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Highlights
In this issue

����� Wealth inequality

� The growth in wealth inequality between 1984 and
1999 was associated with substantial declines in
real average and median wealth for some groups,
such as young couples with children and recent
immigrants.

� Only families at the top end of the wealth
distribution increased their share of total net worth
between 1984 and 1999.

� Wealth inequality increased more among non-
elderly couples with children and  among lone-
parent families than among unattached individuals
and non-elderly couples with no children.

� Real median wealth and real average wealth rose
much more among families whose major income
recipient was a university graduate than among
other families; they both fell among families whose
major income recipient was aged between 25 and
34, and increased among those whose major
income recipient was 55 or over.

� The aging of the Canadian population over the
period had two important effects: it tended to
increase average wealth and to reduce wealth
inequality.

����� Farmers leaving the field

� In 1999, farm employment as a main job plummeted
6% from 1998.  In 2000, it dropped a further 13%.
This was followed by another decline in 2001, so
that by the end of the year farm employment was
313,000, a drop of 26% in three years.

� While farm employment has fallen, output has not.
In fact, the number of hectares planted with major
crops has never been higher.  Poultry, egg and
milk production has increased in recent years.  Only
cattle and pig inventories have decreased since 1998.

� Although widespread, the decrease in farm
employment did not touch all provinces equally.
Most affected were Alberta, Saskatchewan and
Ontario, where main-job farm employment fell
by 30% or more from 1998 to 2001.

� Between 1998 and 2000, as main-job employment
fell in agriculture, it rose in transportation (11%),
manufacturing (12%), trade (11%), health and social
assistance (9%), and education (4%)—the industries
most likely to employ the skills of people living
on farms.

� Not only have principal farm operators switched out
of farming as their main activity, but spouses and
children appear to have moved to off-farm work as
well.  In 1998, in every 100 farming households,
about 143 people were mainly employed on the
farm.  By 2001, this number had dropped to 131.

� Farmers, in general, have not seen an increase in
profits since 1996.  Operating expenses have risen
to all-time highs, offsetting the modest gains in
cash receipts.  As a result, net farm income was
$2.6 billion in 2000, about the same as in the
previous three years and only a fraction of the
$11.1 billion high set in 1975.  While some are
undoubtedly being pushed off the farm by rising
costs and low profits, farm bankruptcies have
declined in recent years.

� As a group, farmers are relatively old, with a large
proportion approaching retirement.

Perspectives
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Wealth inequality

René Morissette, Xuelin Zhang and Marie Drolet

T ������������� !� �� �!� "�� �#�$������%��&�%��

$'&������ '�����$�� '��(�$�� ���� %�����'�$
'�%�&'�������&��� ��� �#'$� %������)� '�&'*'&��

����'��$�'��+��'���#�$��'$���$'�%���#�����'��'����,��#�
�-.	$)������$���(����(���/��0��$�1"��'$$����)�"��$
��&�2'%��)��--34����%#���&����$*�)��--56�����%�����$�)
'��+��'���'��,�('��&'$7�$����'�%�(��&'&�����'�%���$�
���/���� �#��('&
�-�	$���&� �#��('&
�--	$� 18�,$��
��&�"��7#�)��--.6�� �8���#� '��+��'��)�#�/�*��)�#�$
������%�'*�&�(�%#�������'���

�$'����#���-.3�9$$��$���&�����$����*�����&��#���---
���*����,��'���%'����%��'��)��#'$����'%���:�('��$�%#����$
'��/���#�'��+��'������/�����-.3���&��---��"�$���,��#�
����$'$��$�$� �#����&',,������ $�(7�$;� �� ,�(''�$)� �
,�(''�$��:%�7���#�$��'���#����7��<��,��#��/���#�&'$

��'���'��)���&���,�(''�$��:%�7���#�$�� '���#����7��<
�,��#��&'$��'���'���1$������������	
�������
��������6�

Average and median wealth
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Chart A: Median and average wealth grew
despite an increase in families with zero
or negative wealth.

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security
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Did wealth inequality increase?
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Table 2: Changes in median net worth, by net
worth decile

Median net worth

1984 1999 Change

1999 $ %

Bottom -1,800 -5,700 ...
Second 700 100 -85.0
Third 6,700 5,900 -12.2
Fourth 21,400 22,700 6.2
Fifth 45,400 49,600 9.3
Sixth 72,200 81,500 12.9
Seventh 104,800 129,000 23.1
Eighth 147,800 192,500 30.3
Ninth 222,900 299,400 34.3
Top 464,400 628,100 35.3

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security

Chart B: Only families in the upper two deciles
increased their share of wealth between 1984
and 1999.

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security
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Changes in the wealth structure
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Table 1: Average wealth by age of major
income recipient

Average wealth

1984 1999 Change

1999 $ %

All families 128,900 176,100 36.6
Less than 25 32,300 32,900 2.0
25 to 34 69,900 67,300 -3.8
35 to 44 137,600 151,900 10.4
45 to 54 202,400 247,800 22.4
55 to 64 210,300 302,900 44.0
65 or over 140,700 211,900 50.5

Top 1% excluded 107,900 140,900 30.5
Less than 25 31,700 24,600 -22.5
25 to 34 61,900 58,500 -5.5
35 to 44 114,000 118,500 3.9
45 to 54 158,800 190,100 19.7
55 to 64 176,400 234,200 32.8
65 or over 122,600 185,100 50.9

Top 5% excluded 84,300 108,100 28.2
Less than 25 24,100 16,500 -31.8
25 to 34 51,400 49,400 -3.9
35 to 44 93,100 97,700 4.9
45 to 54 125,100 141,900 13.4
55 to 64 129,700 167,900 29.5
65 or over 97,000 147,200 51.7

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security
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Table 3: Gini coefficient by family type

1984 1999 Change

%

Unattached individuals
Elderly 0.647 0.655 1.2
Non-elderly 0.853 0.868 1.8

Non-elderly couples
No children or other relatives 0.666 0.695 4.4
With children under 18* 0.647 0.707 9.3
With children 18 and over

or other relatives** 0.540 0.614 13.7

Elderly couples with no
children or other relatives 0.540 0.541 0.2

Lone-parent families 0.807 0.897 11.2
Other family types 0.667 0.650 -2.5

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security
* At least one child of the major income recipient is under 18.

Other relatives may also be in the family.
* * No children are under 18.

Table 4: Changes in average net worth of
non-elderly couples with children
under 18*, by quintile

Average net worth

1984 1999 Change

1999 $ %

All non-elderly couples
with children under 18

Bottom 100 -3,300 ...
Second 34,800 29,800 -14.4
Third 77,900 80,500 3.4
Fourth 141,000 170,200 20.7
Top 493,000 703,500 42.7

Top 1% excluded
Bottom -100 -3,400 ...
Second 34,300 29,200 -14.9
Third 76,600 78,800 2.8
Fourth 137,700 165,600 20.3
Top 383,200 494,400 29.0

Top 5% excluded
Bottom -700 -4,000 ...
Second 32,000 26,800 -16.1
Third 71,800 72,400 0.7
Fourth 126,200 149,000 18.1
Top 269,500 349,300 29.6

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security
* At least one child of the major income recipient is under 18.

����$�� �����#)� ���#� '�%���$�&� ,�$���� �(���� ���

�&���� %��7�$�/'�#� ��� %#'&���� �#��� �(�������

�&����%��7�$�/'�#�%#'&������&����.�

���(����7�7���'��� $��
����7$)� ����(�&'���/���#
���/�(�%#�(���� $�/�� �#��� �*������/���#�� ���
'�$���%�)� �(���� ,�(''�$� /#�$�� (�=��� '�%�(�
��%'7'����/�$� ���&���� ���>3)� ����(�&'���/���#� ,�
>5<�/#'�������*������/���#�,������3<���'('���)
���
�&����%��7�$����&��������3�/'�#�%#'&������&��
�.��:7��'��%�&��(�$�����%#�����'���#�'������(�&'��
/���#����� ��=���&� ��� '�%���$���,�>	<� '�� �#�'�� ���
�*������/���#� 1�#�����6��

B�����%��7�$�/'�#�%#'&������&����.�/'�#� ��(�=��
'�%�(�� ������� ���&� ��� ��� >3� �:7��'��%�&� &��$�'%
%#����$���#�'������(�&'�����&��*������/���#�,��>	<
��&��	<)� ��$7�%�'*�����#��7��%��������,� �#�$��%��

7�$�/'�#�?������������'*��/���#� ��$�� ,��(�-��<� '�
�-.3�����5��<�'���---����#��&�%'���'��(�&'���/���#
��,�%�$���>-<�&�%���$��'�������+�'�������#��7�'�%'7�
��$'&��%�)�/#'%#�(���� �#����,,$��� ����<� '�%���$�� '�
,'���%'��/���#�5

9(���� ,�(''�$�/#�$��(�=��� '�%�(�� ��%'7'����/�$
���/���������&�>3)��#��&�%'���'������(�&'���/���#
/�$���'0���%��$�&�$���������&�%���$��'������(�&'��
�,���
��:� '�%�(���8#'�� �#��,��(���&��77�&����>5<)
�#�� ������ ,����������<�����/�*��)����/�#�����$��,
�*������/���#� ��&��*������ �,���
��:� '�%�(��&'*����

��� ��(�%#� �$$��� �:����� 1
3<���&��<)� ��$7�%�'*��6�
��#��'���%�$� ��&� ���
�� ������ ����$,��$� 1,��� �:�(7�)
7������� ,'���%'����,� �&�%��'�������,� ��#��$��&�/�
7��(���6�������'0���������,�%���$�$'�%���#��7�����$�'�
�---�������'0���������7�������#����#�$��'���-.3�

���%�����$�)��#��&��(��'%�'�%���$��'������(�&'���/���#
��&� �*������/���#� 1�5<���&���<)� ��$7�%�'*��6��,
,�(''�$�/#�$��(�=���'�%�(����%'7'����/�$�5������&��
'0�����,�%�$���%�(�'���'����,�,�%���$;�������'�#��'�

��%�$�7�$$'�����%�'*�&�����#���---���$7��&���$4�#'�#��
'�%�(�� ,��(� 7�'*���� 7��$'��$4� ��&� #'�#��
'�%�(�� ,��(� �#������&�����C����%�2��$'���2��)
A��������&� ��%�(�� ��77�(���)� ���  &� 9��
��%��'���

��� $�((���)� ,�(''�$�/#�$��(�=��� '�%�(�� ��%'7'���
/�$� ����/��������� ��� �#�� ������(��0��@�#��� '$)� �
������ '�&'*'&�������� ��%���� '(('�����@�$�������&
����'*������&���,�(''�$������#��(���)�/'�#'�����'*��
��������7)�,�(''�$�/#�$��(�=���'�%�(����%'7'����&'&
����#�*�� ����'*��$'���&������ �$�� �����&� ����'*�� ��
,�(''�$�#��&�&��������'*��$'������&�����.



�������� �		� ������������ � �
�
�
��� ������ 
 �������� ��� ��
		�
���

8���#�'��+��'��

Table 5: Median and average wealth by characteristics of the major income recipient, all families

Median wealth Average wealth

1984 1999 Change 1984 1999 Change

1999 $ % 1999 $ %

Education
Not a university graduate  52,800  54,100 2.4  119,300  145,300 21.7
University graduate  99,600  118,000 18.4  189,300  289,500 52.9

Age
24 or younger   3,100  200 -95.1  32,300  32,900 2.0
25 to 34  23,400  15,100 -35.5  69,900  67,300 -3.8

Not a university graduate  21,200  11,100 -47.6  62,600  49,800 -20.3
University graduate  41,200  30,900 -25.0  102,100  112,100 9.8

35 to 54  88,400  78,400 -11.4  164,900  194,300 17.8
Not a university graduate  80,500  65,800 -18.2  153,200  156,000 1.8
University graduate  130,300  144,700 11.1  218,700  312,300 42.8

35 to 44  73,500  60,000 -18.4  137,600  151,900 10.4
45 to 54  124,000  115,200 -7.1  202,400  247,800 22.4
55 to 64  129,100  154,100 19.4  210,300  303,900 44.5
65 or older  80,800  126,000 56.0  140,700  211,900 50.5

Immigration status
Canadian-born  53,900  60,500 12.1  122,900  168,700 37.3
In Canada 20 years or more  120,000  171,300 42.7  194,800  285,600 46.6
In Canada 10 to 19 years  68,000  44,500 -34.6  114,400  140,800 23.1
In Canada less than 10 years  17,600  13,100 -25.7  90,100  75,700 -16.0

Family type
Unattached individuals

Elderly  41,400  70,000 69.2  78,700  138,100 75.5
Non-elderly   5,800   6,000 4.0  47,200  63,900 35.3

Couples
No children  71,500  101,600 42.1  151,200  244,200 61.5
Children under 18  77,900  77,800 -0.1  149,300  195,900 31.2
Children 18 and over  155,800  167,400 7.5  251,500  312,500 24.3

Elderly couples, no children  121,100  177,500 46.6  198,500  280,500 41.3

Lone-parent   1,900   3,700 95.5  39,400  63,800 61.8
Other family types  74,200  112,700 51.9       145,100       210,200 44.9

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security

Aging and wealth inequality
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Chart C: For non-elderly couples with young
children,* median wealth increased less than
average wealth.

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey, Survey of Financial Security
* At least one child of the major income recipient is under 18.
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Table 6: Levels of wealth inequality

Actual data 1999 based on 1984

Income and
other family

Family Age charac-
1984 1999 type structure teristics

All families
Gini 0.691 0.727 0.724 0.750 0.740
CV 2.325 3.146 3.157 3.261 3.244
Exponential 0.531 0.560 0.558 0.590 0.603

Top 1% excluded
Gini 0.646 0.675 0.669 0.702 0.695
CV 1.429 1.517 1.498 1.613 1.597
Exponential 0.542 0.556 0.554 0.612 0.676

Top 5% excluded
Gini 0.605 0.637 0.629 0.668 0.661
CV 1.169 1.255 1.235 1.341 1.326
Exponential 0.906 0.838 0.848 1.074 1.312

Sources: Assets and Debts Survey; Survey of Financial Security
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Data sources and definitions

The 1984 Assets and Debts Survey (ADS) was a
supplement to the May 1984 Survey of Consumer
Finances.  The 1999 Survey of Financial Security (SFS)
was conducted from May to July 1999. For both surveys,
the sample was based on the Labour Force Survey frame
and represents all families and individuals in Canada
except residents of the territories, members of households
located on Indian reserves, full-time members of the Armed
Forces, and residents of institutions.1 Data were obtained
for all family members aged 15 and over.

Some differences between the two surveys are worth
noting. First, in ADS, all information on components of
assets (except housing) and debts were collected for each
member of the family aged 15 years and over and then
aggregated at the family level. In contrast, in the SFS,
information was collected directly at the family level.
Second, unlike ADS, the SFS contained a supplementary
‘high-income’ sample (consisting initially of about 2,000
households), which was included to improve the quality of
wealth estimates.2  The final sample of ADS included
14,029 families, and the SFS sample 15,933. Families
include unattached individuals.

Because records of the current value of assets and debts
are not as readily available as records of income, the
quality of wealth data is viewed as lower than the quality
of income data.  Also, the value of real assets (such as
housing and vehicles) is judged to be of higher quality than
that of financial assets.

To make the concept of wealth comparable between the
two surveys, contents of the home, collectibles and valu-
ables, annuities, and registered retirement income funds,
which were not included in the 1984 survey, were excluded
from the 1999 data.

The wealth of a family is defined as the difference between
the value of its total assets and the amount of its total debts.
Excluded are the value of work-related pension plans, and
future entitlements to social security provided by the gov-
ernment in the form of Canada or Quebec Pension Plan

benefits or Old Age Security. Also excluded are the family’s
human capital, measured in terms of the value of the dis-
counted flow of future earnings for all family members.

One particularly difficult issue with wealth data is the
measurement of the upper tail of the wealth distribution.
Using a variety of data sources, Davies (1993) estimates
that, using ADS, the share of total wealth held by the top
1% of families in 1984 could increase from 17% to between
22% and 27% after adjustments. Similarly, the share of
total wealth held by the top 5% of families could increase
from 38% to between 41% and 46%.

Since this article compares wealth at two points in time,
a further complication is that the degree of truncation of
the wealth distribution may change over time. More pre-
cisely, assume that the true wealth distribution was un-
changed between 1984 and 1999. Extending the argument
of Davies (1993,160) to the analysis of changes in the
wealth distribution, if no Canadian family with wealth over
$10 million consented to an interview in 1984, and if no Ca-
nadian family with wealth over $50 million consented to an
interview in 1999, ADS and SFS would show an (incorrect)
increase in wealth inequality—which could simply be due
to the use of better interviewing techniques in the later sur-
vey than in the earlier one.3 For these reasons, most of
the analysis described in this article uses three different
samples: all families, all families except those in the top
1% of the wealth distribution, and all families except those
in the top 5%.

The Gini coefficient and the exponential measure are
two measures of inequality, which would equal one if one
family owned the total wealth of society while all others had
zero wealth. Both measures would equal zero in the case
of perfect equality—that is, if all families had the same
wealth. The coefficient of variation, defined as the ra-
tio of standard deviation to the mean, would also equal zero
in the case of perfect equality. It would increase—but not
necessarily equal one—if one family owned the total wealth
of society while all others had zero wealth.

Explaining wealth inequality
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Summary
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Farmers leaving the field
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Chart A: Farm employment declined
dramatically after World War II as Canada
moved to a services-based economy.

Source: Labour Force Survey
* Excludes public administration.

Chart B: Farm employment dropped sharply
from 1999 to 2001.
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Key farm output

Major crops Eggs Milk
(hectares) Cattle Pigs Poultry (dozens) (kilolitres)

’000

1989 32,779 12,457 10,665 390,438 471,715 7,367
1990 32,303 12,560 10,156 406,940 466,028 7,346
1991 32,360 12,843 10,462 411,090 468,187 7,269
1992 32,880 13,025 10,784 408,810 469,719 6,903
1993 33,794 13,252 10,566 430,258 470,671 6,789
1994 34,190 13,924 10,888 486,338 474,459 7,036
1995 34,062 14,730 11,522 486,218 478,591 7,197
1996 33,913 15,051 11,490 501,289 484,914 7,172
1997 34,363 14,910 11,740 516,952 494,269 7,421
1998 34,759 14,706 12,355 539,652 498,847 7,521
1999 34,166 14,447 12,281 569,652 523,161 7,590
2000 35,476 14,416 12,240 590,433 549,711 7,499
2001 35,136 14,635 12,226 .. .. 7,561

Change from 1998
to latest year 377 -71 -129 50,781 50,864 40
(%) (1.1) (-0.5) (-1.0) (9.4) (10.2) (0.5)

Source: Agriculture Division

Chart D: Crop farming experienced the steepest
downward trend.

Source: Labour Force Survey

Drop in farm employment—highlights
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Chart C: Farm employment fell most in Alberta,
Saskatchewan, and Ontario.

Source: Labour Force Survey
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declining?
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Chart E: Employment on farms with no
employees fell fastest.

Source: Labour Force Survey
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Chart F: Labour Force Survey farm employment
declines mirrored Census farm counts.

Sources: Labour Force Survey and Census of Agriculture
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Chart G: Farmers mechanized in the years
leading up to accelerated drops in main-job
farm employment.

Source: Agriculture Division

�����'����*.��*�������&�+����('$�����',������&�(
)���� (���������&�����11;� ��$��			�� �%� %��*��.���

���(�+�$� (&'�,+�$� �+�'��*�'�� �,�')'��� %��*� %��*'��/
���� &��$� �0.�,�� ����')��� (������ �*.��*���



�������� �		� ������������ 	� ��������� ������ 
 �������� ��� ��
		�
���

���*��(���)'����+��%'�$

J
1998

J
1999

J
2000

J
2001

70

80

90

100

110

120

January 1998=100

Transportation, manufacturing, 
trade, education and health care

Agriculture

D
2001

���&�+�'��'�$�(��'�(��+�����>�'���('*'���(-'(�6�+���B=7�
�,,��$'�������+���11;����)����%� ��������$���,�*�
?���*',(/�����+����9��%�.��.���*.���$� '�����'

,������+�$�����%%
%��*�4��:�����%��+��+'�+�(������(
�%�*��'.��4��
+�$'����%�����'�$�(������!%��+��%��*

��(�&+��+�$�*��'.��4��(/��)���+�%�&��-�$�'������(

.�����'��� ��$�&���+��('��� 6��97/�*���%�,���'��
6��97/� ����'� ��$�&+��(��� ���$�� 6��97/�+���+� ,���
��$� (�,'�� �(('(���,�� 6�	97/� ��� �$�,��'���� (��)',�(
6197�

J
1998

J
1999

J
2000

J
2001

0

15

30

-15

-30

-45

-60

-75

Year-over-year change (’000)

Number of farm households

Agriculture employment

D
2001

Chart H: As main-job employment fell in
farming, it rose in the five industries that
employ similar skills.

Source: Labour Force Survey, seasonally adjusted
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Chart I: Main-job employment in agriculture fell
faster than the number of farming households.

Source: Labour Force Survey, not seasonally adjusted
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Chart J: Fewer spouses are combining their
efforts on the farm.

Source: Labour Force Survey
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Chart L: ...but farm incomes do not seem to be
pushing people into bankruptcy.

Source: Industry Canada
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Chart K: Lack of farm profit growth may be pushing some people
off the farm…

Sources: Agriculture Division, Consumer Price Index
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Perspectives

Defining farm employment

This analysis is based on the monthly Labour Force
Survey (LFS).  Designed primarily to count the number
of people who are employed, unemployed or not in the
labour force, the LFS asks additional questions on the
industry and occupation of the respondent’s main job
(the one in which most time is spent per week).

Therefore, a farm worker is someone who works on a
farm as a main job.  A farm operator who runs or works
on a farm as a second job is not included. Such
individuals would be assigned to the industry of their
main job.
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Chart M: Farmers are older than average and
more are approaching or have surpassed the
normal retirement age.

Source: Labour Force Survey
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