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Changing profile of stay-at-home parents

The face of the typical Canadian stay-at-home parent has changed over the last four decades. It's gotten a little more
masculine. In 1976, stay-at-home fathers accounted for approximately 1 in 70 of all Canadian families with a stay-at-home
parent. By 2015, the proportion had risen to about 1 in 10.

Over the past few decades, as the educational attainment and labour-force participation of women have increased, so has
the involvement of men in child care. The proportion of dual-earner families has also been on the rise. This has had an effect
on the proportion of single-earner families with a stay-at-home parent.

Among single-earner families, the situation of a non-working parent varied depending on whether the mother or the father
was the sole earner in the family. Among families where the father was the sole earner, most mothers were out of the labour
force as a stay-at-home parent. In contrast, among families where the mother was the only working parent, fathers were less
likely to be stay-at-home parents, and were, instead, likely to be looking for work, attending school or permanently unable to
work.

The number of stay-at-home mothers as a proportion of non-working mothers has declined over time. In 1976, more than
9 in 10 non-working mothers in a single-earner family were stay-at-home parents. The rest were either unemployed, students
or permanently unable to work. In 2015, almost three-quarters of non-working mothers were stay-at-home moms, while one-
quarter were either unemployed, students or unable to work.

Among families where the mother was the only earner, approximately one-third of the fathers were stay-at-home dads in
1976 (32%) and 2015 (35%), while about half were unemployed in 1976 (52%) and 2015 (49%).

The number of single-earner families with a stay-at-home parent dropped from 1,487,000 in 1976 to 493,000 in 2015.
Families with a stay-at-home mother declined by 1,025,000, whereas those with a stay-at-home father increased by 32,000.
The number of stay-at-home mothers declined in almost every year between 1976 and 2015. The majority of the decline
occurred between 1976 and 1991 (851,000, compared with 174,000 between 1991 and 2015).

Conversely, even though the number of single-earner families with a stay-at-home father increased, the growth was not
constant. There were declines during periods of expanding employment following an economic slowdown (for example, 1984,
1994 to 1997, 2003 to 2005, and 2010).
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Alberta had the highest proportion of stay-at-home parents

Families with a stay-at-home parent accounted for 53% of couple families with children in 1976 and 18% in 2015. In 1976,
Quebec had the highest proportion of couple families with a stay-at-home parent (59%). Ontario had the lowest proportion
(49%).

Since 1976, the proportion of families with a stay-at-home parent has declined in all provinces. However, the magnitude of
the decrease was not the same across provinces. In 2015, Alberta had the highest proportion of couple families with a stay-
at-home parent (25%), while Quebec had the lowest proportion (11%). This suggests that the proportion of families with a
stay-at-home parent decreased faster in Quebec than in any other province.

The decline in the number of stay-at-home parents was a result of a decrease in the number of stay-at-home mothers. The
number of stay-at-home fathers increased in all provinces, albeit at different rates. In 1976, the Atlantic Provinces had the
highest proportion of stay-at-home fathers (3% of families with a stay-at-home parent), while other provinces had proportions
below 2%.
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From 1976 to 2015, the proportion of stay-at-home fathers rose by 15 percentage points in the Atlantic Provinces and by
13 percentage points in Quebec. The proportion in Alberta increased by 6 percentage points. This widened the provincial gap
in the proportion of stay-at-home fathers. In 2015, the Atlantic Provinces still had the highest proportion of families with a
stay-at-home father (18% of families with a stay-at-home parent), followed by Quebec (13%). At the opposite end of the
spectrum, Alberta had the lowest proportion (6%).

Demographics of stay-at-home parents

Stay-at-home mothers were slightly younger on average than both single-earner mothers and mothers who were part of a
dual-earner couple. The average age of stay-at-home mothers was 36 years, compared with 40 years for single-earner
mothers and 39 years for mothers who were in a dual-earner couple.

Correspondingly, stay-at-home mothers were more likely to have younger children, compared with mothers in the workforce.
In 2015, 59% of stay-at-home mothers had at least one child under the age of 5 at home, while this was the case for 36% of
single-earner mothers and 42% of dual-earner mothers. Furthermore, stay-at-home mothers had more children on average,
and they were almost twice as likely as single- and dual-earner mothers to have more than two children under the age of 16.

Stay-at-home mothers were also more likely to have lower levels of education. In 2015, 38% of them had a high-school
diploma or less, compared with 27% of single-earner mothers and 19% of dual-earner mothers.

Unlike stay-at-home mothers, stay-at-home fathers were on average older (45 years old) than fathers in single-earner
families (40 years old) and dual-earner families (41 years old). However, as was the case for stay-at-home mothers, stay-at-
home fathers were more likely to have lower levels of education. In 2015, 42% had a high school diploma or less. In
comparison, 31% of single-earner fathers and 25% of dual-earner fathers had similar levels of education.

Characteristics of mothers and fathers in couple families with at least one child under 16, by family employment status, 2015

Age

Mother Father

Stay-at-home Single-earner Dual-earner Stay-at-home Single-earner Dual-earner

average

Average age 36.3 40.2 38.5 44.5 39.5 40.9

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, 2015.
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Age

Mother Father

Stay-at-home Single-earner Dual-earner Stay-at-home Single-earner Dual-earner

average

Average number of children under 16 2.1 1.7 1.8 1.7 2.1 1.8

 percentage

More than two children under 16 26.3 13.5 14.0 13.5 26.3 14.0

At least one child under 5 at home 59.2 36.2 41.5 36.2 59.2 41.4

All children 5 to 15 40.8 63.8 58.5 63.8 40.8 58.6

Education       

Less than high school 11.1 6.6 3.2 11.9 9.6 5.4

High school graduation 27.2 20.2 15.5 30.0 21.8 20.0

College/trades 30.7 36.3 38.2 35.8 34.8 40.4

University degree 31.0 36.9 43.2 22.3 33.8 34.3

Source: Statistics Canada, Labour Force Survey, 2015.

Definitions

Stay-at-home parent: a person in a couple family with at least one child under the age of 16 at home, who did not have a
job or business, was not looking for work, was not attending school, and was not permanently unable to work during the
survey reference week; parents on maternity or parental leave are not considered to be stay-at-home parents if they have a
job to which they will return—they are considered employed and absent from work.
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