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Summary 

In Europe, Australia and New Zealand academics, policy makers and interests groups use 
material deprivation indicators as a complement to low-income statistics. Because they focus on 
well-being outcomes, material deprivation indicators are better at screening the (material) well-
being of persons with above (or below) ‘typical’ needs, costs of living, access to subsidized 
services, non-income financial resources and / or debt service.  

This paper presents the first federally and provincially representative material deprivation rates 
for Canada. Using the one-time Canadian Survey of Economic Well-being (2013) we follow 
international best practice to construct a material deprivation index for Canada from 17 items. 
Each ‘deprivation’ item reflects an expense that the majority of Canadians deems to be a 
necessity for living in Canada (such as the affordability of fresh vegetables, regular dental care or 
appropriate clothing for job interviews, see also Table 1).  

This study finds that 18 percent of Canadians live in households that are deprived in two or more 
items. For a threshold of three or more items, 13 percent of Canadians are materially deprived 
(see Figure 1).  

It also finds that the population identified as materially deprived only partially overlaps with the 
population identified as low income using the Low Income Measure (LIM)2. Some Canadians 
are identified as having (only) a low income (8 percent), others as being (only) materially 
deprived (11 percent), and another group as having both (8 percent) (see Table 2).  

Most socio-economic groups that have a high risk of low income also have a high risk of 
material deprivation. The mismatch between low income and material deprivation indicators is 
even larger for such groups. For instance, sixty percent of lone parent households is either 
deemed poor by both indicators (33 percent), (only) materially deprived (17 percent) or (only) 
low income (10 percent) (see Table 2). 

In contrast, this paper also finds that some socio-economic groups known to have a high risk of 
poverty according to one indicator do not also have a high risk according to the other indicator 
(or vice versa). For instance, persons aged 65 years and above have an above average risk of 
having low income but an on average risk of being materially deprived. Families consisting of a 

                                                           

1
 This document was released on 27 September 2017. Based on forthcoming joint research with Julie Charest 

(Statistics Canada) and Andrew Heisz (Statistics Canada). The views expressed in this paper are mine. For more 
information please contact me at gnotten@uottawa.ca.  
2 The LIM was calculated following the regular methodology with the difference that this research uses before-tax 
total household income (based on self-reported before-tax income) as after-tax income data are not available in the 
CSEW data. Consequently, the LIM rates in this paper are higher than those regularly provided by Statistics Canada. 
Also based on previous research using Ontario, the author is confident that this difference in rates does not affect the 
main conclusions from this research. 
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couple with children have a below average risk of having low income but an on average risk of 
being materially deprived (see Table 2).  

These results are important for those who want to see poverty reduced. First, low income 
indicators mark a large group of materially deprived Canadians as ‘not in poverty’. Second, an 
also considerably sized group of Canadians marked as ‘poor’ by low income indicators may not 
be experiencing poverty despite having a low income. With such a large mismatch in counting 
the poor, it is easy to make mistakes in assessing the (potential) benefits and costs of actions 
directed at reducing poverty. Thus, making mistakes in measuring the poor is costly. 

Figure 1: Material deprivation at different deprivation thresholds 
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Table 1: Material deprivation items in CSEW and incidence rates 

Item Question(s) Percent deprived 

Appliances Are you and your household able to replace or have repaired broken or 
damaged appliances such as a vacuum or a toaster? 

7.1 
(0.28) 

Furniture Are you and your household able to replace worn-out furniture in your 
house or apartment? 

16.6 
(0.40) 

Unexpected 
expense 

Could you and your household cover an unexpected expense today of 
$500 from your own resources? 

16.5 
(0.39) 

Pay bills Are you and your household currently able to pay your bills on time? 4.9 
(0.25) 

Internet* (1) Do you and your household have access to the Internet at home? (2) 
Do you and each member of your household have regular access to the 
Internet during your leisure time outside your home? 

1.1 

(0.07) 

Temperature Are you and your household able to keep your house or apartment at a 
comfortable temperature? 

1.5 
(0.13) 

Getting 
around 

Are you and your household always able to get around your 
community, either by having a car or by taking the bus or equivalent 
mode of transportation? 

0.6 

(0.06) 

Friends Are you and your household able to have friends or family over for a 
meal at least once a month? 

3.2 
(0.20) 

Dental Are you and each member of your household able to get regular dental 
care if needed? 

10.3 
(0.34) 

Gifts Are you and your household able to buy some small gifts for family or 
friends at least once a year? 

2.1 
(0.14) 

Pests Is your house or apartment free of unwanted pests, such as 
cockroaches, mice or bedbugs? 

0.9 
(0.12) 

Vegetables Do you and each member of your household eat fresh fruits and 
vegetables at least once a day? 

2.4 
(0.16) 

Meat Do you and each member of your household eat meat, chicken, fish or 
a vegetarian equivalent at least once a day? 

1.5 
(0.13) 

Footwear Do you and each member of your household have at least two pairs of 
properly fitting footwear including a pair of suitable winter footwear? 

2.0 
(0.13) 

Clothes Do you and each adult in your household have appropriate 
clothes for job interviews? 

2.1 
(0.15) 

Hobby Do you and each member of your household have a hobby or leisure 
activity? 

4.7 
(0.25) 

Spending 
money 

Are all the adults in your household able to spend a small amount of 
money each week on themselves? 

9.7 
(0.33) 

Number of records 56,321 

Notes: Proportions calculated from weighted counts of individuals. Standard errors are in parentheses and are 
calculated using 1,000 replicate bootstrap weights. For each item, respondents who answered "no" were then asked "is 
this because you cannot afford it, or for some other reason?" Respondents answering "no" to the first question and 
stating affordability as the reason in the second question are deprived of the item. 
* For Internet: households stating that they do not have Internet access at home are asked whether they have regular 
access to Internet during their leisure time outside of the home, and those responding no to this second question are 
asked whether this is because they cannot afford it or for some other reason. Households who lacked Internet access at 
home and regular access outside the home because they could not afford it are deprived. 
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Table 2: Overlap between material deprivation and low income measure (percent), selected 

socio-economic groups 

 
Deprived 

 

Low 
income 

Both Only 
deprived 

Only 
low 

income 

Total 

Canada 18.6 15.9 8.0 10.6 7.9 26.5 

Province:       
  Newfoundland & Labrador 18.8 22.2 12.0 6.8 10.1 28.9 
  Prince Edward Island 20.0 18.4 8.1 E 11.9 10.2 30.2 
  Nova Scotia 25.3 19.5 9.9 15.4 9.6 34.9 
  New Brunswick 22.3 22.5 11.2 11.0 11.3 33.5 
  Quebec 18.3 18.0 8.5 9.8 9.4 27.7 
  Ontario 19.4 15.4 8.0 11.4 7.3 26.7 
  Manitoba 17.9 17.2 7.4 10.5 9.7 27.6 
  Saskatchewan 14.0 15.0 6.2 7.8 8.8 22.8 
  Alberta 16.3 9.9 5.8 10.5 4.1 20.4 
  British Columbia 17.8 16.1 7.8 10.0 8.3 26.1 

Dwelling:       
  Owned 13.3 10.2 4.0 9.3 6.2 19.5 
  Rented 36.7 35.2 21.5 15.2 13.7 50.4 

Individual’s age:       
  Under 18 years 23.4 18.8 10.8 12.5 8.0 31.4 
  18 to 64 years 18.3 12.6 7.0 11.3 5.6 23.8 
  65 years or older 13.6 26.5 8.4 5.2 18.1 31.7 

Household reference person:       
  Employed 15.7 9.2 4.6 11.1 4.6 20.3 
  Unemployed 42.2 33.9 24.7 17.4 9.1 51.2 
  Not in LF – able to work 20.6 29.7 13.0 7.6 16.8 37.4 
  Not in LF – unable to work 55.0 50.1 35.7 19.3 E 14.4 69.4 
  Not immigrant 17.2 14.2 7.1 10.1 7.1 24.3 
  Immigrant 22.7 20.9 10.4 12.3 10.4 33.1 
  Not aboriginal 18.2 15.5 7.7 10.5 7.8 26.0 
  Aboriginal 33.0 28.9 17.6 15.4 11.3 44.3 

Household type:       
  One-person household 24.1 31.1 14.9 9.2 16.2 40.3 
  Couple with children 18.8 13.4 6.9 11.9 6.5 25.3 
  Couple without children 11.6 9.9 3.4 8.2 6.5 18.1 
  Lone-parent household 50.4 43.3 33.4 17.0 9.9 60.3 
  Other household 24.5 19.2 10.8 13.7 8.4 32.9 
Note: Sample excludes individuals missing information on any of the material deprivation items. Cells marked 
with an E indicate estimates of marginal quality (CV between 16.6% and 33.3%). 

 


