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Evolution of housing in Canada, 1957 to 2014

For most of their history, Canadian cities have grown outward as waves of immigrants and the baby boom generation sought
homes in the ever-expanding suburbs. Today, urban growth is not so much moving outward as it is upward, as multi-family
dwelling units, especially apartments and apartment-condominiums, have transformed the skylines of Canadian cities.

The emergence of apartments and apartment-condominiums in Canada's largest urban centres not only reflects a lifestyle
choice, but also important demographic, economic and societal changes—increasing immigration, declining household size,
changing household characteristics, an aging population, high prices of single-family homes in some areas, land shortages
and development policies in Canada's major cities.

Type of dwelling has changed over time

Chart 1: Building permits, single-family and multi-family dwelling units, Canada, 1957 to 2014

The suburban home of the 1950s

In the 1950s, single-family homes dominated the housing landscape. From 1957 to 1959, they accounted for 60% of new
construction. The introduction of the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation's mortgage loan insurance model in 1954
made single-family homes more attainable, which increased demand for new suburban neighbourhoods.

The apartment boom of the 1960s

A major shift occurred from 1962 to 1973, with the majority of building permits (60%) being issued for multi-family dwellings.
The shift reflected the large population growth of the post-war economic boom. Increased demand for housing came from the
baby boom generation, born in the late 1940s to the mid-1960s, as well as two groups of new immigrants: European
immigrants in the 1950s, and the large inflow of immigrants following the introduction of the Economic Point System in 1967.
The affordability of multi-family properties likely made them an attractive alternative to single-family dwellings.

Residential construction aligns in the 1970s

Construction of new multi-family units fell at a faster rate than single-family dwellings from 1974 to 1982, particularly during
the recession of the mid-1970s. In 1974, the number of new multi-family units declined 40% to 91,989 units, following a peak
of 154,123 units in 1973. From 1974 to 1982, single-family and multi-family dwellings accounted for an equal proportion of
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new dwellings.

The return of the single-family home in the 1980s

The period of 1983 to 2006 saw slower population growth and higher construction intentions for single-family dwellings.
Residential construction decreased during the 1981–1982 recession when mortgage lending rates were at their peak.
However, while single-family dwellings experienced a quicker recovery following the recession, multi-family unit construction
continued to decline. In 1984, there were fewer multi-family units constructed (54,228) than at any other point in the previous
20-year period. Mortgage lending rates began dropping sharply in late 1982, which meant that more people were able to
afford single-family homes.

The recession and slow recovery of the 1990s

Residential building construction decreased again during the 1990–1991 recession, although, in contrast to the 1981–1982
recession, construction intentions for both single- and multi-family dwellings were slow to recover. It took 15 years for both
types of dwellings to reach levels comparable to their pre-recession peak of the late 1980s.

Apartment-condominium construction intentions rise in the new millennium

Contrary to popular belief, a condominium is a system of ownership and not a type of building. It refers to an individual
dwelling unit that is privately owned, but in a building and/or on land that is collectively owned by all dwelling-unit owners.
Therefore, each of the main types of residential building—single-family houses, apartments, doubles and row houses—can
be condominiums.

Chart 2: Building permits, condominium construction intentions, Canada, 1992 to 2014

At the national level, apartment-condominiums have increasingly become the dominant type of condominium construction
since the early 2000s. They accounted for 88% of condominium construction intentions in 2014, compared to 62% in 2000.

Apartment-condominiums provide concentrated housing in Canada's census metropolitan areas (CMAs), where there may
be limited land available for new residential construction. Also, since immigration is now the major source of population
growth in Canada, and most immigrants settle in large CMAs, apartment-condominiums may fulfill the newcomer demand for
housing.

The relative affordability of apartment-condominiums compared with row, double and, especially, single-family dwellings
makes them accessible for first-time buyers, as well as a downsizing option for older households, since they require less
upkeep. Condominium owners, compared with other homeowners, are more likely to be younger or older, have a lower
household income, and to be classified as non-family or couple-only households.

More multi-family dwellings since the 2008–2009 recession
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Since the 2008–2009 recession, construction rates for multi-family dwellings have recovered at a faster pace than single-
family dwellings—increasing in four of the five years following the recession. The number of planned multi-family dwellings
(103,469) surpassed single-family dwellings (91,908) in 2010, and peaked in 2013 with the highest number of units (122,908)
since 1977. On the other hand, single-family dwelling construction fell to 73,682 units in 2014, its lowest point in almost 20
years.

Apartments account for the largest share of construction intentions for three consecutive years

Since 2012, apartments (including apartment-condominiums) have had the highest construction intentions in Canada, which
has not occurred since 1973. Over the past 40 years, apartments and single-family homes have accounted for the vast
majority (85% on average) of new construction, whereas rows and doubles accounted for about 15% of new construction.

Chart 3: Building permits, type of dwelling, Canada, 1972 to 2014

Note: Each dwelling type includes those with a condominium ownership.

Apartments have the highest construction intentions in the three largest census metropolitan
areas

In 2014, there were higher construction intentions for apartments (including apartment-condominiums) than for any other
dwelling type in Canada's three largest CMAs. In Toronto, they accounted for 54% of residential construction, compared with
27% for single-family homes. In Montréal, apartment units accounted for 75% of residential construction, compared with 16%
for single-family homes. Meanwhile, in Vancouver, it was 67% for apartment units and 16% for single-family homes. These
three CMAs accounted for just over half of the total CMA population in 2014. In all three CMAs, new single-family dwellings
have been declining since the early 2000s, falling from 27,627 dwellings in 2000 to 14,840 in 2014—a 46% decrease.

The affordability and availability of apartments relative to other building types, particularly single-family dwellings, could
explain the recent increase in apartments in these CMAs, particularly in Canada's two most expensive housing markets:
Vancouver and Toronto. 

Note to readers
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Data source

Statistics Canada's monthly Building Permits Survey is a leading indicator of residential construction in Canada. The
survey collects administrative data on construction intentions from all municipalities that issue building permits, which
currently accounts for approximately 95% of the Canadian population. The data can be used by analysts to understand
the number and value of new residential units for both single- and multi-family dwellings, the latter comprised of double
or semi-detached, row, and apartment dwellings. Data on condominium construction is also collected, and has been
disseminated by type of dwelling (row-condominium, double-condominium, single-condominium, and apartment-
condominium) since 1992.

All graphs in this publication use annual data, and, therefore, are comparable without being seasonally adjusted.

Definitions

Building permit: refers to the final authorization to start work on a building project. It is granted by public authorities in
response to an application by a principal and based on a specific building plan.

Residential construction: Refers to all buildings intended for private occupancy, whether on a permanent basis or not.
Dwellings are divided into the following types: single-family, mobile, cottage, semi-detached or double, row house and
apartment.
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