularly in parts of 
the country where need for workforce 
growth is likely to be higher.

International 
students 
transitioning 
to permanent 
residence

Canada has seen significant growth in 
the number of new permanent residents 
who previously had international student 
status in Canada. The number of new 
permanent residents admitted who 
previously had international student 
status doubled between 2015 and 2019.

On trackTrending toward 
increasing 
admissions 
of permanent 
residents who held 
study permits in the 
past.

Canada admitted 58,515 
permanent residents in 
2019 who had previously 
held a study permit.

Policy changes over the last 20 
years, and particularly in more recent 
years, have made international 
student migration to Canada a 
clearer pathway for potential 
permanent immigration. Canada’s 
international student numbers have 
grown substantially since then, and 
international student migration will be 
an important contributor to Canada’s 
future growth and prosperity. 

Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters



Immigration 15

Migrant 
acceptance

Immigrant life 
satisfaction

Canada was at the top of Gallup’s Migrant 
Acceptance Index in 2019.

Canada is currently in in the OECD’s top 
10 based on data analyzed by the OECD 
between 2008 and 2015.

Leading

Leading

Top 5 countries on 
Gallup’s Migrant 
Acceptance Index.

Threshold: 5th on 
the index was Sierra 
Leone with a score 
of 8.14 in 2019.

Top 10 of OECD 
countries. 

Threshold: 10th 
in the OECD as 
of 2018 was the 
United States with a 
mean score of 7.0.

Canada ranked 1st in the 
2019 edition of Gallup’s 
Migrant Acceptance Index 
with a score of 8.46 (out of 
a possible 9.0).

Canada ranked 6th out 
of 33 OECD countries 
in terms of reported life 
satisfaction among the 
foreign-born population.

Canada’s foreign-born 
population reports a mean 
score of 7.3 (on a scale 
from 0 to 10) in terms of 
life satisfaction as of 2018.

The Migrant Acceptance Index 
assesses societal acceptance 
based on three questions: whether 
people think migrants living in their 
country, becoming their neighbours, 
and marrying into their families 
are positive or negative. Migrant 
acceptance is closely connected to 
the well-being of immigrants. 

Life satisfaction is a key measure of 
whether immigrants are succeeding 
in their arrival destination, factoring 
into retention, integration, and overall 
well-being. 

Global 
reputation Canada has declined in rankings in recent 

years but remains among the top 10 
countries in terms of its reputation.

On trackTop 10 of RepTrak’s 
country rankings.

Canada ranked 6th out of 
55 countries in 2019.

RepTrak global reputation rankings 
are based on public opinion data 
and are published annually in Forbes 
Magazine. Canada’s strong reputation 
can be leveraged for attractiveness as 
an immigration destination, as well as 
for investment, exports, and tourism.  

[Sources]

Immigrant income gap: Statistics Canada, 2016 Census of Population, Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 98-400-
X2016200; Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey, Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 99-010-X2011039; 
Statistics Canada, 2006 Census of Population, Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 97-563-XCB2006059.
Retention of immigrants: Statistics Canada. Table 43-10-0012-01 Mobility of immigrant tax filers, Canada and 
Provinces. Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=4310001201

International students transitioning to permanent residents: IRCC, CDO Permanent Residents October 31, 2020 Data
Migrant acceptance: Gallup (2020), Migrant Acceptance Index. Available at: https://news.gallup.com/poll/229589/
migrants-happiness-tied-whether-accepted.aspx
Immigrant life satisfaction: OECD (2018), Indicators of Immigrant Integration 2018: Settling In, Self-reported life 
satisfaction (indicator). Available at: https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/Main-Indicators-of-Immigrant-Integration.pdf 
Global reputation: Valet, V. (2019) World’s Most Reputable Countries 2019 Forbes, Available at: https://www.forbes.com/
sites/vickyvalet/2019/10/15/the-worlds-most-reputable-countries-2019/?sh=6948a8024cb8 

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=4310001201
https://news.gallup.com/poll/229589/migrants-happiness-tied-whether-accepted.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/229589/migrants-happiness-tied-whether-accepted.aspx
https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/Main-Indicators-of-Immigrant-Integration.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/vickyvalet/2019/10/15/the-worlds-most-reputable-countries-2019/?sh=6948a8024cb8
https://www.forbes.com/sites/vickyvalet/2019/10/15/the-worlds-most-reputable-countries-2019/?sh=6948a8024cb8
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Immigration: How might we measure success in 2050?

Future indicator: Percentage of immigrants settling in communities experiencing 
advanced population aging 

Population aging and the increase in seniors’ dependency ratios is not occurring evenly across 
Canada. Some communities, specifically many rural and northern, are experiencing population 
aging at a faster pace than others. Canada is beginning to focus more deeply on local sponsorship 
of immigrants to address local needs. It is vital that future efforts support those communities 
experiencing advanced working age population decline. 

Analysis
Immigrant income gap
A notable income gap exists between immigrants 
and non-immigrants with the same levels of 
education. According to 2016 Census data, the gap 
in median employment income between immigrants 
and non-immigrants with at least a bachelor’s 
degree was more than $14,000. 33  Although this 
gap is smaller than it was in 2006, it is higher than 
what it was in 2001. 34  This means that the human 
capital potential of immigrants is not being fully or 
effectively used and the skills of immigrants are not 
being effectively matched to labour market needs. 
Immigrants are nearly three times more likely to 
experience persistent overqualification, holding 
positions that require lower levels of education 
compared to non-immigrants in Canada. 35  In 2016, 
29% of immigrants aged 25 to 59 with at least a 
bachelor’s degree were overqualified for their jobs 
compared to 13% of non-immigrants. 36 

Additionally, in an analysis of Statistics Canada 
data on the median income of immigrants of all 
education levels five years after their admission to 
Canada compared to all Canadians, some progress 
was found in closing the gap over the last decade. 
However, the size of the gap depended on the type 
of admission class in which immigrants arrived in 
Canada – and was generally wider for non-Economic 
class immigrants. For instance, while the income 
gap for all immigrants five years after admission 
in 2016 was $6,800, it was $13,200 for refugees. 37  
Across all immigration classes, the income gap is 
larger for women than men. 38  Additionally, racialized 
immigrants earn less compared to non-racialized 
immigrants—and these gaps continue beyond the 
first generation. 39  Income generally increases the 
longer immigrants are in Canada. 40  OECD analysis 
comparing the median income of foreign-born and 
native-born populations also found that Canada had 
a larger gap compared to many OECD countries. 41 
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Despite significant policy attention, “Canadian 
Experience” barriers and difficulties with credential 
recognition in regulated professions are continued 
challenges in Canada’s labour market. Nonetheless, it 
should be noted that a recent evaluation of Canada’s 
Express Entry system for skilled immigrants found 
high levels of labour market participation among 
immigrants admitted through the system, including 
83% of those working in their primary occupation. 42  
Century Initiative has emphasized the importance 
of allowing foreign credential recognition processes 
in regulated occupations to begin from abroad, 
the need to reduce bottlenecks, and the value in 
shifting employers away from Canadian experience 
requirements. 43  

Regional retention of immigrants
The retention rate of immigrants is an important 
indicator to measure the degree to which Canada 
is successful at creating social and economic 
conditions that can retain immigrant talent. Regional 
retention is one way that we can begin to address 
the labour and skills gaps in certain regions of the 
country. If we can attract the right people with the 
right skills to the regions that need them the most, 
we set them up for social and economic success, 
benefiting the country as a whole.

The retention rate is generally high in Canada, at 
85.9% in 2016 for immigrants admitted five years 
earlier. While the overall retention rate of immigrants 
in Canada is important, demographic-driven needs 
associated with aging populations will not be 
effectively addressed if retention is uneven across 
the country.

Within Canada, there are wide disparities in terms 
of retention depending on the province. In 2016, the 
five provinces with the lowest retention rates had 
an average rate of 52.4% five years after immigrants 
were admitted to Canada. There is a notable gap 
between the provinces with the highest retention 
rates—Ontario (91%), Alberta (90%), British Columbia 
(87%)—compared to other provinces. The provinces 
with the lowest retention rates were Prince Edward 
Island (16%), New Brunswick (48%), Newfoundland 
and Labrador (51%), Nova Scotia (69%), and 
Manitoba (78%). 44  These disparities highlight the 
importance of regionally differentiated strategies 
in retaining immigrants. In 2016, more than half 
(51%) of Canada’s immigrant population resided in 
Ontario (with 38% of Canada’s population) while only 
1.5% resided in Saskatchewan (with 3% of Canada’s 
population). 45 

Nonetheless, some provinces with low retention 
rates have seen improvements in recent years. 
For instance, Nova Scotia has seen consistent 
increases in its retention of immigrants five years 
after admission—from 56% in 2006 to 69% in 2016. 
However, other provinces have seen decreased 
retention rates in the same period. PEI’s retention 
of immigrants five years after admission declined 
from 41% in 2006 to 16% in 2016. There has been 
some success in retaining immigrants through 
the Provincial Nominee Program and Atlantic 
Immigration Pilot. Canada is also currently 
increasing its focus on locally driven immigration 
programs with the new Municipal Nominee Program.

International students transitioning 
to permanent residence
In the last 20 years, changes in Canadian 
immigration policy have resulted in a significant 
rise in “two-step immigration,” through which 
international students arrive in Canada on student 
visas, attain work permits after graduating, and 
later attain permanent residence based on labour 
market success through programs like the “Canadian 
Experience Class.” 46  These policy changes have 
been important to developing an attractive pathway 
to permanent immigration for international students. 
An increased focus on attracting international 
students has been identified as a key factor driving 
population growth in Canada since 2016. 47  This has 
resulted in an increase in non-permanent residents, 
as well as a growing share of international students 
transitioning to permanent residence.

According to Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada (IRCC) data, there were 58,515 permanent 
residents admitted in 2019 who had previously 
held a study permit. The majority (80%) of those 
admitted in 2019 were Economic class immigrants. 
The 2019 figure is a significant increase from five 
years earlier—in 2015, the number of admissions 
was 29,180. The biggest one-year increase was 
between 2016 and 2017, with a rise from 31,050 to 
45,045. 48  Figures are lower in 2020, likely as a result 
of Covid-19. Reports indicate that some international 
students have encountered obstacles to staying in 
Canada and obtaining permanent residence due to 
a lack of job prospects because of the pandemic. 
As a result, some have struggled to meet “Canadian 
Experience” requirements within the duration of their 
work permits. 49 
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IRCC has also reported that the number of 
international students permitted to study in Canada 
more than doubled between 2015 and 2019. In 
2019, there were 827,586 international students that 
held valid study permits in Canada. 50  Canada has 
consistently increased the number of international 
students admitted to the country and improved its 
ranking among OECD countries in terms of inflows 
of international students. 51  IRCC has indicated that 
in 2018, international students spent an estimated 
$21.6 billion on tuition and other expenses. 52  While 
increasing the number of international students in 
Canada is an important goal, governments must 
ensure that post-secondary systems and institutions 
do not become dependent on international student 
fees, a challenge that has been highlighted by 
Covid-19. Further, not all forms of international study 
in Canada present potential pathways to permanent 
residency—transparency and clarity for prospective 
international students is vital.

Migrant acceptance
Gallup’s Migrant Acceptance Index provides insight 
into Canadian attitudes toward immigration, 
which are a factor in Canada’s attractiveness as a 
destination. Gallup found that migrants that reside in 
the most-accepting countries have the most positive 
outlook on their lives. 53  Canada topped the rankings 
in 2019, moving up from 4th in the previous iteration 
of the index in 2016 with a score of 8.14. Between 
2016 and 2019, Canadians became more accepting 
of migrants, while overall the world became slightly 
less accepting. 54  Immigration policies made by 
Canada’s federal government have played a role in 
this growing acceptance, according to Gallup. 55  In 
2020, Century Initiative partnered with the Environics 
Institute on a survey that found that two-thirds of 
Canadians disagreed with the view that immigration 
levels in the country are too high, and more than half 
of Canadians believe more immigration is needed in 
the country to increase its population. 56 

While these positive findings position Canada to 
attract more immigrants, many in Canada still face 
challenges stemming from discrimination and 
systemic racism. For instance, Statistics Canada has 
identified a rise in anti-Asian sentiment and attacks 
since the rise of Covid-19. 57  Persistent labour market 
challenges for racialized immigrants similarly reflect 
this reality. Canada clearly has work to do in order to 
become a more inclusive society.

Immigrant life satisfaction
Immigrants’ self-reported life satisfaction score is an 
indicator of the degree to which they feel accepted 
and successful in a new country. The self-reported 
life satisfaction among immigrants to Canada in 
2018 was higher than the OECD average, as well 
as key comparator countries, such as the United 
Kingdom and United States. The country that scored 
the highest in terms of self-reported life satisfaction 



among immigrants was Finland, with a score of 
7.6. Higher life satisfaction is likely to factor into 
retention. While Canada’s foreign-born population 
reported a high level of life satisfaction in 2018, 
there was still a gap between foreign-born (7.26) 
and native-born (7.5) levels of self-reported life 
satisfaction in Canada. 58 

Life satisfaction may factor into the proportion 
of immigrants who pursue citizenship. Recent 
data indicates that while the overall citizenship 
rate among those who met requirements has 
increased in Canada (from 81.6% in 1991 to 
86.2% in 2016), the rate among recent immigrants 
has fallen. Nonetheless, Canada has one of the 
highest citizenship acquisition rates compared to 
other OECD countries. 59  Additionally, Canada was 
among the top tier of countries in the 2020 Migrant 

Integration Policy Index, ranking fourth out of 52 
countries. The index noted that Canada’s policies for 
integration have improved in recent years and that it 
is among the countries in the world most effective 
in treating immigrants as equal members of society 
and in providing integration supports. 60 

Global reputation
RepTrak’s global reputation rankings sample 
public opinion data from eight countries 
(Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, 
the United Kingdom and the United States) and 
are published annually in Forbes Magazine. 
According to RepTrak, strong national reputations 
are associated with high rates of tourism and 
exports. Global reputation is also an important 
factor in driving investment and immigration.

Canada typically ranks in the top 10, but its position 
has declined in recent years—from ranking 1st in 
2017 to 7th in 2018 and 6th in 2019. According to 
RepTrak, Canada’s ranking has declined slightly due 
to international perceptions of its government and 
less confidence that Canada can compete at a global 
scale. 61  Still, Canada’s strong global reputation is an 
asset that can be leveraged for both population and 
economic growth.
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Overview
A strong economy and labour market are integral to Canada’s future growth. 
Canada needs economic security in a rapidly changing world, where many of 
our usual assumptions about the global economic system are being challenged. 
To grow sustainably over the rest of this century, Canada must increase the 
innovative capacity of our economy and the quality of our jobs. This section 
explores the following indicators:

 I GDP per capita

 I Entrepreneurship ecosystem

 I Business growth

 I Productivity

 I Business spending on research and development

 I Labour force participation

 I Percentage of workers in registered pension plans

 I Household debt

Economy, employment, 
and entrepreneurship
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Economic growth on its own is not sufficient to 
ensure Canada’s future prosperity—growth must also 
be inclusive and sustainable. For instance, the Bank 
of Canada has noted that climate change poses 
risks to Canada’s economy and has projected that 
inaction to address climate change could result in 
annual economic costs of between $21 billion and 
$43 billion by the 2050s. 62 

Canada’s prosperity is closely connected with 
its ability to fully leverage human capital. As a 
result, Canada must not only support employment 
and entrepreneurship but do so in a way that is 
equitable. According to a 2014 survey, a much 
larger proportion of small- and medium-sized 
enterprises are owned by men (64.6%) compared 
to women (15.7%) and those owned jointly by 
men and women (19.7%). 63  Canada must work to 
strengthen its labour market, as well as its capacity 
for productivity and innovation, in a way that enables 
decent work 64  for all Canadians. This must include 
a focus on increasing employment rates, which 
can vary at times significantly between population 
groups. For example, there is a persistent gap 
between employment rates for Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples, which stood at 8.4 percentage 
points in 2016. 65 

Covid-19 impacts: Significant economic declines
Covid-19 has had a detrimental impact on Canada’s economy, employment and 
entrepreneurship ecosystem:

 I The immediate shock was significant. Canada’s unemployment rate more than doubled from 
5.6% in February 2020 to a record high of 13.7% in May 2020. 66  Hours worked in Canada 
decreased by 22.7% for the first three months after the outbreak of Covid-19—which is 
significantly more than most other OECD countries. 67 

 I The Conference Board of Canada has projected that many industries will not recover until 
the second half of 2021, noting that economic recovery will depend on successful vaccine 
distribution in Canada. 68 

 I Globally, the World Economic Forum has projected that 70% of start-ups had to terminate full-
time contracts since the start of Covid-19. Nonetheless, it also found that some businesses 
have successfully pivoted to take advantage of new gaps that emerged as a result of the 
outbreak. 69 

 I Young people, low-wage workers, and women have borne the brunt of economic turmoil 
associated with Covid-19. 70  The OECD found that 47% of Canadians in the lowest earnings 
quartile stopped working because of Covid-19 in comparison to 14% in the highest earning 
quartile, largely because of their ability to work from home. 71  Racialized populations in 
particular have had much slower recoveries compared to the rest of the population.

Subsequent waves of the pandemic are likely to result in further damage to Canada’s economy 
and labour force. Despite important government relief initiatives, the hardest hit sectors—including 
arts, entertainment, recreation, accommodation, and food services – could take several years to 
recover. 72 
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Indicators

GDP per 
capita

Entrepre-
neurship 
ecosystem

While Canada is not currently in the top 
10 among OECD countries, its GDP per 
capita has steadily increased in recent 
years, and Canada was above the OECD 
average in 2019. Nonetheless, the OECD 
average GDP per capita has increased 
at a faster rate than Canada’s GDP per 
capita over the past decade. Canada had 
previously been closer to the OECD top 10 
in 2010 (ranked 11th) but has since moved 
down in the rankings.

Canada has consistently ranked in the 
top 5 in recent years in terms of its 
entrepreneurship ecosystem. 

Needs attention

Leading

Top 10 OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th in 
2019 was Germany 
with GDP per capita 
of $55,891.16 USD 
in 2019.

Top 5 on the Global 
Entrepreneurship 
Index.

Threshold: 5th on 
the 2018 index was 
Australia with a 
score of 75.5.

Canada ranked 15th out of 
37 OECD countries in 2019. 

Canada had a GDP per 
capita of $50,666.14 USD in 
2019.

Canada ranked 3rd out of 
137 countries in 2018.

Canada scored 79.2 out of 
100 in 2018.

GDP per capita reflects the 
standard of living as assessed by 
average income per person. It is an 
important, high-level measure of 
Canada’s overall prosperity, though 
not its distribution. Sustaining per 
capita economic growth is among 
the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals.

Entrepreneurship ecosystem covers 
the preconditions and health of the 
environment for business growth 
in Canada (i.e. attitudes, resources, 
and infrastructure), though not 
growth itself. Entrepreneurship is 
an important factor in economic 
growth.

Business 
growth Canada has been trending in a positive 

direction in recent years with the 
number of high-growth firms increasing 
from 11,140 in 2016 to 11,920 in 
2018. However, this rate of increase is 
insufficient to meet the goal of doubling 
the number of high-growth firms in the 
country.

Needs attentionMeet a federal 
government target 
to double the 
number of high-
growth firms in 
Canada between 
2015 and 2025. 

There were 11,920 high-
growth firms in Canada in 
2018.

High-growth firms are defined by 
Statistics Canada as having average 
annualized revenue growth greater 
than 20% per year over a three-year 
period, having at least 10 employees 
at the start of the three-year period, 
and having been in operation for at 
least four years. The number of high-
growth firms in Canada provides 
insight into Canada’s innovation, 
productivity, and competitiveness.

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Productivity

Business 
spending on 
research and 
development

Labour force 
participation 
rate

While Canada’s productivity has seen mild 
improvement over the past 20 years, it 
is still well below the target. Canada has 
a notable productivity gap compared to 
similar countries.

Business spending on research and 
development as a percentage of GDP has 
been on the decline in recent years, while 
it has risen among other OECD countries. 
Canada is well below the target of the 
OECD average.

Canada’s percentage of the working-
age population participating in the 
labour market has been increasing in 
recent years. Canada is now in the top 
10 of OECD countries, despite recent 
declines in its ranking compared to other 
countries. Covid-19 has had a significant 
detrimental impact on Canada’s labour 
force participation rate. Work will be 
required to stay on track.

Falling behind

Falling behind

On track

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th 
in the OECD was 
the Netherlands 
with GDP per hour 
worked of $67.63 
USD in 2019.

Meet a federal 
government target 
to keep pace with 
the OECD average. 

Threshold: OECD 
average was 1.68% 
in 2018.

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th 
in the OECD was 
Estonia with a rate 
of 78.83% in 2019.

Canada ranked 18th out of 
36 OECD countries.

Canada’s GDP per hour 
worked was $52.68 USD in 
2019. 

Canada ranked 21st out of 34 
OECD countries in 2018.

Canada’s business 
spending on research and 
development was 0.79% of 
GDP in 2019.

Canada ranked 9th out of 37 
OECD countries in 2019.

Canada’s labour force 
participation rate among 15 
to 64 year-olds was 78.97% 
in 2019.

Productivity is a measure of GDP 
per hour worked. Productivity is 
an important driver of growth and 
ultimately well-being. Factors such 
as a firm’s investment in technology 
and human capital development can 
increase productivity.

Business spending on research 
and development is an indicator 
of the private sector’s support for 
innovation, which is a key driver of 
growth.

The labour force participation 
rate serves as an indicator of the 
strength of Canada’s labour force 
and the degree to which Canadians 
are working or looking for jobs. 
Broad participation in the labour 
force is needed to support Canada’s 
prosperity.

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Percentage 
of workers 
in registered 
pension plans

Household 
debt

The proportion of paid workers covered 
by a registered pension plan in Canada 
has declined over the past two decades—
from 40.6% in 1998 to 37.5% in 2018. The 
declines are more significant in relation 
to defined benefit plans, from 34.7% 
to 25.2%. While there have been some 
recent small increases in the proportion 
of workers in registered pension plans, 
rates are still much lower than in past 
decades.

Canada has high levels of household debt 
compared to other OECD countries. The 
percentage of net household disposable 
income has steadily grown over the past 
two decades from 117% in 2000 to 186% 
in 2019.

Needs attention

Falling behind

Trending toward an 
increasing rate of 
workers covered by 
a registered pension 
plan.

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th 
in the OECD was 
Estonia with 79.1%.

The percentage of paid 
workers in Canada covered 
by a registered pension plan 
was 37.5% in 2018.

Canada ranked 26th out of 
33 OECD countries in 2018.

Canada’s level of household 
debt was 185.76% of net 
household disposable 
income in 2018.

The percentage of workers in a 
registered pension plans serves as 
one way of assessing the quality of 
jobs. Workers in non-standard forms 
of work are less likely to have access 
to pension arrangements compared 
to full-time employees. 

Household debt typically reflects 
the economic vulnerability of the 
financial and housing sectors. It 
is an indicator of future well-being 
and a measure of the degree to 
which household incomes (generally 
from employment) are covering 
consumption.

[Sources]
GDP per capita: OECD (2020), Gross domestic product (GDP) (indicator). doi: 10.1787/dc2f7aec-en (Accessed on 
30 November 2020) 
Entrepreneurship ecosystem: Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute (2020), Global Entrepreneurship 
Index. Available at: https://thegedi.org/global-entrepreneurship-and-development-index/
Business growth: Statistics Canada (2020), Centre for Special Business Projects, Entrepreneurship Indicators 
Database. 
Productivity: OECD (2020), GDP per hour worked (indicator). doi: 10.1787/1439e590-en (Accessed on 30 November 
2020)

Business spending on research and development: OECD (2020), Main Science and Technology Indicators, BERD as a 
percentage of GDP. Available at: https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=MSTI_PUB
Labour force participation rate: OECD (2020), Labour force participation rate (indicator). doi: 10.1787/8a801325-en 
(Accessed on 30 November 2020)
Percentage of workers in registered pension plans: Statistics Canada (2020). Percentage of paid workers covered by a 
registered pension plan. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200813/t002b-eng.htm
Household debt: OECD (2020), Household debt (indicator). https://data.oecd.org/hha/household-debt.htm

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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https://data.oecd.org/hha/household-debt.htm


Economy, employment, and entrepreneurship: How might we 
measure success in 2050?

Future indicator: Percentage of independent workers participating in pension and benefit groups

As the number of independent workers grows, so will the importance of alternatives to employer-
based delivery of retirement and extended health benefits. Pension and benefit groups, supported 
by government investment and/or industry regulation, could become an important vehicle to 
maintaining living standards and job quality as traditional employment relationships change.

Analysis
GDP per capita
GDP per capita reflects the standard of living as 
assessed by average income per person. Canada has 
generally had a steady increase in GDP per capita. 
While Canada’s level of GDP per capita ($50,666 
USD) is not currently in the top 10 among OECD 
countries, Canada’s level was higher than OECD 
average of ($46,483 USD) in 2019. Nonetheless, the 
OECD average of GDP per capita has increased at 
a faster rate than Canada’s over the past decade. 
The OECD country with the highest GDP per capita 
in 2019 was Luxembourg with GDP per capita of 
$120,671 USD.

While Canada has observed steady increases in GDP 
per capita, its overall growth in real GDP is projected 
to decrease in the years ahead. A key factor in this 

decline is slow growth in the working-age population. 
Even before the outbreak of Covid-19, overall growth 
in real GDP was expected to average 1.7% per year 
between 2024 and 2055.73

Beyond the immediate shock, Covid-19 will have a 
further negative impact on Canada’s GDP in coming 
years. As businesses closed due to the pandemic, 
Canada’s GDP contracted significantly (by a record 
11% in April 2020) though it has since seen some 
growth.74 Looking beyond the immediate crisis and 
its potential multi-year impacts, Canada’s growth 
trajectory will be influenced in large measure by the 
quality of its human capital, innovation capacity, 
ability to attract investment, and success in growing 
the workforce, including through immigration.

Economy, employment, and entrepreneurship 25
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Entrepreneurship ecosystem
Entrepreneurship supports job creation and 
innovation, all of which contribute to widespread 
economic gains. In 2018, Canada scored 3rd in the 
Global Entrepreneurship Index (GEI), which measures 
a country’s ecosystem for entrepreneurship. The 
United States was at the top of the GEI in 2018, 
followed by Switzerland.

Canada is an increasingly attractive place to 
work and live for many in the technology and 
innovation sectors – there is significant opportunity 
associated with growing these sectors, and 
Canada’s stability, public services, and quality of 
life play a major role. For instance, political turmoil 
in recent years in the United States has made that 
country less welcoming than Canada. In a recent 
poll conducted by Environics Institute in partnership 
with Century Initiative, more than 70% of Canadians 
felt that Canada should actively encourage skilled 
immigrants who are denied entry to the United 
States to choose Canada. 75 

There are opportunities to strengthen the ecosystem 
for entrepreneurship in targeted areas for growth. 
A 2021 report by the Canadian Black Chamber 
of Commerce found that Black entrepreneurs in 
Canada faced particular challenges in accessing 
capital and noted that institutional racism can be 
a barrier to business creation. 76  Additionally, a 
recent OECD report provided recommendations on 
supporting Indigenous entrepreneurship, such as 
providing access to capital, broadband connectivity, 
improving procurement opportunities for Indigenous 
businesses, and enhancing the support of 

Indigenous entrepreneurship through Canada’s 
Regional Development Agencies. 77  According 
to the Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business, 
Indigenous peoples are creating new businesses at 
nine times the Canadian average. 78 

The Conference Board of Canada has also found 
that Canada ranks well in terms of supporting 
entrepreneurship, but more could be done to reduce 
barriers to competition. 79  The potential of Canada’s 
strong ecosystem for entrepreneurship is not 
always realized (which is further illustrated in other 
indicators in this domain, such as business spending 
on research and development, business growth, 
and productivity). Canada also scores poorly on 
innovation overall compared to similar countries. 80 

Business growth
The federal government has highlighted the number 
of high-growth firms as a key indicator of Canada’s 
competitiveness. 81  High-growth companies make 
up a small proportion of firms, but a more significant 
proportion of new jobs. The OECD has noted that 
while there is support for entrepreneurship in 
Canada, the country is not a high performer in terms 
of creating high-growth firms. 82  

The federal government set a target to double the 
number of high-growth firms in Canada over a 10-
year period. 83  However, it is currently in the process 
of adopting a new definition of high-growth firms and 
has not used the Statistics Canada figures reported 
here, instead having last published figures calculated 
in a different way in 2015. While there has been an 
increase in the number of high-growth firms—from 

11,140 in 2016 to 11,920 in 2018—the rate of growth 
is insufficient to meet the target of doubling the 
number of firms. Based on the 2016 figure, that 
would require growth to 22,000 by 2026.

Productivity
Low levels of productivity will have a detrimental 
impact on future growth and prosperity. Canada 
has consistently scored lower than the OECD 
average for GDP per hour worked and only had 
marginal increases in productivity over the past 
20 years. Canada slightly improved its ranking in 
2019 compared to previous years. In 2019, Canada 
ranked 18th out of 36 OECD countries with GDP per 
hour worked of $52.68 USD. Canada ranked 19th in 
both 2017 and 2018. The OECD country that ranked 
the highest on productivity in 2019 was Ireland at 
$102.69 USD per hour worked.

Canada has a notable productivity gap compared 
to similar countries. The OECD has noted a 
significant lag between productivity of firms in 
Canada compared to the United States. It has also 
highlighted that small business productivity in 
particular needs to be strengthened in Canada. 84  
According to a recent report by Canadian 
Manufacturers & Exporters, low levels of investment 
in new technologies have had a detrimental impact 
on Canada’s productivity. 85  In practice, this means 
that our relatively healthy innovation ecosystem is 
not being complemented by sufficient productivity-
enhancing investments that would lead to the growth 
of globally competitive firms.
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Business spending on research and 
development
The federal government has identified the need 
to increase business spending on research and 
development. It has noted that increasing spending 
to levels comparable to similar countries would 
support innovation in Canada. 86  Spending on 
research and development has generally risen 
among other OECD countries, but has declined in 
Canada. Since 2016, Canada has seen a continued 
decline in business spending on research and 
development as a percentage of GDP from 0.92% in 
2016 to 0.79% in 2019.

In terms of university-industry collaboration on 
research and development, Canada ranks slightly 
better compared to other OECD countries, landing 
above the OECD average in recent years based 
on World Economic Forum survey data. 87  Canada 
also has low performance in total expenditure on 
research and development—including spending by 
companies, research institutions, universities and 
government laboratories—with a rate well below the 
OECD average. 88  By any of the most commonly-used 
measures to assess research and development 
investment, Canada has been a laggard and there are 
few signs of improvement.

Labour force participation rate
Canada’s labour force participation rate has 
remained consistent over the last two decades - 
ranging between 76% and 79%. Since 2014, the rate 
has grown, although Canada’s overall ranking among 
OECD countries has fallen from 6th in 2016, to 9th in 

2018 and 2019. The OECD country with the highest 
labour force participation rate among those aged 15 
to 64 was Iceland at 87%. The spread of Covid-19 in 
2020 has resulted in significant declines in labour 
force participation globally.

While there have been increases to labour force 
participation in Canada, participation is not evenly 
distributed across the population. There are barriers 
to labour force participation based on race, gender, 
and Indigenous status. Labour force participation 
for Indigenous peoples stands at 70%, below the 
national average, 89  with self-reported barriers to 
employment including a shortage of available jobs, 
not having required work experience, and barriers 
to attaining educational credentials. 90  A 2020 
report by the Future Skills Centre notes that 350,000 
Indigenous youth will join Canada’s working-age 
population between 2016 and 2026, highlighting the 
value in addressing underemployment among skilled 
Indigenous workers. 91  According to the National 
Indigenous Economic Development Board, closing 
gaps for Indigenous peoples in access to high quality 
education, training, and economic opportunity could 
boost Canada’s economy by a projected $27.7 
billion per year. 92  Canada’s prosperity depends 
on addressing barriers and supporting broader 
participation in the labour force.

Percentage of workers in registered 
pension plans
Canada’s employment landscape has changed in 
important ways over the past several decades. 
For instance, there are declining rates of full-time, 
permanent, unionized work that offers a registered 
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pension plan. 93  This reflects the changing nature of 
work. Between 1981 and 2018, the percentage of 
workers in registered pension plans fell from 45% 
to 37.5%. The declines were particularly significant 
among male workers. The percentage of workers 
covered by defined benefit plans had steeper 
declines – from 34.7% in 1998 to 25.2% in 2018. 
Despite overall declines in workers covered by 
registered pension plans over the past few decades, 
the percentage of workers in pension plans has seen 
some increases in more recent years. 94  Participation 
in Canada in funded pensions is also much lower 
than most other OECD countries. This is largely 
because Canada lacks mandatory pension systems, 
which typically yield higher participation rates 
compared to voluntary systems, in contrast to some 
other OECD countries. 95  There are many factors that 
impact job quality in Canada and no single indicator 
can account for all of them. However, pension 
arrangements provide important insight into changes 
in Canada’s employment landscape.

Statistics Canada has noted changes in work 
arrangements including new forms of employment 
through gig work, typically done by independent 
contractors who do not have a relationship with an 
employer and who are hired on a short-term basis, 
in many cases through online platforms. 96  There 
has been an increase in gig workers—from 5.5% 
of workers in 2005 to 8.2% of workers in 2016. 97  
Covid-19 is likely to accelerate these trends. Part-
time and temporary workers are less likely to 
participate in pensions compared to full-time and 
permanent employees. There is a need to ensure that 
growth in Canada leads to higher quality employment 
that is productive and provides a fair income, as well 
as security and social protection.

Household debt
The OECD has identified that Canada is “bottom-
performing” in terms of its levels of household 
debt. 98  Canada ranked 26th out of 33 OECD 
countries in 2018. Canada’s debt as a percentage 
of net household disposable income has steadily 
grown over the past two decades, increasing 
from 117% in 2000 to 186% in 2019. While many 
advanced economies have high levels of household 
debt, a 2017 study by the OECD identified Canada 
as having the highest level of debt relative to GDP 
among OECD countries—with consumer debt equal 
to more than 100% of Canada’s GDP. 99  High housing 
prices were identified as a major driver. Statistics 
Canada data indicates that household debt relative 
to GDP has since continued to grow, with a sharp 
rise in 2020. 100 

Household debt has clear economic implications, 
but also impacts well-being. A recent study found 
that seniors with high levels of household debt are 
more at risk for mental health challenges and lower 
levels of well-being. 101 
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Overview
Canada’s education system is one of the best performing in the 
world. Our system attracts people from around the world, supports 
our dynamism, and allows people of all backgrounds a chance to 
succeed. High quality and accessible education and training in 
Canada are essential to support our future growth. This section 
explores the following indicators:

 I Public spending on education

 I Public spending on training

 I Proportion of population with tertiary education

 I Performance in reading, science, and math among 15-year-olds

 I Youth not in employment, education or training (NEET)

Education and training
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While Canada’s education system has many 
strengths, inequalities persist. Many First Nations 
children, children with disabilities, racialized children, 
and children in care fall behind in the education 
system. 102  There are also gaps in children’s 
readiness for school (developmental, social, and 
learning behaviours) based on socioeconomic 
status. 103  Canada needs to do a better job in meeting 

the needs of those who struggle in our education 
system. In addition, Canada’s training system 
is not supported as well as in similar countries. 
Life-long learning and ongoing training are 
important to a strong economy and higher levels 
of population growth.

Covid-19 impacts: New barriers and sustainability threats
Covid-19 has had major disruptive impacts on the education system at elementary, secondary, and 
post-secondary levels across the country:

 I The United Nations has indicated that students are currently facing a “generational catastrophe” 
due to Covid-19 and its resulting disruption of their educational experiences. 104  Recent research 
indicates that school shutdowns in 2020 put young students behind in reading by up to eight 
months, and even longer for children who were already struggling. 105 

 I  It is estimated that at least 200,000 children in Canada have exited the school system during the 
pandemic. 106 

 I Disruptions to education associated with Covid-19 in Canada have particularly concerned parents 
of children with disabilities and parents with lower levels of education who may have insufficient 
resources to support their children’s academic success. 107  Among households with children at the 
bottom of the income distribution scale, 4.2% do not have internet access at home. 108 

 I Statistics Canada found that in March and April 2020, the level of young Canadians who were 
not in employment, education or training (NEET) increased to unprecedented levels as a result of 
Covid-19. 109 

 I Statistics Canada has projected that Canadian universities could face losses between $377 million 
and $3.4 billion during the 2020/21 academic year. 110  This poses a significant risk to Canada’s 
strong, publicly supported university sector.
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Indicators

Public 
spending on 
education 
(primary and 
secondary 
levels)111

Public 
spending on 
training

There have been some small increases 
in spending in the latest year’s data, but 
overall the trend is down from a spending 
high in 2009. When post-secondary 
spending is incorporated, Canada’s 
ranking improves in comparison to other 
OECD countries. 

Canada has declined in terms of its 
percentage of spending on training over 
the past few decades. Spending in 2018 
reached an all-time low since the OECD 
started tracking in 1985.

Needs attention

Falling behind

Top 10 of countries 
tracked by OECD.  

Threshold: 10th 
in the OECD was 
France with 3.4% of 
GDP spent in 2015.

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th 
in the OECD was 
Ireland with 0.12% 
of public spending 
directed toward 
training in 2018.

Canada ranked 18th out of 36 
OECD countries in 2015.

Canada spent 3.2% of GDP 
in 2015.

Canada ranked 18th of 32 
OECD countries in 2018.

Canada directed 0.06% of 
public spending toward 
training.

Public spending on education 
reflects the degree to which 
Canada has prioritized investments 
in education compared to other 
expenditure areas. Canada generally 
has a strong education system, but 
greater investment in education will 
help to further support Canada’s 
well-being and future human capital 
development. Unequal levels of 
spending across Canada’s education 
system must also be addressed, 
such as funding gaps for First 
Nations schools.

Training is an important factor in 
ensuring Canada’s workforce has 
the essential skills required to meet 
labour market needs and to boost 
human capital potential, especially 
as technology changes. Canada’s 
system for training could benefit 
from greater levels of investment 
from both public and private sources.

Proportion 
of population 
with tertiary  
(post-
secondary) 
education

The proportion of Canadians with a 
tertiary education has steadily increased 
over the past three decades. Canada 
increased its rank from 3rd to 2nd in the 
OECD in 2016, and has since remained 
ranked 2nd on this indicator.

LeadingTop 5 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 5th in the 
OECD was Lithuania 
with 55.2% in 2019.

Canada ranked 2nd out of 36 
OECD countries in 2019.

63% of Canadian 25 to 34 
year-olds had a tertiary 
education in 2019.

The proportion of Canada’s 
population with tertiary education 
is one measure of Canadians’ skill 
level, and of their ability to contribute 
to Canada’s labour market. 
Post-secondary education is a 
requirement for many of the highest 
quality, most resilient, and highest 
growth jobs. 

Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Performance 
in reading, 
science, and 
math among 
15-year-olds

Youth not in 
employment, 
education 
or training 
(NEET)

Canada is among the top performing  
OECD countries in terms of its 
performance in reading, mathematics 
and science for 15-year-olds, as assessed 
through the OECD’s Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA).

The proportion of Canada’s youth who are 
NEET has become smaller over the past 
two decades despite some increases in 
the early 2010s. Though Canada has not 
reached the top 10 of OECD countries, 
it has seen some improvements and is 
close to the target. Covid-19 increased 
the NEET rate to unprecedented levels in 
2020.  Work will be required for Canada to 
stay on track.

Leading

On track

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: New 
Zealand was 10th, 
with an average 
score of 502.7 in 
2018.

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th was 
Austria with a youth 
NEET rate of 10.9% 
in 2019.

Canada ranked 4th out of 36 
OECD countries in 2018.

Canada had an average 
score of 516.7 in 2018 
across reading, science and 
math scores.

Canada ranked 13th out of 
33 OECD countries in 2019.

Canada’s youth NEET rate 
was 12.6% of the population 
of 20 to 24 year-olds in 
2019.

Performance among secondary 
school students reflects the quality 
of education in Canada. A strong 
education system will attract 
people to Canada, and forms a solid 
foundation to support Canada’s 
future human capital needs.

The youth NEET rate provides insight 
into issues such as unemployment, 
education and training completion, 
and labour market discouragement. 
It is a metric of the degree to which 
young people are on track to fully 
participating in our society and 
economy. A substantial reduction 
in the youth NEET rate is one of 
the UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals. 

[Sources]
Public spending on education: OECD (2020), Public spending on education (indicator). doi: 10.1787/f99b45d0-en
Public spending on training: OECD (2020), Public spending on labour markets (indicator). doi: 10.1787/911b8753-en 
Proportion of population with tertiary education: OECD (2020), Population with tertiary education (indicator). doi: 
10.1787/0b8f90e9-en 

Performance in reading, science and math among 15-year olds: OECD (2020), Mathematics performance (PISA) 
(indicator). doi: 10.1787/04711c74-en
Youth not in employment, education or training: OECD (2020), Youth not in employment, education or training (NEET) 
(indicator). doi: 10.1787/72d1033a-en

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Education and training: How might we measure success in 2050?

Future indicator: Percentage of working-age population with an industry-recognized micro-credential

Micro-credentials provide certification of specific skills or competencies. These rapidly 
attainable credentials can augment traditional post-secondary education and training. 112  In 
Canada and internationally, focus on the role that micro-credentials can play in better preparing 
the workforce to meet evolving industry needs, often driven by technological change, is growing. 
In the future, micro-credentials may play an established role in building opportunity and 
effectively upskilling the workforce.

Analysis
Public spending on education
This indicator provides insight into the priority 
governments give to education, relative to other 
areas of expenditure. Canada lags behind other 
OECD countries in terms of its spending on 
education as a percentage of GDP. However, 
Canada increased its ranking in the latest years 
of data availability, moving from 21st out of 37 
OECD countries in 2014 to 18th in 2015—spending 
3.17% of GDP on primary and secondary levels 
of education. At 4.6%, Norway spent the most 
on these levels of education as a percentage of 
GDP in 2015. While Canada’s ranking improves 
when incorporating spending on post-secondary 
education, it is still outside of the OECD top 10. 113  
However, despite ranking low compared to other 
OECD countries, Canada’s performance on other 
education indicators is high.

Canada is generally seen as having a strong 
education system, but a greater proportion 
of public spending could be directed toward 
education to ensure Canada is a leader across 
all indicators of educational performance. For 
instance, while Canadian universities typically rank 
well, none were in the top 10 in the latest edition 
of the Times Higher Education’s University World 
Rankings. The highest ranked Canadian university 
in 2020 was the University of Toronto, which 
ranked 18th. 114  Additionally, there are unequal 
levels of spending across Canada’s education 
system. One report found a funding gap of 30% 
between First Nations schools compared to other 
schools across Canada. 115 

 



Education and training 34

Public spending on training
Labour market-relevant training is important to 
ensuring Canada’s workforce has the skills needed, 
as the workforce ages and as labour market needs 
shift due to technological change. Covid-19 and its 
associated job dislocation is creating a significant 
need for reskilling. Public spending on training 
in Canada is middling compared to other OECD 
countries. Over the last 30 years, Canada has seen 
a decline in the percentage of its public spending on 
training, dropping from a high of 0.35% in 1991 to 
0.06% in 2018. At 0.43%, Austria spent the most on 
training as a percentage of GDP in 2018.

Canada’s system for training could benefit from 
greater levels of support from private sources as 
well. The International Institute for Management 
Development found that companies in Canada did 
not place the same level of importance on employee 
training compared to many other countries, ranking 
20th out of 63 countries in 2019. 116  The Conference 
Board of Canada found that Canadian employers 
spent an average of $889 per employee on learning 

and development in 2016/17, representing an 
increase over previous years and indicating some 
progress. While the gap has been closing, Canadian 
employers spend an average of 81 cents per dollar 
compared to their American counterparts on 
employee training. 117 

Proportion of population with tertiary 
(post-secondary) education
Post-secondary education is an important asset as 
a high and increasing proportion of jobs in Canada 
require advanced education. Canada is a leading 
country: it increased its rank from 3rd to 2nd in the 
OECD in 2016, and has since remained ranked 2nd 
on this indicator with 63% of its population aged 25 
to 34 having a tertiary education. South Korea had 
the highest proportion of population with a tertiary 
education in 2019 at 70%.

The demand for individuals with specialized and 
transferable skills attained through post-secondary 
education will continue to rise. Technological change 

is resulting in a demand for new skill profiles in 
many industries including analytical thinking and 
innovation, active listening, digital literacy, critical 
thinking and analysis, complex problem-solving, and 
leadership. 118  These skills are needed to advance 
Canada’s economic growth and competitiveness 
and are often attained through post-secondary 
education. However, there are barriers to attaining 
post-secondary education for many Canadians. 
Family income, coupled with parents’ education 
levels, are closely associated with whether young 
people pursue post-secondary education.

There is also a notable gap between university 
completion rates for Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Canadians. In 2016, completion rates for the 
Indigenous population were 18.8 percentage points 
lower than for non-Indigenous Canadians. This is 
an increase of 1.7 percentage points compared to 
2006—from 17.1 percentage points lower than the 
rate for non-Indigenous Canadians in 2006 to 18.8 
percentage points lower in 2016. 119 
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Performance in reading, science, and 
math among 15-year-olds
The OECD’s Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) provides insight on the 
performance of high school students, providing an 
international comparative indicator on the quality 
and effectiveness of education systems. High 
scores also reflect future labour market success. 
For instance, students with high performance in 
reading were found to be more likely to be working 
in a skilled job by age 25. 120  Canada typically ranks 
well in terms of its educational performance. While 
Canada’s average PISA scores have declined slightly 
in more recent years—from an average of 529.3 in 
2006 to an average of 516.7 in 2018—it is still among 
the top performers in the OECD.

The OECD notes that Canada was among the 
countries that scored high in reading performance 
and did not have notable performance differences 
based on the socioeconomic status of students. 121  
The OECD noted that there were some differences 
in science performance based on socioeconomic 

status in Canada, but it appears to have less of an 
effect than other OECD countries. 122  This relatively 
even distribution of positive educational outcomes 
is a notable asset for Canada. While Canada ranked 
4th among OECD countries in PISA outcomes (only 
ranking lower in 2018 than Estonia, Japan, and 
Korea), it ranked 8th out of the 77 total countries 
tracked by PISA in 2018. In the OECD, Canada had 
the second-highest score on reading performance.

Youth not in employment, education 
or training (NEET)
The youth NEET rate measures the degree to which 
young people are neither in the labour force or 
education and training. Canada’s youth NEET rate 
among 20-to-24 year-olds improved over the past 
five years, decreasing from 14.8% in 2014 to 12.6% 
in 2019. However, Canada’s ranking among OECD 
countries generally remained the same within that 
period. Canada slightly improved its ranking from 
14th in 2018 to 13th in 2019. Canada’s rate was 
better than the OECD average in 2019 (14.9%). The 
country in the OECD with the lowest youth NEET rate 

in 2019 (least amount of youth not in employment, 
education or training) was Iceland with a rate of 
6.1%. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 
includes a goal for a substantial decrease in the 
youth NEET rate. 123 

Groups at higher risk for being NEET include young 
women with children, immigrants, and Indigenous 
youth. 124  NEET youth are at risk of being in poverty 
and having long-term negative economic and 
social outcomes. Statistics Canada has found that 
Canadians that were NEET as youth were more likely 
to report poor physical and mental health. 125  As a 
result of Covid-19, between February and April 2020, 
the NEET rate for Canadian youth aged 15 to 29 
increased from 12% to 24%, following a rapid decline 
in employment, education and training participation. 
This unprecedented growth was also experienced 
by off-reserve Indigenous youth, with the NEET rate 
increasing from 22% in February 2020 to 31% in April 
2020. 126  Work will be required for Canada to stay on 
track in light of these deep current challenges for 
youth caused by the pandemic.
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Overview
An accessible, reliable system to support children and families 
is critical to encouraging child well-being and women’s labour 
force participation. Ambitious improvements to policies 
supporting children and families could also support increased 
fertility rates, creating improved conditions for population 
growth. This section explores the following indicators:

 I Child poverty

 I Child care 

 I Parental leave 

 I Child and youth well-being

 I Public spending related to children and families

Support for children 
and families
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Covid-19 impacts: Gaps in Canada’s systems to support 
children and families
Covid-19 shined a light on the need for child-care supports, as well as on the many gaps within 
Canada’s systems to support children and families:

 I Parents were significantly impacted by lockdowns that closed schools and shuttered many exist-
ing options for child care. Women were particularly impacted by Covid-19, with women’s participa-
tion in the labour force dipping to 55% for the first time since the mid-1980s. 128 

 I Covid-19 has had a detrimental impact on child well-being due to school closures, cancellation 
of recreational activities, and losses to family income security, among other issues, resulting in 
negative physical and mental health effects. 129  Nearly three-quarters of Canadian parents reported 
concerns about their children’s social engagement and development during the pandemic. 130 

 I Child care capacity (spaces) has significantly declined as a result of the pandemic. For instance, 
as of September 2020, it was estimated that 54% of child care centres in Ontario were open and 
fewer than 25% of spaces were in operation. 131  Challenges prevail in reopening child care facilities 
due to new health and safety practices, low enrolment, and difficulty hiring staff. 132 

As Canada recovers from the impacts of Covid-19, a robust system that supports children and 
families will be critical to rebuilding the economy.

A robust system of support for children and 
families—including affordable early childhood 
education and care, and accessible parental leave—
can make the choice to have more children easier. 
Such policies yield substantial economic returns. 
Access to high quality early education also provides 
significant benefits to young children. Strong 
supports for children can help to protect against 
poverty and promote child development. High 
levels of childhood well-being generally improve life 
outcomes, while lack of a safe upbringing can have 
both personal and economic costs. 127 
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Indicators

Child poverty

Child care

According to the Market Basket Measure, 
Canada’s official poverty line, there has 
been a decline in Canada’s child poverty 
rate in recent years (from 16.4% in 2015 
to 10.8% in 2018). Another key approach 
to measuring poverty, the Low Income 
Measure, shows more modest progress. 
While declines in child poverty rates are a 
good step, there is still more work needed 
to reach the ultimate goal of elimination. 
The economic effects of Covid-19 have 
the potential to upend recent progress.

Participation in child care in Canada, 
according to available data (which does 
not cover all forms of early learning and 
child care), is currently below the OECD 
average. Due to a lack of internationally 
comparable data, the degree to which 
Canada is falling behind in participation 
is not fully known. Canada’s lack of a 
national policy on child care also puts 
it behind many comparable countries, 
though this could change with new 
federal commitments to developing a 
national child care system.

On track

Falling behind

Continued decrease 
in child poverty in 
Canada, with a goal 
to eliminate it.

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th in 
the OECD was New 
Zealand with a 72.3% 
enrolment rate for 
0 to 5 year-olds in 
2017.

 The way in which the 
OECD tracks  early 
learning and child 
care enrolment is not 
directly comparable 
to available Canadian 
data. While Canada 
does not appear in 
OECD data on this 
measure, OECD data 
provides a general 
benchmark to which 
Canada can be 
compared. 

Canada had 10.8% of 
children in low income in 
2018.

Canada had 59.9% of 
children aged 0 to 5 in 
some form of child care 
outside of the immediate 
family (not including 
kindergarten) in 2019.

Children who live in poverty are more 
likely to experience adverse impacts 
to their physical and mental health, 
and to stay in poverty throughout 
their lives. Government investments 
in direct transfers to families with 
children have helped move this 
indicator in the right direction, toward 
lower levels of poverty for Canadian 
children. One of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals is to reduce 
poverty around the world.

Early learning and child care provide 
an important foundation for child 
skills development and well-being. 
A robust child care system can 
enable greater participation in the 
labour force by parents, particularly 
mothers, which is essential to our 
economic recovery from Covid-19, 
and to longer-term prosperity. A 
strong child care system could 
also potentially impact decisions 
on whether to have children. There 
are disparities in participation in 
child care across Canada. A UN 
Sustainable Development Goal is for 
all children to have access to quality 
early childhood learning.

Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Parental 
leave

Child and 
youth 
well-being

Canada’s parental leave system provides 
value to many new parents, but more 
could be done to strengthen it. While the 
duration of leave is comparable to many 
countries, the pay level is low and many 
new parents are not eligible to receive 
benefits. Canada’s parental leave policies 
also offer limited benefits to partners and 
spouses of recent mothers (even with 
changes to parental leave policies in this 
direction in 2019).

Canada has declined significantly in its 
ranking on the report card over the last 
decade and is well behind many other rich 
countries in its ranking in the most recent 
UNICEF report card.

Needs attention

Falling behind

Top 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th was 
Germany with 48.3 
weeks in 2018.

Top 10 ranking in 
future UNICEF report 
cards on the well-
being of children and 
youth.

Canada ranked 20th out of 
35 OECD countries in 2018.

Canada had 26.6 weeks of 
parental leave available in 
full-rate equivalent support 
(defined as the length of 
paid leave if benefits were 
paid at 100% of previous 
earnings) in 2018.

Canada ranked 30th among 
38 rich countries in the 
well-being of children and 
youth under age 18 in 
UNICEF’s 2020 report card. 

Paid parental leave supports new 
parents and particularly mothers in 
temporarily exiting employment with 
job security and income support to 
care for infants. There are several 
challenges with Canada’s current 
system including eligibility and level of 
pay. Quebec’s more generous parental 
leave program (QPIP) is distinct from 
the rest of Canada. Parental leave 
policies can impact decisions on 
whether to have children.

The 2020 UNICEF report card 
includes 22 indicators, covering 
categories including environment, 
skills, economy, relationships, society, 
education, health, economy, budget, 
mental well-being and physical 
health—all important factors to the 
development of children. Higher levels 
of well-being will help to encourage 
people to raise their families in 
Canada. The report card includes 
targets that align with the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals.

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Public 
spending 
related to 
children and 
families

Despite general increases in the 
percentage of GDP spent on children 
and families, Canada is well behind 
comparator countries.

Falling behindOECD average. 

Threshold: The OECD 
average was 2.4% of 
GDP in 2015.

Canada ranked 29th out of 
37 OECD countries in 2015.

Canada spent 1.68% 
of GDP on children and 
families in 2015. 

This indicator reflects the degree 
to which governments prioritize 
investing in children and families. It 
includes child-related cash transfers 
to families with children, public 
spending on services for families 
with children, and financial support 
for families provided through the tax 
system. 

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters

[Sources]
Child poverty: Statistics Canada. Table 11-10-0135-01 Low income statistics by age, sex and economic family type. 
Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501
Child care: Statistics Canada. Table 42-10-0004-01 Use of early learning and child care arrangements, household 
population aged 0 to 5 years. Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=4210000401; OECD 
(2020), Enrolment rate in child care and pre-school, OECD Family Database. http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm

Parental leave: OECD (2019). Family Database: PF2.1. Parental leave systems. Available at: https://www.oecd.org/
els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf
Child and youth well-being: UNICEF (2020), Worlds Apart: Canadian Companion to Report Card 16. Available at: 
https://www.unicef.ca/sites/default/files/2020-09/UNICEF%20RC16%20Canadian%20Companion%20EN_Web.pdf 
Public spending related to children and families: OECD (2019). Family Database: PF1.1. Public spending on family 
benefits. Available at: http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF1_1_Public_spending_on_family_benefits.pdf  

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=1110013501
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=4210000401
http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm
https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf
https://www.unicef.ca/sites/default/files/2020-09/UNICEF%20RC16%20Canadian%20Companion%20EN_Web.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF1_1_Public_spending_on_family_benefits.pdf
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Support for children and families: How might we measure 
success in 2050?

Future indicator: Percentage of non-birthing parents taking maximum parental leave entitlements

In 2019, Canada introduced a “use it or lose it” five-to-eight week parental benefit entitlement for non-
birthing parents, with the intention of promoting greater gender equity in parental leave-taking, and to 
support early-stage parenting and increased leave-taking (primarily) among fathers. 133  This builds on 
Quebec’s pre-existing dedicated paternity leave. Such benefits are likely to expand in the future and 
the scale of uptake will be a key metric of their success.

Analysis
Child poverty
Children who live in poverty are more likely to stay in 
poverty as they get older. In recent years, there have 
been general declines in poverty for Canadians under 
18 years old—from 16.4% in 2015 to 10.8% in 2018, 
according to Canada’s official poverty measure, 
which is called the Market Basket Measure (MBM). 
Poverty rates can also be measured through the 
Low Income Measure (LIM), a different approach 
referenced by key advocates which shows more 
modest progress in reducing poverty. 134  OECD data 
on child poverty (which is tracked in a different 
way) finds that Canada ranked 15th out of 29 OECD 
countries in 2017. 135  While Canada has made some 
progress in reducing child poverty, continued work 
will be needed to remain on track, especially given 
the economic effects of Covid-19 which have the 
potential to upend progress. The federal government 
has a target to reduce the poverty rate in general by 
50% by 2030 (compared to 2015 levels), consistent 
with the UN Sustainable Development Goals. 136 

The federal Canada Child Benefit (CCB), introduced 
in 2016, has had a significant impact in reducing 
child poverty. 137  However, according to a recent 
report from Campaign 2000, rates of child poverty 
remain particularly high among Indigenous children, 
both those living on-reserve (53%) and off-reserve 
(41%). Racialized Canadians and recent immigrants 
are among those with high rates of child poverty 
as well. Children of permanent residents also 
experienced a high poverty rate at 35%. 138  According 
to 2016 Census data, there is a notable gap between 
prevalence of low income between immigrants 
(32.2%) and non-immigrants (15.4%) aged 0 to 17 
years in Canada. 139 
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Child care
Robust systems for quality early childhood education 
and care can improve children’s future skills 
development, well-being and learning. 140  It is a UN 
Sustainable Development Goal for all children to 
have access to quality early childhood development, 
care and pre-primary education.

Canada has limited data on the availability and 
accessibility of child care and does not collect 
internationally comparable information, making it 
challenging to compare to similar countries. Still, 
based on recent survey data, Canada is behind. The 
country’s participation rate in child care outside of 
immediate family care for children up to five years 
old was 59.9%, according to 2019 data. However, this 
does not include children in kindergarten, but does 
include unregulated child care arrangements which 
are not categorized by the OECD as early childhood 
education and care. Canada’s lack of a national 
policy on child care also puts it behind many other 
countries, although recent federal commitments to 
a national child care system have the potential to 
move the needle in Canada. 141 

Weaknesses in Canada’s child care system have a 
significant impact on women’s participation in the 
workforce, with recent developments exacerbating 
this challenge. The recession spurred by Covid-19 
has been called a “she-cession” because most 
job losses have been within service occupations 
commonly held by women. 142  Child care capacity 
in Canada has declined substantially as a result 
of Covid-19, posing a deep macro-economic 
problem. 143  Increased capacity and access to safe 
child care are needed to support women in returning 

to the workforce, which is essential to economic 
recovery. The growth of women’s labour force 
participation over the last 40 years represents about 
one-third of Canada’s real per capita GDP growth—
more than $9,000 per person. 144  

Prior to Covid-19, participation rates in child 
care outside family arrangements were higher in 
Quebec, with its public system (78.2%), and Prince 
Edward Island (65.6%), and lower in provinces like 
Manitoba (50.5%), Saskatchewan (53%), and Ontario 
(53.6%). 145  More than one-third of Canadian parents 
reported difficulties in finding child care. The top 
reasons cited were availability and affordability. 146  
Across Canada there were only enough regulated 
child care spaces for 26.9% of children between the 
ages of 0 and 5 in 2019, and distribution of these 
spaces varied by province and territory. 147  There is 
significant variation in cost across the country, as 
well. In 2019, median monthly child care fees for 
infants ranged from $179 in cities across Quebec, to 
$1774 in Toronto. 148  Fees for child care in Canada 
are among the highest in the OECD. 149 

Parental leave
Paid parental leave protects maternal and infant 
health, allows for important early care for children, 
and supports gender equity in employment. 
Canada ranks below the OECD median in weeks for 
which benefits are available to parents at full-rate 
equivalent support. With more weeks, higher benefit 
rates, and more flexible eligibility criteria, the Quebec 
Parental Insurance Plan (QPIP) has more generous 
parental leave benefits compared to the Employment 
Insurance (EI) system available in the rest of 
Canada. 150  This results in greater uptake in Quebec.

In many cases, parental leave benefits are not 
accessible to all who need them in Canada because 
of their connection with Canada’s EI system, which 
has relatively high qualification requirements based 
on recent employment. This can make benefits 
difficult to access, particularly for those in precarious 
employment and self-employment. In 2018, around 
two-thirds of Canadian mothers with a child aged 12 
months or less received maternity and/or parental 
benefits. 151  Low benefit rates also make it difficult 
for low-income parents to take parental leave. 
Recent research assessing parental leave in four 
provinces found that parental benefit uptake was 
less likely among mothers with household income 
less than $60,000 compared to households above 
that threshold. 152  In addition to supporting child well-
being and employment equity, better parental leave 
policies and better child care policies are among the 
instruments that can support families in having the 
number of children they choose, which could help 
to increase Canada’s fertility rate and, ultimately, 
population growth.

Child and youth well-being
UNICEF has noted that Canada has not improved 
its child and youth well-being ranking in more than 
a decade while nearly one-third of similar countries 
have seen improvement. Canada fell from 10th 
to 30th between 2010 and 2020, according to 
UNICEF’s report card on child well-being. 153  In 2020, 
Canada was below average in more than half of 
the measures used by UNICEF to track child well-
being. 154  UNICEF noted that low rankings in terms of 
physical health and supportive relationships affected 
well-being for children in Canada. Canada also had 
one of the highest rates of adolescent suicide. On a 
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more positive note, Canada ranked in the top third on 
two measures: academic achievement and low air 
pollution exposure. Norway topped UNICEF’s report 
card in 2020.

Children First Canada has found that one-third of 
children experience a lack of safety and health 
during their childhoods. Among the top threats to 
childhood in Canada identified by the organization 
are poor mental health, child abuse, physical 
inactivity, food insecurity, and systemic racism and 
discrimination. 155  These challenges are expected to 
worsen as a result of Covid-19. For instance, recent 
reports indicate that Covid-19 has exacerbated 
existing mental health issues among Canada’s youth, 
reportedly increasing depression levels among 
young Canadians by 35%. 156 

Public spending related to children 
and families
A robust system to support children and families 
is critical to encouraging well-being, economic 
growth, and sustainable population growth in 
Canada. Canada has seen some small increases 
in the percentage of GDP spent on children and 
families, but it is near the bottom compared to 
other OECD countries. Canada ranked 29th out of 
all 37 OECD countries in 2015, spending 1.68% of 
GDP on children and families. France ranked the 
highest of OECD countries at 3.68% of GDP. Canada’s 
announced plans for a national child care strategy 
could raise public expenditure in the future.

Support for children and families brings substantial 
social and economic benefits. This is an area in 
which significant gaps persist within Canada, 
particularly for Indigenous children and families. 157  
Closing these gaps in support will be essential to 
Canada achieving a society in which all children are 
supported to grow up to become thriving adults.  
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Overview
Sustainable population growth will require renewed 
investments in infrastructure and cities. Investments in all 
kinds of infrastructure, including affordable housing, digital 
infrastructure, and urban infrastructure like public transit, will 
need to keep pace with and anticipate population growth. This 
section explores the following indicators:

 I Investment in infrastructure

 I State of infrastructure

 I Housing affordability

 I Access to broadband internet

 I Quality of broadband internet

 I Population density in metropolitan areas

 I Income inequality in metropolitan areas

Infrastructure and 
urban development
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Covid-19 impacts: Pandemic highlights critical infrastructure needs
Critical infrastructure needs have been highlighted by the outbreak of Covid-19:

 I The Federation of Canadian Municipalities has found that Covid-19 exacerbated an existing af-
fordable housing crisis in Canada. 159  In the recovery from Covid-19, there will be a need to expand 
affordable housing supply across the country.

 I Covid-19 has increased the urgency of addressing homelessness. Many homeless shelters and 
other facilities around the country closed or limited their capacity as it became difficult to enforce 
distancing protocols. 160 

 I Public transit was immediately hit hard by Covid-19, as fewer people commuted to school and 
work. There have been significant financial losses and recovery is projected to be slow. Ridership 
in Canada was estimated to have decreased by 70% to 90% in the first few months of the pandem-
ic. 161 

 I The pandemic has highlighted the need for strong digital infrastructure and access to broadband 
for all as more people engage in remote work and schooling. The pandemic has widened the digi-
tal divide, as low-income families and those in remote regions of the country have faced challeng-
es connecting to needed resources.

 I The federal government has indicated that Covid-19 will delay efforts to end long-term boil water 
advisories on-reserve. 162 

It is important to note that infrastructure needs are 
not the same across the country. For example, a 
recent comprehensive report on infrastructure in 
Nunavut found that the territory falls substantially 
behind the country overall. 158  Access to critical 
infrastructure is particularly lacking for Indigenous 
populations, including infrastructure required to 
ensure water potability on reserves.

Additionally, changing weather patterns require 
infrastructure that can adapt to more extreme 
weather. Resilience infrastructure will play a growing 
role in protecting life, property, and economic vitality 
in future years.
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Indicators

Investment in 
infrastructure

State of 
infrastructure

Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters

Infrastructure investment levels have 
stagnated at around 4% of GDP in recent 
years. Higher levels of investment are 
needed in future years. Experts have 
projected that more than 5% of GDP 
should be spent on infrastructure to make 
up for the infrastructure deficit. More 
recent federal investments and planning, 
including on transit, could help put this 
indicator on track in the future.

Canada has declined in its ranking in 
recent years in the World Economic 
Forum’s Global Competitiveness Index 
infrastructure pillar. While it is below 
the target compared to other countries, 
Canada still ranks among the top quartile 
of countries assessed in this indicator.

Needs attention

Needs attention

Increase the rate 
of infrastructure 
investment to close 
infrastructure gap.

Top 10 in overall 
infrastructure 
score in the Global 
Competitiveness 
Index.

Investment in infrastructure 
represented 3.9% of GDP in 
2019.

Canada ranked 26th out of 
141 countries in the Global 
Competitiveness Index 
Infrastructure pillar in 2019.

Investment in infrastructure is 
closely tied to competitiveness 
and productivity. High levels of 
investment are needed in Canada 
to make up for many decades 
of underinvestment that have 
resulted in an infrastructure deficit. 
Infrastructure investment is essential 
to supporting long-term population 
growth.

This pillar in the index focuses on the 
state of utilities and transportation 
systems in comparison to other 
countries. The state of Canada’s 
infrastructure impacts our current 
quality of life, resiliency and 
economic well-being. Canada is 
making progress in assessing 
infrastructure needs, but more 
predictable, sustainable and 
strategic investments in physical 
as well as social, economic and 
digital infrastructure are still needed. 
Canada now has important new data 
to inform planning through the recent 
introduction of the Core Public 
Infrastructure Survey.
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Access to 
broadband 
internet

Quality of 
broadband 
internet

There has been a general increase in 
broadband availability with 50/10 Mbps 
speeds, though there are disparities in 
access across the country. Nonetheless, 
recent funding announcements put the 
country potentially on track to achieve 
98% of households by 2026.

Canada is significantly behind other 
comparable countries and falls well below 
the OECD average.

On track

Falling behind

Meet the federal 
government 
objective of 98% 
of Canadian 
households by 
2026 and 100% by 
2030.163

OECD average. 

Threshold: OECD 
average was 
28.03% in 2019.

85.7% of Canadian 
households had access 
to 50/10 Mbps speeds in 
2018.

Canada ranked 27th out of 
37 OECD countries in 2019.

17.18% of Canada’s fixed 
broadband infrastructure 
was classified as Fibre to 
the Home (FTTH) in 2019. 

Internet access is essential to 
all parts of Canadian society. 
As a result of Covid-19, unequal 
access has negatively impacted 
many Canadians. One of the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals calls 
for a significant increase in access to 
and affordability of information and 
communications technology.

This indicator reflects the quality of 
broadband and the speed of service. 
Fibre connections can reach speeds 
of one Gigabit per second, which 
is significantly faster than 50/10 
speeds. Higher speeds are important 
as more critical services move 
online and will be needed to enhance 
social connections, education, and 
economic growth. Currently, only a 
small percentage of fixed broadband 
in Canada meets this standard for 
high-speed internet.

Housing 
affordability Significant progress is needed to ensure 

all households in Canada have access 
to adequate, affordable housing—
particularly in urban parts of Canada. 
There has been minimal improvement in 
the availability of affordable housing in 
Canada’s urban areas since 2012. Recent 
housing investments through the National 
Housing Strategy could have an impact, 
as can the new Rapid Housing Initiative 
and federal commitment to end chronic 
homelessness.

Needs attentionMeet CMHC target 
of affordable 
housing for 
everyone by 2030.

Incidence of core housing 
need in urban areas in 
Canada was 12.4% in 2018

Housing affordability is a critical 
component of well-being. The core 
housing need metric assesses 
whether housing is below standards 
of adequacy, suitability, and 
affordability based on household 
income and composition. Canada’s 
affordable housing shortage deeply 
impacts all areas of the country, 
particularly the social and economic 
health of cities. Increased stock is 
essential to our growth. One of the 
UN Sustainable Development Goals 
calls for access for all to adequate, 
safe, and affordable housing.

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Income 
inequality in 
metropolitan 
areas

There are higher levels of income 
inequality in Canada’s most populous 
cities compared to the rest of Canada, as 
measured by the Gini coefficient. In 2015, 
Canada’s overall Gini coefficient was 0.32. 
Inequality was higher in Toronto (0.41), 
Montreal (0.35), and Vancouver (0.41). 

Needs attentionClose the inequality 
gap between 
Canada’s cities and 
the country overall.

The average Gini coefficient 
among Canada’s three most 
populous metropolitan areas 
was 0.39 in 2015.

High levels of income inequality have 
a detrimental impact on sustainable 
growth in Canadian cities, and on 
the degree to which Canadian cities 
are equipped to sustain the broad, 
diverse workforces that urban 
economies and societies require. 

[Sources]
Investment in infrastructure: Statistics Canada (2020), Table 36-10-0608-01 Infrastructure Economic Accounts, 
investment and net stock by asset, industry, and asset function (x 1,000,000), Available at: https://www150.statcan.
gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610060801; Statistics Canada. Table 36-10-0103-01 Gross domestic product, income-
based, quarterly (x 1,000,000), Available at: https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610010301
State of infrastructure: World Economic Forum (2019), Global Competitiveness Report: Infrastructure Pillar, Available at: 
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf
Housing affordability: CMHC (2020), Incidence of Urban Households in Core Housing Need (%) 2012 – 2018: Canada, 
Provinces, Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) and Census Agglomerations (Cas), Available at: https://www.cmhc-schl.
gc.ca/en/data-and-research/data-tables/incidence-urban-households-core-housing-need

Access to broadband internet: Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (2019), 
Communications Monitoring Report 2019, Available at: https://crtc.gc.ca/pubs/cmr2019-en.pdf
Quality of broadband internet: OECD (2020), Broadband Portal, Percentage of fibre connections in total fixed broadband 
(Dec. 2019). Available at: https://www.oecd.org/sti/broadband/broadband-statistics/
Population density in metropolitan areas: OECD (2020). Metropolitan areas, Population, population density of the core 
area. Available at: https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CITIES 
Income inequality in metropolitan areas: OECD (2020). Metropolitan areas, Income distribution, Gini (at disposable 
income, after taxes and transfers). Available at: https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CITIES 

Population 
density in 
metropolitan 
areas

The population density in the core parts 
of Canada’s metropolitan areas has 
increased at a faster rate than in the 
OECD overall, though it remains below the 
OECD average. Overall, Canadian cities 
have become denser over the past two 
decades. In 2018, density in Canadian 
cities ranged from 72 inhabitants per 
square-kilometre in Halifax to 2,097 
inhabitants per square-kilometre in 
Montreal. 

Needs attentionOECD average.

Threshold: The 
OECD average for 
population density 
in core areas was 
1,374 inhabitants 
per square 
kilometre in 2018.

The average population 
density of the core areas 
of Canadian cities with 
population of more than 
250,000 (16 cities) was 
1,196 inhabitants per 
square-kilometre in 2018. 

Population density provides insight 
on the intensity of settlement in 
specific areas. Urban areas in 
Canada are typically among the least 
dense in OECD countries and there 
is a wide range in density levels. 
Sustainably increasing density will 
be essential for Canada to grow its 
population. 

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610060801
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610060801
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3610010301
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf
https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/data-and-research/data-tables/incidence-urban-households-core-housing-need
https://www.cmhc-schl.gc.ca/en/data-and-research/data-tables/incidence-urban-households-core-housing-need
https://crtc.gc.ca/pubs/cmr2019-en.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/sti/broadband/broadband-statistics/
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CITIES
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=CITIES
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Infrastructure and urban development: How might we measure 
success in 2050?

Future indicator: Infrastructure investment north of the 55th parallel

Infrastructure investment in the north is key to Canada’s future prosperity. Transportation 
infrastructure to better connect northern regions to the rest of Canada as well as to world markets 
will be critical, as are investments promoting quality of life and well-being for northern populations. 
Northern research capacity and academic infrastructure is essential to better understand how the 
north is changing as a result of climate change, with implications for Canada and the world at large. 

Analysis
Investment in infrastructure
Infrastructure investment is essential to grow 
Canada’s economy, competitiveness, productivity, 
and population growth. There has been limited 
growth in Canada’s rate of infrastructure investment 
in recent years, which generally held steady at a 
rate of 4% of GDP between 2015 to 2018. In 2019, 
Canada had a slight decline to 3.9% in infrastructure 
investment. However, the federal government has 
more recently made commitments in infrastructure 
funding and planning that could help make progress 
on this indicator. For instance, in February 2021, 
the federal government announced $14.9 billion 
for public transit projects over an eight-year period, 
including permanent funding of $3 billion per 
year starting in 2026-27. 164  This is considered a 
landmark investment by municipal advocates who 
have long called for permanent federal funding to 
support transit.

Higher levels of investment are needed to make up 
for decades of underinvestment in Canada. Canada’s 
infrastructure deficit has been estimated at between 
$110 billion and $270 billion. 165  McKinsey has 
projected that worldwide, between 2016 and 2030, 
an average investment of 3.8% of GDP is needed to 
support economic growth projections, but notes that 
because of underinvestment, that level will increase 
—and if the objective is to meet UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, even greater investment will be 
required. 166  The Residential and Civil Construction 
Alliance of Ontario recently projected that the level 
of infrastructure investment needed in Ontario to 
maximize long-term growth is 5.4% of GDP. 167  
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State of infrastructure
The quality of Canada’s infrastructure is key to 
sustainable population growth and the country’s 
future prosperity. Canada’s infrastructure quality 
rankings have declined in recent years. In the 
infrastructure pillar of the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Competitiveness Report, Canada was ranked 
26th out of 141 countries in 2019. The World 
Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report 
evaluates the state of utilities (i.e. indicators on 
access and quality) and transportation systems (i.e. 
indicators on connectivity, quality, density, efficiency).

Canada will need to address aging infrastructure in 
the years ahead. An annual report card developed 
by a number of stakeholder organizations that 
monitors the state of Canada’s infrastructure 
found that in 2019 a concerning level of municipal 
infrastructure was either in “poor” or “very poor” 
condition. 168  It also noted that the majority of 
municipal infrastructure in Canada is more than 20 
years old. With a significantly higher population, 
Canada will require more predictable, sustainable 
and strategic investments in social, economic and 
digital infrastructure.

Housing affordability
Affordable housing is needed to support the 
well-being of Canadians and to accommodate a 
growing population. Overall, there has been minimal 
improvement in the availability of affordable housing 
in Canada’s urban areas since 2012. Core housing 
need in urban Canada was 12.4% in 2018, compared 
to 12.8% in 2012. Urban areas in some provinces 
recorded particularly high rates in 2018, with British 
Columbia at 15.4%, followed by Ontario (14.7%), 
Saskatchewan (13.7%), and Nova Scotia (13.2%). 
Investments through the National Housing Strategy 
are likely having some impact, though not keeping up 
with current need.

The OECD has found that housing prices and debt 
related to housing are high in Canada, particularly 
in Toronto and Vancouver. This has a detrimental 
impact on affordability and poses broader economic 
risks. 169  Between 2005 and 2018, Canada recorded 
one of the largest increases in housing prices in the 
OECD. 170  As a result, people with low and moderate 
incomes, newcomers to Canada, and students 
have found it particularly difficult to find suitable, 

affordable housing. 171  A lack of affordable housing 
compounds the effects of income inequality.

Canada also has low levels of rental availability. 172  
In response to deepening homelessness 
challenges resulting from Covid-19, the federal 
government has invested in permanent supportive 
housing through the Rapid Housing Initiative, 
including the creation of up to 3,000 new 
permanent affordable housing units. 173 

Access to broadband
Access to broadband internet has become critical 
as more services, work and learning opportunities 
move online. Covid-19 has highlighted the need 
for reliable, affordable access to the internet for 
professional and educational purposes, as well as 
to maintain social and family connections. There 
has been a steady increase in broadband coverage 
of 50/10 speeds in Canada, with 85.7% of Canadian 
households having access to speeds of 50 Mbps to 
download, and 10 Mbps to upload in 2018. This is up 
from 84.1% in 2017.
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While broadband was available to 84.1% of 
households in Canada in 2017, access is more 
limited in rural and First Nations communities. 
It is important to note here that “access” means 
“available to purchase.” Therefore, while many 
households are in regions where there is “access,” 
they are unable to connect due to affordability or 
other reasons. In 2018, 80.9% of Canadian internet 
users over the age of 15 in households in the lowest 
household income quartile had access to Internet at 
home, compared to 99.6% in the highest household 
income quartile. 174  In November 2020, the federal 
government announced that it is on track to connect 
98% of Canadians to high-speed internet by 2026. 175  
However, an ongoing focus on affordability and 
quality remains critical.

Quality of broadband
High-speed fibre broadband provides high quality 
access to broadband and high speeds of service. 
A high-quality connection is important to support 
businesses and provide critical online services 
such as education and access to public services. 
Canada’s percentage of fibre connections has grown 
considerably over the past four years, and nearly 
doubled within that timeframe (from 9.97% in 2016 
to 17.18% in 2019), but its rank has remained among 
the lowest in the OECD. It is important to note that 
according to CRTC data, more households could 
access existing fibre infrastructure. This means that 
fibre is available to purchase, though there can be 
affordability and other barriers to connecting.

The federal government has made recent 
commitments to improve accessibility of high-speed 
internet in the years ahead (defined as 50Mbps 

download and 10 Mbps upload), but this does not 
fully incorporate the quality possible with Fibre to 
The Home (FTTH) which enables speeds that can 
reach in excess of one Gigabit per second (Gbps). 
The federal government has acknowledged that such 
speeds are necessary to ensure quality of services in 
health and educational contexts and has indicated it 
will consider investments to enable faster speeds. 176  
When investing in long-term internet infrastructure 
solutions, it is crucial that Canada consider not 
only what is needed today, but what will allow for 
growth in the future based on rapidly evolving 
technology. There is a need for greater ambition in 
terms of speed to boost Canada’s economy, support 
productivity, enhance social connections, and 
improve educational access.

Population density in 
metropolitan areas
Responsibly increasing urban density will be 
critical to Canada achieving a population of 100 
million by 2100. When planned well, density can 
support Canada’s objective of a more sustainable 
economy, by contributing to reduced emissions, 
shorter commute times, and vibrant communities. 
According to the United Nations, 68% of the world 
population is expected to live in urban areas by 
2050, up from 55% in 2018. 177  Canada already has 
a particularly high level of urbanization, with 71.8% 
of the population living in a census metropolitan 
area in 2020. 178  Well-planned density, designed 
for sustainability and quality-of-life, is essential 
to Canada’s future. The alternative is a growing 
Canada characterized by gridlock, sprawl, and 
detrimental environmental impacts.   

Despite recent increases in density, urban areas 
in Canada with over 250,000 population are less 
dense on average (1,196 inhabitants per square 
kilometer) than in the OECD overall (1,374 per 
square kilometer). In 2018, density in Canadian cities 
ranged from 72 inhabitants per square-kilometre in 
Halifax, to 2,097 inhabitants per square-kilometre in 
Montreal. 179  Increased density in small and medium-
sized cities will also be important to growth that 
produces economic and quality-of-life improvements 
across the country.

The ability of Canadian cities to effectively manage 
growth and the range of services required by 
increased density is also impacted by their fiscal 
capacity. As Canadian municipal responsibilities 
have increased, municipal governments have not 
seen proportional levels of revenue growth—relying 
primarily on property taxes, development charges 
and user fees outside of federal and provincial 
transfers. Research has indicated that for every 
household tax dollar paid in Ontario, municipalities 
collect only nine cents. 180  

Income inequality in 
metropolitan areas
Income inequality is higher in urban areas than 
it is in the rest of the country. It challenges the 
sustainable and healthy growth of our largest cities 
and contributes to negative outcomes such as 
social fragmentation, longer commute times, and 
environmental degradation.
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OECD data indicates a notable gap between income 
inequality in Canada’s most populous cities and the 
rest of the country. The average Gini coefficient for 
Canada’s most populous cities (Toronto, Montreal 
and Vancouver) was 0.39 in 2015, compared to 
Canada’s overall Gini coefficient of 0.32. Calgary 
also reported a particularly high level of income 
inequality with a Gini coefficient of 0.45. These 
four metropolitan areas account for about 40% 
of Canada’s population. 181  Income inequality in 
Canadian cities has grown significantly over the 
past few decades. For instance, between 1980 and 
2005, income inequality grew in Toronto by 31%, 
in Calgary by 28%, in Vancouver by 17%, and in 
Montreal by 15%. 182 

While Canada needs to attract and retain 
more people in rural, small and medium-sized 
communities, healthy population growth in our 
largest cities will be necessary in order to achieve 
our population growth targets. Addressing growing 
inequality in major centres needs to be a priority.

There are other important equity issues in Canadian 
cities that impact development and growth. For 
instance, transit equity—the degree to which transit 
is effectively serving all parts of the population 
including low-income or racialized populations—is 
a growing issue and could be compounded by 
Covid-19 as transit revenues decline. 183 
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On growing well
Overview
Growing Canada’s population to 100 million by 2100 will take work, 
but it is achievable. However, population growth alone is not enough; 
we must also grow well. Mismanaged growth in the years ahead could 
undermine Canada’s future prosperity, resulting in strained public 
services, an unhealthy environment, and social tensions.

This section explores the following indicators:

 I  Global competitiveness

 I Income inequality

 I Life expectancy

 I Environmental sustainability

 I Freedom

 I Social progress

These indicators connect to many others in the 
Scorecard, both as outcomes and as enabling factors.
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Indicators

Global com-
petitiveness

Income 
inequality

Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters

While Canada remains a highly 
competitive economy and ranks 
well compared to many other similar 
countries, it could do better in terms 
of its competitiveness. Canada’s 
global competitiveness has declined 
in recent years. It fell two places in its 
ranking in the index between 2018 and 
2019, from 12th to 14th. Canada had 
previously ranked among the top 10 
countries in 2010.

Canada is well below the top 10 most 
equal OECD countries. Canada’s level 
of income inequality has increased in 
the past two decades, from 0.289 in 
1990 to 0.31 in 2017. 

Needs attention

Needs attention

Top 10 in the Global 
Competitiveness 
Index.

Top 10 most equal 
OECD countries.

Threshold: 10th 
in the OECD was 
Sweden with a Gini 
coefficient of 0.28 
in 2017.

Canada ranked 14th out 
of 141 countries in the 
2019 edition of the World 
Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Index.

Canada ranked 17th out of 
29 OECD countries in 2017.

Canada’s level of income 
inequality using the Gini 
coefficient was 0.31 in 
2017 (0 represents perfect 
equality and 1 represents 
perfect inequality).

The index provides insight into 
economic growth potential and 
productivity. Indicators in the 2019 
index were categorized into 12 pillars: 
institutions, infrastructure, ICT adoption, 
macroeconomic stability, health, skills, 
product market, labour market, financial 
system, market size, business dynamism, 
and innovation capability. 

The Gini coefficient measures the 
evenness of income distribution across 
the population. Income inequality poses 
an economic and political risk to OECD 
countries, including Canada. To meet 
its full potential, Canada must focus 
on inclusive growth. Reducing income 
inequality is one of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals. 

Life 
expectancy Canada’s life expectancy has increased 

in recent years, but not at the same 
rate as other OECD countries. While 
Canada is close to the target, it has 
slowly fallen in rank in recent years 
compared to other countries and is 
currently outside of the OECD top 10. 

Needs attentionTop 10 of OECD 
countries.

Threshold: 10th in 
the OECD in 2018 
was Sweden with a 
life expectancy of 
82.6 years old.

Canada ranked 13th out of 
36 OECD countries in 2018.

Canada’s life expectancy 
was 82 years old in 2018.

Life expectancy is an indicator of 
underlying living standards, lifestyle, 
education systems, and health services. 
Canada should turn its attention to 
underlying causes of its lagging growth 
in life expectancy, particularly for lower-
income and marginalized populations. 
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Environmental 
sustainability

Freedom

Canada’s GHG emissions have 
increased in recent years, moving 
away from the target. Canada needs 
to do much more to address climate 
change, as our emission levels remain 
among the world’s highest.

Canada has remained a top scorer in 
terms of its level of freedom. In 2020, 
Canada received a score of 40/40 
for political rights and 58/60 for civil 
liberties toward a total score of 98 out 
of 100.

Falling behind

Leading

Meet Canada’s 2030 
GHG emissions 
target 511Mt CO2 
equivalent.

Ranked among 
top 5 countries in 
Freedom House’s 
Freedom in the 
World Index.

729 Mt CO2 equivalent in 
2018. 

Canada ranked 29th out of 
32 OECD countries.

Canada ranked 4th (tied 
with two other countries) 
with a score of 98 out of 
100 in global freedom in 
the 2020 Freedom in the 
World Index. 

Decreasing GHG emissions and 
transitioning to a low carbon economy 
are vital to Canada and the world’s 
future. Canada has significant work to do 
to strike a new path. Recent legislation 
committing to climate targets could 
help to support a new direction. Action 
on climate change is a UN Sustainable 
Development Goal.

High levels of freedom, including a 
strong democratic system that respects 
rule of law and people’s rights, make 
Canada an attractive place to live. 
Freedom House’s Freedom in the World 
Index has tracked civil and political 
rights across the world since 1973; 210 
countries are evaluated. Canada is a top 
performer, but we must continuously 
focus on protecting and strengthening 
our democratic institutions in the face of 
global challenges to democracy. 

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters
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Social 
progress Canada has increased its social 

progress scores in recent years.

LeadingTier 1 of Social 
Progress Imperative’s 
Social Progress 
Index. Countries 
are grouped in tiers 
according to their 
social progress.

Threshold: 13th in the 
ranking (bottom of 
tier 1) was Japan at a 
score of 90.14.

Canada was in Tier 1 of the 
index in 2020. 

Canada ranked 7th out of 
163 countries in the 2020 
Social Progress Index with 
a score of 91.4. 

The Social Progress Index complements 
traditional measures of prosperity such 
as GDP. High levels of social progress 
produce better outcomes for well-being, 
inclusivity and tolerance. These factors 
provide a solid foundation of resilience 
which helps with effective management 
in times of crisis, supporting future 
prosperity. Canada’s strong performance 
is a strategic asset, though inequalities are 
significant, with too many Canadians not 
benefitting from our national advantages. 

[Sources]
Global competitiveness: World Economic Forum (2019), Global Competitiveness Report: Available at: http://www3.
weforum.org/docs/WEF_TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf
Income inequality: OECD (2020), Income inequality (indicator). doi: 10.1787/459aa7f1-en
Life expectancy: OECD (2020), Life expectancy at birth (indicator). doi: 10.1787/27e0fc9d-en

Environmental sustainability: OECD (2020), Greenhouse gas emissions. Available at: https://stats.oecd.org/Index.
aspx?DataSetCode=AIR_GHG
Freedom: Freedom House (2020), Freedom in the World 2020. Available at: https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-
world/2020/leaderless-struggle-democracy
Social progress: Social Progress Imperative (2020), 2020 Social Progress Index. Available at: https://www.
socialprogress.org/

Indicators Direction Canada is trendingTarget Where Canada is at Why it matters

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2019.pdf
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=AIR_GHG
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=AIR_GHG
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2020/leaderless-struggle-democracy
https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2020/leaderless-struggle-democracy
https://www.socialprogress.org/
https://www.socialprogress.org/
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Analysis

Global competitiveness
Competitiveness reflects our ability to attract 
investment, foster innovation, and spur economic 
growth and prosperity. Canada has been identified 
by the World Economic Forum as having a 
competitive economy and strong stability. It ranks 
well in comparison to the rest of the world—14th 
out of 141 countries in 2019. Nonetheless, 
Canada has declined in its ranking in recent years. 
According to the World Economic Forum, a number 
of factors have contributed to a more negative view 
of Canada’s economic environment. For instance, 
assessments of Canada’s labour market declined 
in 2019—on internal labour mobility, Canada fell 
25 places in its ranking compared to 2018. The 
World Economic Forum has identified that G7 
countries including Canada have generally become 
less competitive in recent decades. 184  A recent 
report by Deloitte found that Canada particularly 
has challenges with competitiveness related to 
innovation, taxation, and regulation. 185 

Income inequality
Income inequality is difficult to measure, but the 
simplest and most widely used measure is the Gini 
coefficient. The Gini coefficient does not, however, 
fully capture all elements of inequality. For instance, 
it does not consider wealth inequality or changes at 
the top and bottom of the income distribution scale. 
But it still provides important insight on the degree 
to which inequality exists in Canada, and how 
Canada compares to other countries.

Inequality in OECD countries is at its highest level 
in the last 30 years and continues to grow. Covid-19 
will likely contribute to that growth. Canada’s level 
of income inequality is generally higher (more 
unequal) than the OECD average. 186  Canada is also 
well below the top 10 most equal OECD countries. 
The OECD country with the lowest level of income 
inequality (most equal) in 2017 was the Slovak 
Republic with a Gini coefficient of 0.22. 187  Canada’s 
Gini coefficient in 2017 was 0.31. Increases 
in income inequality have social and political 
implications, as well as economic ones: increased 
inequality drags down GDP growth and impacts 
Canada’s long-term prosperity.

Based on Statistics Canada data on adjusted after-
tax income, Canadians in the top 10% received 23% 
of total income in Canada, compared to Canadians 
in the bottom 40% who received only 20.8% of total 
income in 2018. 188  Income inequality in Canada is 
experienced particularly by Indigenous populations, 
racialized populations, recent immigrants and 
people with disabilities, reflecting barriers in the 
labour market and underutilization of human 
capital. For instance, in 2015, the total income of 
Indigenous peoples in Canada was 75% that of non-
Indigenous people. 189  Reducing income inequality 
is one of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, 
aiming to achieve and sustain income growth 
among the lowest earning 40% of population at a 
rate that is higher than the national average. 190 
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Canada also ranks poorly compared to other 
OECD countries in relation to its poverty rate (the 
ratio of the number of people with income that 
is below the poverty line, defined by OECD as the 
median household income of the total population). 
In 2017, Canada ranked 18th out of 29 OECD 
countries.  191  In recent years, OECD has found that 
around 12% of Canada’s population lives in relative 
income poverty and 33% would be at risk of 
falling into poverty if they had no income for three 
months.  192  The OECD country with the lowest 
poverty rate in 2017 was Iceland.

Life expectancy
According to the OECD, life expectancy is related 
to living standards, lifestyle, educational systems, 
and access to quality health services. Canada’s life 
expectancy at birth has steadily increased over the 
past 20 years (from 78.5 years in 1998 to 82 years in 
2018). However, Canada hasn’t ranked in the top 10 
of OECD countries in more than 15 years. The OECD 
country with the highest level of life expectancy in 
2018 was Switzerland (83.8 years). 193 

Life expectancy is not equal across Canada’s 
population. According to Statistics Canada, 
Canadians with higher levels of education and 
income are more likely to live longer—and to live 
those years in better health—than Canadians with 
less education and lower incomes. 194  There are 
significant gaps in life expectancy for Indigenous 
peoples compared to the non-Indigenous population, 
reflecting underlying gaps in the social determinants 
of health. 195  Increases in life expectancy in Canada 
have also been slowed by premature deaths 

caused by the opioid crisis, reflecting the urgency 
of addressing this crisis as a national priority. 196  
Covid-19 may similarly impact life expectancy 
metrics in 2020 and beyond.

Living longer can also contribute to an increase in 
the number of years lived in poor health, according to 
a recent report. 197  Therefore, healthy life expectancy 
is also an important consideration. In 2019, Canada 
ranked 13th out of 141 countries, according to the 
World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness 
Index – with a healthy life expectancy of 70.5 
years. 198  Covid-19, which has laid bare the critical 
importance of quality housing and care for seniors, 
could further impact Canada’s global standing. 
As Canada’s population continues to age, more 
innovative, cost-effective systems of living and 
care that help seniors maintain their health and 
independence will be required.

Environmental sustainability
In 2015, Canada signed onto the Paris Agreement 
with 194 other countries outlining specific 
greenhouse gas emission (GHG) reduction targets 
to fight climate change and support environmental 
sustainability. Climate change poses an existential 
risk to Canada’s and the rest of the world’s 
prosperity. Canada needs to do more to address 
climate change: our emission levels remain amongst 
the world’s highest. The OECD has also noted that 
Canada has challenges associated with high energy 
and resource consumption, as well as pressures in 
relation to biodiversity, and water resources. 199  The 
2021 Climate Change Performance Index similarly 
finds Canada compares poorly to other countries, 

ranking 58th out of 61 countries with “very low” 
ratings in terms of GHGs, renewable energy and 
energy use. 200 

Beyond climate change, Canada’s overall 
environmental performance is low compared 
to other OECD countries. According to the 2020 
Environmental Performance Index, which looks at 
environmental health and ecosystem vitality, Canada 
ranked 20th out of 36 OECD countries—slightly 
higher than the OECD average. 201 

Canada is not on track to meet the federal 
government’s climate targets. Despite a decrease in 
emissions in 2008 and 2009, there has since been 
a steady increase. In November 2020, the federal 
government tabled new legislation to set binding 
climate targets designed to get Canada to net-zero 
carbon emissions by 2050. 202  However, significant 
work needs to be done to get there. Action on 
climate change is also one of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals.

Freedom
High levels of freedom within a nation — including a 
strong democratic system that respects rule of law 
and people’s rights—make it an attractive place to 
work and live, and a destination for immigrants to 
relocate. Canada has a strong history of respecting 
political rights and civil liberties. It generally ranks in 
the highest percentile of the annual Freedom in the 
World Index. Despite a drop by one point in 2020 in 
its civil liberties score, Canada is a leader, with only 
four other countries out of 210 included in the index 
scoring higher.
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A healthy democracy with strong civil liberties and 
political rights is essential to our future. Democratic 
stability cannot be taken for granted in the current 
global context. The United States has typically 
ranked well in the Freedom in the Word Index, but 
it has seen declines in its scoring in recent years. 
Canada must remain focused on maintaining 
and improving its democratic traditions and 
institutions, including a free and independent media. 
Furthermore, freedom is experienced in different 
ways in Canada. Freedom House has highlighted 
that vulnerable populations, particularly Indigenous 
people, face discrimination and other challenges 
such as food insecurity and unequal access to 
education, health care, and employment. 203 

Social progress
Social progress provides an indicator on societal 
well-being. Social Progress Imperative’s Social 
Progress Index measures societal success, 
complementing traditional measures of prosperity 
such as GDP. The index assesses access to basic 
human needs (e.g. medical care), foundations 
of well-being (e.g. environmental quality), and 
opportunity (e.g. access to advanced education). 
High levels of social progress produce better 
outcomes for well-being, inclusivity, and tolerance. 
These factors provide a solid foundation of resilience 
which helps with effective management in times of 
crisis, and support for future prosperity.

Canada typically scores in the highest tier of 
countries in terms of its social progress. It has 
moved from the bottom of Tier 1 to the middle in 
recent years. Prior to that, Canada ranked closer 
to the top (2nd in 2016). Canada ranks well in the 

index’s assessment of basic human needs (nutrition 
and basic medical care, water and sanitation, 
shelter, personal safety) and opportunity (personal 
rights, personal freedom and choice, inclusiveness, 
access to advanced education). Canada ranked 
6th in both categories in the 2020 edition of the 
index. However, it ranked lower, at 14th, on the 
index’s assessment of foundations of well-being 
(access to basic knowledge, access to information 
and communications, health and wellness, and 
environmental quality). 204 

Despite a generally high ranking, Canada continues 
to experience inequality in access to core 
determinants of social progress. Access to clean 
drinking water, adequate housing and medical care 
remain pressing issues for many First Nations 
communities. Inequalities for Indigenous peoples 
are well documented and have been the subject 
of numerous reports and commissions over the 
years. This is a task for reconciliation—to improve 
the socioeconomic outcomes and quality of life for 
Indigenous peoples across Canada. With a growing 
population, it is all the more urgent that Indigenous 
young people are supported to fulfill their potential, 
succeed and lead.

Gaps in socio-economic outcomes are also 
exacerbated by Covid-19. The pandemic has 
highlighted overarching health and economic 
inequalities. For example, Black Canadians have 
experienced deeper health and economic impacts of 
the pandemic than other populations in Canada. 205 
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Major benefits to Canada’s future prosperity will 
flow from the steady and strategic growth of 
Canada’s population in the decades ahead. These 
benefits include significantly growing Canada’s 
GDP, addressing demographic challenges with 
an aging population, spurring innovation and 
dynamism in Canada’s economy, and maintaining 
a prosperous and diverse society with relevance on 
the international stage.

The Century Initiative’s National Scorecard is an 
important tool for tracking Canada’s progress 
against the key social and economic indicators 
that contribute to our ability, as a country, to reach 
100 million people by the year 2100 in a way that 
promotes smart and sustainable growth. Based 
on the Scorecard’s findings, it is clear Canada 
has made some progress, while falling behind in 
important ways that will require increased attention 
in the years ahead. For example, Canada is leading 

on multiple indicators related to immigration and 
education, while we are falling behind in important 
areas like productivity and child care. These areas 
will need significant work in order to meet Century 
Initiative’s vision for Canada in 2100. Even in areas 
where we are leading, we will need to maintain 
these high standards and to ensure that all 
Canadians are benefitting from this prosperity.  

A bigger, bolder Canada with high levels of 
prosperity, resiliency and global influence is 
achievable. This first National Scorecard provides 
some clarity and direction regarding the areas 
that need more focus on the part of stakeholders, 
policymakers and other decision-makers. We 
must continue to think deeply and invest broadly 
to build the country we want—a Canada that can 
accommodate 100 million citizens in a prosperous 
and sustainable way by the year 2100.

Conclusion
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Section Indicator Description of data source

On growing to 100 
million

Population growth Statistics Canada -- The population growth rate represents the annual changes in population resulting from 
births, deaths and net migration during the year. Using Statistics Canada demographic data, the Conference 
Board of Canada conducted modelling commissioned by Century Initiative that included suggested benchmarks 
on the rates of population growth needed for Canada to reach 100 million by 2100 based on assumptions such 
as Canada’s fertility rate. 

On growing to 100 
million

Immigrant admissions Statistics Canada -- The number of immigrants admitted to Canada on an annual basis. Using Statistics 
Canada demographic data, the Conference Board of Canada conducted modelling commissioned by 
Century Initiative that projected the levels of immigration needed to reach 100 million by 2100, incorporating 
recent federal announcements for target immigration levels in coming years and based on assumptions on 
Canada’s fertility rate.

On growing to 100 
million

Fertility rate OECD data on fertility -- OECD measures the fertility rate as the total number of children that would be born to 
each woman if she lived to the end of her child-bearing years and gave birth to children in alignment with the 
prevailing age-specific fertility rates. The Conference Board of Canada conducted modelling commissioned 
by Century Initiative regarding how Canada could reach a population of 100 million by 2100. This modelling 
included an assumption that the fertility rate would increase to 1.6 by 2030.

Immigration Immigrant income gap Statistics Canada – Through Census data, Statistics Canada tracks the income levels of immigrants and non-
immigrants based on education levels, among other indicators. Median employment income was assessed for 
immigrants and non-immigrants with a university certificate, diploma or degree and a bachelor level or above.

Immigration Regional retention of 
immigrants

Statistics Canada -- Statistics Canada measure of the retention rate of immigrants 5 years after they arrived 
in Canada on a national and provincial level. Retention rate represents the percentage of immigrant taxfilers 
continuing their residence in Canada. 

Immigration International students 
transitioning to 
permanent residence

IRCC – Data provided by IRCC on Admissions of Permanent Residents Who Ever Had a Study Permit by 
Immigration Category, 2015-October 31 2020

Immigration Migrant acceptance Gallup’s migrant acceptance index assesses acceptance of migrants based on three questions: whether people 
think migrants living in their country, becoming their neighbors and marrying into their families are good things 
or bad things.

Appendix A: Indicators and sources
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Section Indicator Description of data source

Immigration Immigrant life 
satisfaction

OECD analysis of data on self-reported life satisfaction -- Based on mean score on a scale from 0 to 10 on self-
reported life satisfaction for foreign born population aged 16 and older between 2008 and 2015. OECD pulled the 
data from Gallup between 2008 and 2015.

Immigration Global reputation RepTrak’s ranking of the world’s most reputable countries -- The RepTrak rankings are published annually by 
Forbes magazine. RepTrak’s analysis of country reputations is based on a survey of citizens in G8 nations and 
the organization’s model of reputation benchmarking.

Economy, 
employment and 
entrepreneurship

GDP per capita OECD data on GDP per capita -- GDP is a measure of the value added created through the production of goods 
and services in a country during a certain period - based on US dollars per capita (current PPPs).

Economy, 
employment, and 
entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurship 
ecosystem

Global Entrepreneurship Index -- An annual index that measures the health of the entrepreneurship ecosystems 
in 137 countries. Developed by the Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute, the index assesses 
data on entrepreneurial attitudes, abilities and aspirations of the population and then weights these against the 
prevailing social and economic infrastructure, such as broadband connectivity and transport links to external 
markets. Overall, 14 measures are used to measure the health of the entrepreneurship ecosystem.

Economy, 
employment, and 
entrepreneurship

Business growth Statistics Canada -- The number of high-growth enterprises in Canada measured by revenue. Statistics Canada 
defines high-growth enterprises as those with average annualized growth greater than 20% per annum over a 
three-year period. 

Economy, 
employment, and 
entrepreneurship

Productivity OECD data on GDP per hour worked -- GDP per hour worked is a measure of labour productivity. It measures how 
efficiently labour input is combined with other factors of production and used in the production process. 

Economy, 
employment, and 
entrepreneurship

Business spending 
on research and 
development

OECD data on BERD -- Business enterprise expenditure on research and development as a percentage of GDP.

Economy, 
employment, and 
entrepreneurship

Labour force 
participation rate

OECD data on labour force participate rate -- The labour force participation rate is calculated as the labour force 
divided by the total working-age population (aged 15 to 64).

Economy, 
employment, and 
entrepreneurship 

Percentage of workers 
in registered pension 
plans

Statistics Canada – Data on active membership in registered pension plans as of January 2019, based on the 
percentage of paid workers covered by a registered pension plan between 1998 and 2018.

Economy, 
employment, and 
entrepreneurship

Household debt OECD data on household debt – Household debt is the liabilities of households requiring payments of interest 
or principle to creditors. Debt is calculated as the sum of loans (e.g. mortgage loans and consumer credit) and 
other accounts payable. It is measured as a percentage of net household disposable income.
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Section Indicator Description of data source

Education and 
training

Public spending on 
education

OECD data on education spending -- Public spending on education includes direct expenditure on educational 
institutions as well as educational-related public subsidies given to households and administered by educational 
institutions. Measure incorporates primary to post-secondary non-tertiary levels of education and is presented 
as percentage of GDP.

Education and 
training

Public spending on 
training

OECD data on public spending on labour markets -- Measures public spending on training based on a percentage 
of GDP, with training including institutional, workplace and alternate/integrated training, as well as special 
support for apprenticeship.

Education and 
training

Proportion of population 
with tertiary education

OECD data on educational attainment -- The percentage of the population with tertiary education measured 
against the same-age population (aged 25-34).

Education and 
training

Performance in reading, 
science, and math 
among 15-year-olds 

OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) -- Measures average test scores on science, 
math and literacy for 15-year-olds. The indicator averages these scores.

Education and 
training

Youth not in 
employment, education 
or training

OECD data on youth not in employment, education or training (NEET) -- Presents the share of young people who 
are not in employment, education or training (NEET), as a percentage of the total number of young people ages 
20-24.

Support for children 
and families

Child poverty Statistics Canada -- Measure of low income using Canada’s official poverty measure (market basket measure) 
for persons under the age of 18.

Support for children 
and families

Child care Statistics Canada -- Data on participation in early learning and child care for children aged 0 to 5 years based on 
a 2019 Statistics Canada survey on early learning and child care arrangements. These arrangements include any 
form of care for children, formal or informal, by someone other than their parent or guardian - examples include 
the use of daycare facilities, in-home care by a relative or non-relative, and before and after school programs. It is 
based on a survey in 2019 (Survey on Early Learning and Child Care Arrangements). Note: Statistics Canada data 
is compared with OECD data on enrolment in child care and early learning.

Support for children 
and families

Parental leave OECD data on key characteristics of parental leave systems -- Measures the length of parental leave available 
by number of weeks based on the sum of maternity, paternity, and parental leave paid in weeks of full-rate 
equivalent support.

Support for children 
and families

Child and youth well-
being

UNICEF report card on child and youth well-being -- UNICEF’s report cards measure child and youth well-being in 
wealthy countries based on a range of indicators that reflect well-being for people under the age of 18 years-old. 
Indicators are not consistent across every report card. There are 22 indicators in the 2020 report card that fall 
under the following categories: Environment, Skills, Economy, Relationships, Society, Education, Health Economy, 
Budget, Mental Well-being, Physical Health.
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Section Indicator Description of data source

Support for children 
and families

Public spending related 
to children and families

OECD data on spending on family benefits -- Measure is designed to provide insight on public expenditure for 
children and families as a percentage of GDP. Public spending on family benefits includes financial support that 
is exclusively for families and children. The OECD categorizes it into three types: Child-related cash transfers to 
families with children; Public spending on services for families with children; and Financial support for families 
provided through the tax system.

Infrastructure and 
urban development

Investment in 
infrastructure

Statistics Canada -- Investment in infrastructure is based on Statistics Canada data on infrastructure spending 
divided by per capita GDP.

Infrastructure and 
urban development

State of infrastructure World Economic Forum Global Competitiveness Index’s Infrastructure pillar -- The measure is broken down 
into two types of infrastructure—transport infrastructure and utility infrastructure. Transport infrastructure 
includes: road connectivity, quality of road infrastructure, railroad density, efficiency of train services, airport 
connectivity, efficiency of air transport services, liner shipping connectivity and efficiency of seaport services. 
Utility infrastructure includes: electricity access, electricity supply quality, exposure to unsafe drinking water and 
reliability of water supply. 

Infrastructure and 
urban development

Housing affordability Statistics Canada -- Measure of housing affordability in urban households in Canada based on incidence of core 
housing need. A household that is considered to be in core housing need is one that has housing identified as 
unsuitable, inadequate or unaffordable (equal to 30% or more of total before-tax household income).

Infrastructure and 
urban development

Access to broadband 
internet

CRTC Communications Monitoring Report -- Broadband service availability at 50/10 Mbps unlimited in the 
provinces and territories.

Infrastructure and 
urban development

Quality of broadband 
internet

OECD broadband statistics -- Percentage of fibre connections in total fixed broadband (Fibre subscriptions data 
includes FTTH (fibre to the house), FTTP (fibre to the premises) and FTTB (fibre to the basement) and excludes 
FTTC (fibre to the curb) and FTTN (fibre to the node)).

Infrastructure and 
urban development

Population density of 
metropolitan areas

OECD data on metropolitan areas – Population density of the core area measured as inhabitants per square-
kilometre. 16 Canadian cities are in the OECD database with populations of more than 200,000. The core area is 
defined as the city’s urban centre with considerable cross-commuting flow.

Infrastructure and 
urban development

Income inequality in 
metropolitan areas

OECD data on metropolitan areas – Data on income distribution as measured through the Gini coefficient. The 
Gini coefficient of the top three most-populous cities in Canada are assessed.

On growing well Global competitiveness World Economic Forum – World Economic Forum releases an annual Global Competitiveness report. The latest 
version of the report, released in 2019, assesses 141 countries across 12 pillars: institutions, infrastructure, ICT 
adoption, macroeconomic stability, health, skills, product market, labour market, financial system, market size, 
business dynamism and innovation capability. 
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Section Indicator Description of data source

On growing well Income inequality OECD data on income inequality -- Income inequality is assessed using the Gini coefficient, which measures 
income distribution and compares the proportion of income received with the proportion of the population. It 
ranges between 0 in the case of perfect equality and 1 in the case of perfect inequality.

On growing well Life expectancy OECD data on life expectancy at birth -- Life expectancy defined as at the point of birth how long on average a 
newborn can expect to live if current death rates remain unchanged.

On growing well Environmental 
sustainability

OECD data on greenhouse gas emissions -- OECD’s greenhouse gas emissions dataset presents trends in man-
made emissions of major greenhouse gases and emissions by gas. It is measured in Mt CO2 equivalent, as 
submitted to the National Inventory as part of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.

On growing well Freedom Freedom of the World Index -- Published annually by Freedom House, the Freedom in the World Index assesses 
the condition of political rights and civil liberties around the world. It is composed of ratings for 195 countries 
and 15 territories. Ratings are based on a combination of on-the-ground research and consultations with local 
contacts, as well as information from news articles, nongovernmental organizations, governments and other 
sources.

On growing well Social progress Social Progress Index -- Developed by the Social Progress Imperative, the index assesses social progress 
and provides scores on three broad dimensions: Basic Human Needs (includes nutrition and basic medical 
care, water and sanitation, shelter and personal safety); Foundations of Wellbeing (includes access to basic 
knowledge, access to information and communications, health and wellness, and environmental quality); and 
Opportunity (includes personal rights, personal freedom and choice, inclusiveness and access to advanced 
education). It combines 50 social and environmental outcome indicators to calculate an overall score based on 
tiered levels of scoring that include measures in health, safety, education, technology, rights, among others.
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