
O N L A B O U R A N D I N C O M E

Catalogue no. 75-001-XIE

REVISITING WEALTH
INEQUALITY

WORK HOURS
INSTABILITY

DECEMBER 2006
Vol. 7, No. 12



How to obtain more information
Specific inquiries about this product and related statistics or
services should be directed to: Perspectives on Labour and
Income, 9 A-6 Jean Talon, 170 Tunney’s Pasture Driveway,
Statistics Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0T6 (telephone:
(613) 951-4628; e-mail: perspectives@statcan.ca).

For information on the wide range of data available from
Statistics Canada, you can contact us by calling one of our
toll-free numbers. You can also contact us by e-mail or by
visiting our website at www.statcan.ca.

National inquiries line 1 800 263-1136
National telecommunications device

for the hearing impaired 1 800 363-7629
Depository Services Program inquiries 1 800 700-1033
Fax line for Depository Services

Program 1 800 889-9734
E-mail inquiries infostats@statcan.ca

Website www.statcan.ca

Information to access the product
This product, catalogue no. 75-001-XIE, is available for
free in electronic format. To obtain a single issue, visit our
website at www.stacan.ca and select Our Products and
Services.

Standards of service to the public
Statistics Canada is committed to serving its clients in a
prompt, reliable and courteous manner and in the official
language of their choice. To this end, the agency has
developed standards of service that its employees observe
in serving its clients. To obtain a copy of these service
standards, please contact Statistics Canada toll free at
1 800 263-1136. The service standards are also published
on www.statca.ca. under About Statistics Canada >
Providing services to Canadians.

At Your Service...

Perspectives on Labour and Income
(Catalogue no. 75-001-XIE; aussi disponible en français:
L’emploi et le revenu en perspective, no 75-001-XIF au catalogue)
is published monthly by authority of the Minister responsible
for Statistics Canada. ©Minister of Industry 2006.
ISSN:  1492-496X.

All rights reserved. The content of this electronic
publication may be reproduced, in whole or in part, and
by any means, without further permission from Statistics
Canada, subject to the following conditions: that it be done
solely for the purposes of private study, research, criticism,
review or newspaper summary, and/or for non-commercial
purposes; and that Statistics Canada be fully acknowledged
as follows: Source (or “Adapted from”, if appropriate):
Statistics Canada, year of publication, name of product,
catalogue number, volume and issue numbers, reference
period and page(s).

Otherwise, no part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, by
any means—electronic, mechanical or photocopy—or for any
purposes without prior written permission of Licensing
Services, Client Services Division, 100 Tunney’s Pasture
Driveway, Statistics Canada, Ottawa, Ontario, K1A 0T6.

Symbols

The following standard symbols are used
in Statistics Canada publications:

. not available for any reference period

.. not available for a specific reference
period

… not applicable
p preliminary
r revised
x confidential
E use with caution
F too unreliable to be published



December 2006 PERSPECTIVES 3 Statistics Canada — Catalogue no. 75-001-XIE

Highlights
In this issue

Perspectives

����� Revisiting wealth inequality

� After increasing between 1984 and 1999, the gap
between families in the top and bottom 20% of
the wealth distribution continued to widen between
1999 and 2005. The wealthiest 20% of families
held 75% of total household wealth in 2005,
compared with 73% in 1999 and 69% in 1984.

� Part of the increased wealth among families in the
top 20% was fuelled by growth in home equity.
In both 1999 and 2005, the vast majority of these
families—at least 95%—owned a house. Among
homeowners, the median value of the principal
residence rose $75,000 between 1999 and 2005,
reflecting the sharp increase in housing prices.

� While the median wealth of families overall rose
26% between 1984 and 2005, it fell substantially
among those in which the major income recipient
was aged 25 to 34. In 2005, these families had
median wealth of $13,400 (in 2005 dollars), much
lower than the $27,000 and $17,400 registered in
1984 and 1999 respectively.

� The decrease in wealth among young families
occurred mainly because the cumulative earnings
of young men—the sum they receive over several
years—fell substantially between the 1970s and the
1990s. Over the 1994-to-2004 period, their
cumulative earnings averaged roughly $267,000,
much less than the $330,000 for the 1973-to-1983
period.

����� Work hours instability

� Slightly less than half of employees worked roughly
the same hours each year between 1997 and 2001.
About one in three worked a standard, full-year
full-time schedule in every year and 15% worked
a shorter year.

� While it was common to work longer hours in a
given year, it was rare to do so year after year.
One in five workers worked longer hours in at
least one year between 1997 and 2001, but less
than 1% did so in every year.

� Typically, annual work hours varied by about five
full-time work weeks. However, work hours
variability was highly polarized with 1 in 5
employees having virtually none and 1 in 4 having
variability exceeding eight weeks per year.

� Work hours instability was higher among
employees in small firms, those with no pension
plan, and those not covered by a collective
agreement.
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Revisiting wealth inequality

René Morissette and Xuelin Zhang

The authors are with the Business and Labour Market
Analysis Division. René Morissette can be reached
at 613-951-3608, Xuelin Zhang at 613-951-4295 or both
at perspectives@statcan.ca.

Wealth provides access  to economic
resources. To mitigate the impact of unex-
pected expenses or income losses, those

with a reserve of wealth can liquidate some of their
financial or real assets. More positively, sufficient net
worth allows the possibility to reduce work hours,
make riskier investments, or try self-employment. On
the other hand, lack of wealth makes these options
less likely.

Between 1984 and 1999, wealth inequality rose in
Canada (Morissette, Zhang and Drolet 2002, 2006).
In 1984, families and unattached individuals (hereafter
referred to simply as families) in the top 10% of the
wealth distribution held 52% of household wealth,
excluding the value of employer-sponsored pension
plans. Fifteen years later, they held 56%, and in 2005,
58%.

Using the Assets and Debts Survey for 1984 and the
Survey of Financial Security for 1999 and 2005, this
article examines wealth distribution over the period
from 1984 to 2005. Most of the analysis uses three
different samples: all families, all families except those
in the top 1%, and all families except those in the top
5%. Since the 1984 survey contained no information
about employer-sponsored pensions, wealth, unless
otherwise noted, excludes the value of work-related
pension plans (see Data sources and definitions).

Average and median wealth

Between 1984 and 1999, real (adjusted for inflation)
median wealth grew by roughly 10% (Chart A). It rose
a further 10% to 14% between 1999 and 2005, bring-
ing the increase to between 21% and 26% over the

entire 1984-to-2005 period. In contrast, real average
wealth increased between 51% and 70%, reflecting
large increases in wealth at the top of the distribution.2

The growth was far from uniform across age groups.
Average wealth rose faster among families with a
major income recipient 35 and over (Chart B). For
instance, it increased by at least 79% in families with a
major income recipient 65 and over, but fell by up to
12% when the major income recipient was 25 to 34.

Part of the increase in average wealth resulted from
the aging of the population, with  more families hav-
ing had time to accumulate financial and real assets. If
the age structure had remained unchanged throughout
the 1984-to-2005 period, average wealth would have
risen less. Applying the 1984 age structure to the 2005

Chart A The median wealth (in constant
dollars) of families rose by more than
20% between 1984 and 2005

Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984;
Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005
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wealth distribution indicates that about one-quarter of
the growth from 1984 to 2005 was caused by popula-
tion aging. The remainder reflected growth within age
groups.

Wealth inequality 1984 to 2005

As numerous studies have shown (for example, Davies
1979 and 1993), wealth is highly concentrated. In 1984,
families in the top 10% of the wealth distribution held
52% of aggregate household wealth whereas the bot-
tom 50% held only 5% (Table 1).3 Concentration
increased from 1984 to 1999 and again from 1999 to
2005, as the top 10% of families came to own 56% of
Canadians’ net worth in 1999, and 58% in 2005.4 Over
the 1984-to-2005 period, only families in the top 10%
increased their share of total wealth.5

Meanwhile, median net worth stagnated or fell in the
bottom 40% of the distribution but rose substantially
in the top 40%. For instance, median net worth fell by
roughly $7,500 (in 2005 dollars) in the lowest 10% over
the 1984-to-2005 period, while increasing by between
$237,000 and $659,000 (depending on the sample con-
sidered) in the highest 10%. Hence, wealth inequality
rose as not all segments of the Canadian population
enjoyed wealth increases.6

Chart B Average wealth rose more for
families with a major income
recipient 35 or older

Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984;
Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005

Data sources and definitions

The 1984 Assets and Debts Survey (ADS) was a sup-
plement to the May 1984 Survey of Consumer Finances.
The 1999 Survey of Financial Security (SFS) was con-
ducted from May to July 1999, and the 2005 SFS was con-
ducted from May to July 2005. For all three surveys, the
sample was based on the Labour Force Survey frame and
represented all families in Canada except residents of the
territories, households on Indian reserves, full-time mem-
bers of the Armed Forces, and residents of institutions.1

Some differences between the surveys are worth noting.
The ADS collected information on assets (except hous-
ing) and debts for each member of the family aged 15 and
over and then aggregated to the family level. In contrast,
the SFS collected this information directly at the family
level. The SFS also used a supplementary ‘high-income’
sample to improve the quality of wealth estimates.

To make the concept of wealth comparable, the follow-
ing must be excluded from the SFS: contents of the home,
collectibles and valuables, annuities, and registered
retirement income funds (RRIFs). Wealth is the difference
between the value of a family’s total assets and its total
debts. Unless otherwise noted, it excludes the value of
work-related pension plans as well as entitlements to future
Canada/Quebec Pension Plan or Old Age Security ben-
efits. It also excludes any measure of the discounted flow
of future earnings by family members.

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

A further complication arises because comparisons are
made for two points in time and the degree of truncation
may have changed. More precisely, assume, for simplicity,
that the true wealth distribution remained unchanged
between 1984 and 1999. Extending the argument of Davies
(1993, 160) to the analysis of changes in the wealth dis-
tribution, if no family with wealth over $10 million consented
to an interview in 1984, and none with wealth over $50
million consented in 1999, the 1984 ADS and 1999 SFS
would show an (incorrect) increase in wealth inequality
simply because of better interviewing techniques in the
later survey. Most of the analysis in this paper therefore
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 terms wealth
and net worth are used interchangeably.

In fact, although both median and average wealth
grew markedly, the proportion of families with zero
or negative net worth showed no improvement. In
2005, 14% of families had more debts than assets, up
from 11% in 1984 (Table 2). Also, more families had
no financial wealth in 2005 (24%) than in 1984 (18%).7
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While wealth inequality rose between 1984 and 1999
(Morissette, Zhang and Drolet 2002, 2006), summary
measures of inequality confirm that it kept rising
between 1999 and 2005.8 The Gini coefficient (which
equals 0.0 if all families have the same amount of wealth
and 1.0 if one family holds all household wealth) rose
from 0.691 in 1984 to 0.727 in 1999 and then to 0.746
in 2005.9

Wealth inequality did not rise uniformly. It increased
much more among non-elderly couples with children
and lone-parent families than among unattached indi-
viduals and non-elderly couples with no children
(Table 3).

Table 1 Median wealth and share of total wealth

Median wealth Share 2005 share with:

 1984 age 1984 family
1984 1999 2005 1984 1999 2005 structure structure

All families 2005 $ %

Bottom 10% -2,100 -6,570 -9,600 -0.5 -0.6 -0.6 -0.8 -0.6
Second 780 120 10 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Third 7,770 6,820 6,000 0.5 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.3
Fourth 24,630 26,150 25,500 1.7 1.3 1.1 0.7 1.3
Fifth 52,260 57,120 63,250 3.5 2.8 2.5 2.1 2.7
Sixth 83,130 93,850 109,050 5.6 4.7 4.4 3.9 4.4
Seventh 120,690 148,610 173,590 8.2 7.4 6.9 6.6 6.9
Eighth 170,210 221,770 263,000 11.5 11.0 10.5 10.4 10.2
Ninth 256,740 344,890 413,750 17.5 17.4 16.8 17.0 16.2
Top 10% 534,980 723,590 1,194,000 51.8 55.7 58.2 60.0 58.6

Top 1% excluded
Bottom 10% -2,120 -6,800 -9,850 -0.6 -0.8 -0.8 -1.0 -0.8
Second 710 120 10 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Third 7,430 6,390 5,800 0.6 0.4 0.3 0.2 0.4
Fourth 23,830 25,340 24,870 1.9 1.6 1.3 0.9 1.6
Fifth 50,850 55,220 61,500 4.1 3.4 3.1 2.5 3.4
Sixth 81,630 91,360 105,660 6.6 5.7 5.4 4.8 5.7
Seventh 117,890 144,470 168,000 9.5 9.0 8.6 8.1 8.7
Eighth 165,080 214,310 250,970 13.4 13.3 12.9 12.7 12.9
Ninth 246,300 326,650 392,720 20.1 20.7 20.5 20.6 20.2
Top 10% 470,000 644,390 939,340 44.2 46.6 48.6 51.3 47.8

Top 5% excluded
Bottom 10% -2,290 -7,170 -10,100 -0.7 -1.0 -1.1 -1.4 -1.1
Second 530 60 0 0.1 0.0 0.0 -0.1 0.0
Third 6,420 4,030 4,400 0.7 0.5 0.3 0.2 0.4
Fourth 20,580 21,960 21,000 2.2 1.8 1.5 1.0 1.9
Fifth 45,380 49,070 55,000 4.7 4.0 3.8 3.0 4.1
Sixth 75,210 83,180 95,360 7.7 6.7 6.5 5.7 6.9
Seventh 107,170 129,720 151,000 11.1 10.4 10.3 9.7 10.4
Eighth 149,800 190,780 224,970 15.5 15.4 15.3 15.2 15.3
Ninth 211,930 279,320 333,050 22.0 22.8 23.3 23.7 22.7
Top 10% 341,090 472,910 578,180 36.8 39.5 40.2 43.1 39.4

Note:  Excluding the value of registered pension plans.
Sources:  Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984; Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005

The evolution of the Gini coefficient since 1970 pro-
vides a long-term perspective on wealth inequality.
The Assets and Debts Survey looked at wealth distri-
bution in 1970, 1977 and 1984. The 1984 survey was
reweighted to make it consistent with the 1999 and
2005 Survey of Financial Security. Thus, comparable
Gini coefficients are available over the following two
sub-periods: 1970 to 1984 and 1984 to 2005.10

Wealth inequality, as measured by the Gini coefficient,
displayed a U-shape between 1970 and 2005 (Chart
C). It fell sharply between 1970 and 1977, remained
fairly constant between 1977 and 1984, but rose sub-
stantially in subsequent years. As a result, it was no
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Table 3 Gini coefficient by family type

1984-
1984 1999 2005 2005

% change
Unattached individual
Elderly 0.647 0.655 0.659 1.9
Non-elderly 0.853 0.868 0.888 4.1

Non-elderly couple
No children or other relatives 0.666 0.695 0.689 3.5
Children under 181 0.647 0.707 0.738 14.1
Children 18 and over or other relatives 0.540 0.614 0.619 14.6

Elderly couple (no children or
other relatives2) 0.540 0.541 0.576 6.7

Lone-parent family 0.807 0.897 0.886 9.8
Other 0.667 0.650 0.646 -3.1

1 At least one child of the major income recipient is under 18. Other relatives may also be
in the family.

2 No children under 18.
Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984; Survey of Financial Security,

1999 and 2005

lower in 2005 than in 1970. Hence, Canada’s wealth
dispersion has been trending upwards since the mid-
1980s. Similar patterns are observed when plotting the
share of wealth held by the top 10% of families.

While wealth inequality first fell and then rose over the
1970-to-2005 period, median wealth trended upwards
(Chart D). It rose sharply between 1970 and 1977,
stagnated between 1977 and 1984, and then rose again
after 1984. It amounted to roughly
$85,000 in 2005, more than twice
the 1970 level (roughly $40,000).

While population aging tended to
increase average wealth between
1984 and 2005, it also affected the
wealth distribution. In the absence
of population aging, the share of
total wealth held by the top 10%
of families would have risen from
52% in 1984 to 60% in 2005 (Ta-
ble 1). Since the actual figure in
2005 was 58%, it appears that
population aging reduced the con-
centration of wealth at the top of
the distribution.11

Some evidence suggests that
changes in family structure had
the opposite effect. If the top 1%
or the top 5% of families are
excluded, the share of aggregate

wealth held by the top 10% would have risen by one
percentage point less between 1984 and 2005 if the
proportion of unattached individuals and lone-parent
families had remained unchanged. However, this no
longer holds when all families are considered.

Wealth by population subgroup

Although both median and average wealth rose
between 1984 and 2005, not all population subgroups
enjoyed increases. Young families (major income
recipient aged 25 to 34) saw their median wealth fall
by 50% or more (Table 4).12 The situation was fairly
similar in 1984 and 2005 for families with a major
income recipient aged 35 to 54 without a university
degree. However, this age group saw a solid 39% rise
in median wealth when the major income recipient was
a university graduate.

Other groups also benefited. Elderly unattached indi-
viduals saw their median wealth double, from roughly
$48,000 in 1984 to $100,000 in 2005. Couples with
children under 18 and those with no children also saw
theirs increase—34% and 55% respectively. Growth
among couples with children was far from uniform,
however. For young couples, median wealth fell
sharply between 1984 and 1999, rebounding between

Table 2 Families with no wealth or no
financial wealth

1984 1999 2005

%
All families
Net worth <0 10.8 12.3 14.1
Financial wealth <0 17.7 19.7 24.0

Top 1% excluded
Net worth <0 10.9 13.4 14.2
Financial wealth <0 17.8 19.9 24.1

Top 5% excluded
Net worth <0 11.3 14.0 14.8
Financial wealth <0 18.2 20.7 25.1

Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984;
Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005
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Table 4 Median and average wealth by characteristics of major income recipient

Median wealth Average wealth

1984 1999 2005 1984 1999 2005

2005 $

Overall 67,300 74,400 84,800 148,500 202,900 251,700

Education level

Not a university graduate 60,800 62,300 68,500 137,500 167,400 214,700

University graduate 114,800 135,900 144,900 218,100 333,500 364,800

Age

Under 25 3,500 200 F 37,200 37,900 F

25 to 34 27,000 17,400 13,400 80,500 77,500 71,000

35 to 44 84,700 69,100 84,200 158,500 175,000 238,300

45 to 54 142,800 132,700 146,000 233,200 285,400 355,900

55 to 64 148,700 177,500 203,500 242,300 348,900 409,000

65 and over 93,100 145,200 157,000 162,100 244,100 301,700

Age/education

25 to 34

Not a university graduate 24,400 12,800 10,500 72,100 57,400 57,800

University graduate 47,500 35,600 F 117,600 129,100 F

35 to 54

Not a university graduate 92,700 75,800 87,500 176,500 179,800 245,100

University graduate 150,100 166,700 208,500 252,000 359,800 432,100

Immigration status

Canadian-born 62,100 69,700 77,000 141,500 194,300 238,800

Immigrant 95,700 107,900 122,700 177,700 238,600 306,200

In Canada 20 years or more 138,200 197,300 222,100 224,400 329,000 385,300

In Canada 10 to 19 years 78,400 51,300 F 131,700 162,200 F

In Canada less than 10 years 20,300 15,100 F 103,800 87,200 F

Family type

Unattached individual

Elderly 47,700 80,600 100,000 90,600 159,100 199,100

Non-elderly 6,600 6,900 5,000 54,400 73,600 74,700

Couple, no children 83,600 117,100 129,900 174,200 281,300 300,700

Couple, children under 18 89,700 89,600 120,200 172,000 225,700 350,600

Couple, children 18 and over 179,500 192,900 259,500 289,700 360,000 476,500

Elderly couple, no children 139,500 204,500 220,000 228,700 323,100 405,900

Lone-parent family 2,200 4,200 F 45,400 73,500 F

Other 85,500 129,800 130,500 167,100 242,100 241,900

Sources:  Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984; Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005
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1 Excluding the value of registered pension plans (RPPs).
2 1984 data re-weighted for consistency with the Survey of

Financial Security.
Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984;

Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005

1 1984 data re-weighted for consistency with the Survey of
Financial Security.

Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984;
Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005

Chart C The distribution of wealth has
again become more unequal
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Chart D After stagnating between 1977 and
1984, median wealth increased
between 1984 and 2005
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1999 and 2005, although not to its 1984 level (Table
5).13 In contrast, for those aged 45 to 54, median wealth
rose steadily, climbing 45% between 1984 and 2005.

Lone-parent families and non-elderly unattached indi-
viduals had low median and average wealth, reflecting
at least partially the absence of a second earner. For
these two groups, median wealth was no higher than
$7,000 in 1999. This reflects the lack of assets these
families have at their disposal to lessen the impact of
unexpected expenses or earnings disruptions.

Average wealth rose more than median wealth in vir-
tually all population subgroups (Table 4), suggesting
that the increase in wealth inequality was widespread.
For instance, the average wealth of immigrants arriv-
ing 20 or more years ago rose by more than $150,000
while their median wealth increased by roughly
$85,000.14

Wealth components

Average wealth did not improve over the 1984-
to-2005 period for families in the bottom fifth of the
distribution. In contrast, it rose about $19,000 in the
middle group and more than $400,000 in the top fifth
(Table 6).15

Table 5 Wealth of non-elderly couples with
children under 18

1984 1999 2005

Age of major 2005 $
income recipient

25 to 54
Average 172,400 224,600 350,700
Median 90,600 90,400 120,300
Net worth <0 (%) 6.2 8.5 8.0

25 to 34
Average 109,300 88,000 100,700
Median 50,700 35,500 45,600
Net worth <0 (%) 9.5 16.0 15.4

35 to 44
Average 188,200 228,000 348,500
Median 105,000 103,100 126,800
Net worth <0 (%) 4.9 6.8 5.9

45 to 54
Average 262,400 376,500 597,700
Median 166,300 186,100 241,900
Net worth <0 (%) 2.8 3.4 4.8

Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984;
Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005
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Low income and
Low income and financial wealth

 Low income no financial wealth1 < income gap2

Selected characteristics of
persons in low-income families 1983 1998 2004 1984 1999 2005 1984 1999 2005

%
All families 13.8 13.6 12.5 5.0 5.3 4.6 9.8 9.5 9.1
Age of major income recipient (MIR)
Less than 25 28.8 47.5 38.2 13.3 22.7 17.6 24.6 38.9 32.8
25 to 34 14.6 18.0 17.7 6.3 9.4 7.2 11.4 14.6 13.6
35 to 44 10.5 12.9 12.3 3.8 4.8 4.2 8.0 8.8 8.8
45 to 54 8.9 8.3 8.1 3.1 2.6 3.5 6.5 5.4 5.8
55 to 64 12.2 12.1 9.4 3.1 3.2 1.6 6.5 6.6 5.7
65 and over 20.3 8.2 6.0 4.0 1.4 1.4 9.1 3.6 2.9
Education level of MIR
Not a university graduate 15.1 15.1 14.3 5.4 6.0 5.8 10.7 10.7 10.9
University graduate 6.1 8.5 7.4 2.6 3.0 1.3 4.1 5.6 4.0
Age/education of MIR
25 to 34

Not a university graduate 16.0 19.9 22.1 6.6 10.8 9.9 12.5 16.5 17.8
University graduate 7.7 11.9 8.5 4.6 4.9 1.6 6.1 8.6 5.0

35 to 54
Not a university graduate 11.0 12.3 11.8 4.0 4.4 4.9 8.4 8.2 9.0
University graduate 4.3 7.2 7.0 1.4 2.3 1.4 2.4 4.8 3.6

Family type
Unattached individual

Elderly 47.9 21.3 16.5 8.3 3.3 2.4 19.5 9.4 7.2
Non elderly 34.1 37.6 35.1 14.7 16.8 15.0 26.9 30.0 30.5

Couple, no children 6.6 6.8 5.8 1.7 1.9 1.7 3.6 3.7 3.5
Couple, children under 18 9.8 10.3 9.3 3.8 3.5 1.8 7.1 6.7 5.2
Couple, children 18 and over 3.0 3.2 2.9 0.6 1.0 0.9 1.3 1.2 1.4
Elderly couple, no children 5.2 1.5 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.3 1.6 0.9 0.3
Lone-parent 49.9 44.5 46.5 20.7 24.0 27.5 42.7 37.5 41.7

Female 53.6 49.3 50.0 21.9 26.7 29.6 45.7 42.1 44.6
Other 14.9 9.8 6.9 5.8 3.5 3.1 12.1 5.7 5.3
Immigration status of MIR
Canadian-born 13.6 12.2 10.7 5.2 5.1 4.3 9.9 8.6 8.2
Immigrant 14.9 17.9 18.8 4.2 6.1 5.8 9.6 12.3 12.1

Less than 10 years ago 23.1 35.6 34.5 7.3 12.8 9.7 15.7 25.6 21.2
10 years ago or more 12.9 11.3 12.6 3.4 3.7 4.2 8.2 7.4 8.6

1  Zero or negative financial wealth. Financial wealth is defined as net worth minus net equity in housing and net business equity.
2  The income gap is the difference between a family’s low-income cutoff and its after-tax income.
Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984; Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005

Data on low income are often used to examine the extent to
which families live in straitened circumstances. However, while
after-tax income is a good indicator of a family’s ability to sus-
tain a given standard of living, wealth is also important—
financial assets can be converted into cash and used for
consumption.

Families with both low income and little or no financial wealth
are more vulnerable than others since they have fewer
resources to absorb negative shocks (Morissette 2002). Mod-
est wealth is defined as insufficient to cover a family’s low-
income gap—that is, they would remain in low income even
if they liquidated all their financial assets. These families would
face short-term financial difficulties if unexpected and unfa-
vourable events occurred.

The proportion of persons living in families with low income
and no financial wealth remained virtually unchanged at 5%
between 1984 and 2005. Similarly, those in families with low

income and modest financial wealth changed little—10% in
1984 and 9% in 2005.

Regardless of the measure used, female lone-parent fami-
lies are by far the most financially vulnerable. In all years,
more than 40% of persons in these families were in low
income and would have stayed in that state even after
liquidating their financial assets. Non-elderly unattached
individuals are also vulnerable; 31% were in low income and
had little financial wealth in 2005.

In all years, financial vulnerability was substantially lower for
older age groups, no doubt reflecting an increase in earn-
ings and wealth with age. Between 1984 and 2005, the finan-
cial vulnerability of families with a major income recipient
under 25 rose. It also rose for those with a major income
recipient aged 25 to 34 with no university degree. However,
it fell among those with a major income recipient aged 65 and
over. The improvement among elderly families reflects growing
income from private and public pensions.
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Table 6 Average wealth components

1984-
1984 1999 2005 2005

Bottom fifth 2005 $ Change
Assets
Non-RRSP deposits 750 630 640 -110
Non-RRSP investments 130 140 160 30
RRSPs/LIRAs 90 730 810 720
Other financial 120 150 10 -110
Principal residence 1,850 4,650 6,380 4,520
Other real estate 340 800 740 400
Vehicles 1,970 2,010 2,550 580
Business equity 580 -370 770 190
Debts
Mortgage on principal residence 1,460 4,220 5,700 4,240
Other debt 7,270 10,440 14,110 6,850

Net worth -2,890 -5,920 -7,760 -4,860

Middle fifth
Assets
Non-RRSP deposits 9,940 7,690 8,780 -1,160
Non-RRSP investments 2,680 2,550 2,510 -170
RRSPs/LIRAs 2,510 13,020 12,070 9,560
Other financial 1,210 1,440 20 -1,190
Principal residence 67,040 92,630 115,220 48,180
Other real estate 8,330 7,490 8,660 330
Vehicles 9,160 10,960 12,210 3,040
Business equity 2,700 1,970 2,380 -330
Debts
Mortgage on principal residence 26,870 49,190 57,380 30,500
Other debt 8,680 12,460 17,420 8,740

Net worth 68,020 76,100 87,050 19,030

Top fifth
Assets
Non-RRSP deposits 50,800 48,370 59,090 8,290
Non-RRSP investments 34,610 98,160 96,790 62,180
RRSPs/LIRAs 22,980 115,030 126,980 104,000
Other financial 17,170 19,230 1,840 -15,340
Principal residence 175,450 249,430 353,920 178,460
Other real estate 60,740 83,520 153,160 92,420
Vehicles 18,390 24,480 26,930 8,540
Business equity 171,720 157,800 207,020 35,300
Debts
Mortgage on principal residence 15,760 28,570 39,550 23,790
Other debt 21,470 26,430 41,600 20,140
Net worth 514,650 741,010 944,590 429,940

Sources: Statistics Canada, Assets and Debts Survey, 1984; Survey of Financial Security,
1999 and 2005

From an accounting view, two factors were mainly responsible for the
widening gap between families in the bottom and top fifths of the wealth
distribution: home equity and holdings in RRSPs and locked-in
retirement accounts (LIRAs). The net value of the principal residence stag-
nated among families in the bottom fifth, but rose about $155,000 among
those in the top fifth.16 Similarly, RRSP and LIRA holdings changed very

little in the former group while
increasing roughly $100,000 in
the latter. Roughly 60% of the
$435,000 increase in dispersion
between the two groups over the
1984-to-2005 period is explained
by the increase in home equity and
RRSPs or LIRAs among the top
fifth of the distribution.17 Adding
growth in the value of stocks,
bonds and mutual funds (roughly
$62,000 for the top group) ac-
counts for 73% of the increase. If
growth in the value of real estate
other than the principal residence
($92,000) is also added, almost the
entire increase (94%) is accounted
for.18

Several other points are worth not-
ing. After almost tripling between
1984 and 1999, the stock, bond
and mutual fund holdings of fami-
lies in the top fifth stagnated
between 1999 and 2005, likely
a reflection of the downturn in
the stock market after 2001. How-
ever, at the same time, these fami-
lies substantially increased the value
of real estate assets other than
their principal residence. In addi-
tion, the strong growth in RRSPs
among this group is consistent with
the sharp increase in RRSP contri-
butions made by high-income
families over the 1986-to-2003
period (Morissette and Ostrovsky
2006).

The role of inheritances

Part of the wealth gap may be due
to inheritances, and questions asked
in the 2005 Survey of Financial
Security shed light on this issue.
According to the survey, some
10% of families in the bottom
fifth of the wealth distribution had
received inheritances, compared
with 36% in the top fifth. On aver-
age, the market value of inherit-
ances for recipients in the former
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Table 7 Wealth gap between the bottom 20%
and the top 20%, 2005

Average Fraction of
 wealth gap  gap explained

$ %

No controls 958,400 …

A. Controlling for inheritances
1 - Received in the past 10 years 929,700 3.0
2 - Received in the past 916,900 4.3
3 - Value, annual growth = 1% 913,700 4.7
4 - Value, annual growth = 3% 916,000 4.4
5 - Value, annual growth = 5% 926,600 3.3

B. Controlling for
after-tax income 839,800 12.4

C. Multiple controls1 896,100 6.5
C + A1 867,700 9.5
C + A2 857,700 10.5
C + A3 855,200 10.8
C + A4 857,200 10.6
C + A5 866,200 9.6

C + A1 + B 772,900 19.4
C + A2 + B 762,600 20.4
C + A3 + B 760,300 20.7
C + A4 + B 762,100 20.5
C + A5 + B 771,000 19.6

Note: Based on 5,190 observations; families for whom the value of
inheritances is unknown are excluded.

1 Including provincial indicators, a quadratic term for the age of
the major income recipient, four indicators for the education
level of the major income recipient, six indicators of family type
and an indicator of work limitation. The dependent variable is
the net worth of families.

Source:  Statistics Canada, Survey of Financial Security

group was one-tenth ($13,200) that of the latter group
($136,600). Together, these two findings suggest that
inheritances may explain part of the wealth gap.

Five measures of inheritance were considered (Table
7). Two refer to the market value of inheritances
received anytime in the past or in the past 10 years.
The other three measures assume that financial or real
assets received in the past have not been consumed by
households and have appreciated since the year of
receipt at annual rates of 1%, 3% or 5% (after infla-
tion).19

Whichever measure is considered, controlling for the
value of inheritances received reduces the average
wealth gap between the bottom and top fifths by
between 3% and 5%. In contrast, after-tax income has
a much bigger impact, explaining 12% of the gap.

Since conclusions about the influence of specific
explanatory variables depend on the order in which
these variables are entered, alternative specifications are
considered. Rather than simply controlling for inherit-
ances alone, they can be added to a specification that
already includes a large set of controls: family type,
province of residence, age and education of the major
income recipient, and an indicator of work limitation.
When this is done, the fraction of the wealth gap
explained increases from about 7% to over 10%. Once
again, this suggests that inheritances, however meas-
ured, account for a very small portion (around 3% to
4%) of the wealth gap between the bottom and top
fifths.

Furthermore, adding after-tax income to inheritances
and the large set of controls defined above increases
the portion of the wealth gap than can be explained
from around 10% to about 20%. This confirms that
family income after tax does a better job than inherit-
ances in explaining the wealth gap.

Broader concepts of wealth, 1999 to 2005

Because the Assets and Debts Survey contained no
information about employer-sponsored retirement
plans, the wealth concept used so far has not taken
into account the value of work-related pension plans.
Including pensions in a broader concept of net worth
suggests that median wealth grew between 19% and
23% over the 1999-to-2005 period.20 In contrast,
average wealth, broadly defined, increased by between
27% and 30%, depending on the samples considered.

As with the narrower wealth concept, almost no evi-
dence is found that wealth inequality based on a con-
cept that includes the value of registered pension plans
fell between 1999 and 2005. In general, the share of
total wealth held by the top tenth of the distribution
rose slightly, if anything, between 1999 and 2005 (Ta-
ble 8).21 Furthermore, in all three samples, neither the
Gini coefficient nor the coefficient of variation de-
creased over that period. Only the exponential meas-
ure showed a very small decrease (1% to 2%) when
families in the top 5% of the wealth distribution were
excluded.22

Summary

Median wealth more than doubled between 1970 and
2005, having grown by about 20% to 25% since 1984.
Thus, many Canadian families today are richer than
their counterparts 20 or 35 years ago.
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Nevertheless, major changes in the
wealth structure have taken place
over the last two decades. While the
median wealth of young families
fell by half between 1984 and
2005, it rose by almost 40% for
those in which the major income
recipient was a university graduate
aged 35 to 54. Median wealth of
elderly unattached individuals dou-
bled but remained negligible
among lone-parent families.

During this period, the distribution
of wealth, excluding the value of
employer-sponsored pension plans,
has become more unequal—and
would have become even more
unequal in the absence of popula-
tion aging. The gap between fami-
lies in the bottom and top 20% of
the wealth distribution rose mainly

Table 8 Shares of total wealth

All families Top 1% excluded Top 5% excluded

1999 2005 1999 2005 1999 2005

Using RPP termination value %
Bottom 10% -0.3 -0.3 -0.3 -0.3 -0.4 -0.4
Second 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2
Third 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8
Fourth 1.9 1.7 2.2 1.9 2.4 2.1
Fifth 3.4 3.2 3.8 3.7 4.3 4.1
Sixth 5.5 5.2 6.2 6.0 6.9 6.7
Seventh 8.1 8.1 9.2 9.3 10.2 10.2
Eighth 12.0 12.2 13.7 13.9 14.8 15.3
Ninth 18.9 18.3 21.3 20.9 22.3 22.2
Top 10% 49.6 50.9 42.9 43.9 38.5 38.9

Using RPP going concern value
Bottom 10% -0.3 -0.3 -0.3 -0.3 -0.4 -0.4
Second 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.2
Third 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.8
Fourth 1.9 1.7 2.2 1.9 2.4 2.1
Fifth 3.5 3.2 4.0 3.7 4.4 4.1
Sixth 5.6 5.3 6.4 6.1 7.1 6.8
Seventh 8.3 8.1 9.4 9.3 10.3 10.3
Eighth 12.2 12.2 13.8 14.0 14.8 15.3
Ninth 19.1 18.4 21.4 20.8 22.3 22.2
Top 10% 48.7 50.6 42.1 43.6 40.0 38.6

Note: Including the value of registered pension plans (RPPs).
Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Financial Security, 1999 and 2005

because the top 20% experienced
a substantial increase in home
equity and also allocated more of
their financial assets to RRSP and
LIRA holdings.

As measured by the Gini coeffi-
cient, wealth inequality fell sharply
between 1970 and 1977, remained
fairly constant between 1977 and
1984, but rose substantially in sub-
sequent years. As a result, it was no
lower in 2005 than in 1970. In vir-
tually all population subgroups,
average wealth rose more than
median wealth, suggesting that the
increase in wealth inequality was
widespread. The growing wealth
dispersion since the mid-1980s sug-
gests that Canadian families are
becoming increasingly unequal in
their capacity to mitigate negative

income shocks in bad times or to
initiate forward-looking strategies
in good times.

Notes
1 Includes penal institutions, mental
hospitals, sanatoriums, orphanages and
seniors’ residences.

2 When all families are considered,
real average wealth rose 70% during
this period. When the top 1% (5%) of
families are excluded, it increased by
59% (51%). For median wealth, the
corresponding estimates are 26%, 25%
and 21%.

3 To analyze trends in wealth inequal-
ity, the Gini coefficient and two other
measures were used: the coefficient of
variation and the exponential measure.
The Gini coefficient is sensitive to
changes in the middle of the wealth
distribution, while the coefficient of
variation is sensitive to changes at the
top, and the exponential measure to
changes at the bottom.

4 While the increase in the share of
wealth held by the top 10% over the
1999-to-2005 period is not statistically
significant at the 5% level (two-tailed
test), the increase over the 1984-to-
2005 period is significant at the 1%
level. The corresponding increases
observed over the 1984-to-2005 period
for the other two samples are also
significant at the 1% level.

5 When the top 1% or 5% of families
are excluded, only the top 20% of the
remainder saw their share of total wealth
increase during that period.

6 When all families are considered,
median wealth of the wealthiest 20% of
families amounted to about $551,000
in 2005, compared with $465,000 in
1999 and $336,000 in 1984. In contrast,
median wealth in the bottom 20% of
the distribution has stagnated over the
past two decades; it was essentially zero
in 1984 and negative (about -$1,000) in
both 1999 and 2005.

Perspectives
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7 Financial wealth is defined as net worth minus net equity
in housing and own business.

8 Whether all families are considered or the top 1% are
excluded, the increase in the Gini coefficient between 1999
and 2005 is statistically significant at the 10% level. When the
top 1% of families are excluded, the increase in the Gini
coefficient is significant at the 1% level. In all three samples,
the increase in the Gini coefficient between 1984 and 2005 is
statistically significant at the 1% level.

9 As is well known, rigorous statements about whether
wealth inequality rose from 1999 to 2005 require verifying
that the 2005 Lorenz curve lies below the 1999 curve at all
percentiles of the wealth distribution. For all three samples,
this condition is satisfied when the bottom 0.5% of families
are excluded. With this exclusion, wealth inequality unam-
biguously rose from 1999 to 2005 (and from 1984 to 2005).
The growth in wealth inequality over the 1999-to-2005
period followed an increase in inequality in after-tax family
income that took place during the 1990s (Frenette, Green and
Picot 2006), suggesting that growing income dispersion
contributed to the increase in wealth concentration.

10 The Gini coefficients, the estimates of median wealth, and
the estimates of the share of wealth held by the top 10% of
families for the 1970-to-1984 period (Charts C and D) are
drawn from Oja (1987, 28).

11 Population aging leads to a decline in the relative impor-
tance of young families, who have lower-than-average wealth,
and an increase in the relative importance of older families,
who tend to have higher-than-average wealth. Re-weighting
the 2005 data using six age groups (under 25, 25 to 34, 35
to 44, 45 to 54, 55 to 64, and 65 and over) produces a Gini
coefficient of 0.767. The actual Gini coefficient in 2005 was
0.746, suggesting that population aging tended to reduce
wealth inequality between 1984 and 2005. Whether one uses
the Gini coefficient, the exponential measure, or the coeffi-
cient of variation, this conclusion generally holds in all three
samples. The only exception is observed with the coefficient
of variation when all families are considered. Here the
numbers suggest that population aging accounted for a very
small portion (4%) of the increase over the 1984-to-2005
period.

12 The drop occurred mainly because cumulative earnings of
young men—the sum they receive over several years—fell
substantially between the 1970s and the 1990s. Over the
1994-to-2004 period, their cumulative earnings averaged
roughly $267,000, much less than the $330,000 for the 1973-
to-1983 period. In contrast, cumulative earnings of young
women rose more than $10,000, from about $166,000 to
$177,000. The cumulative earnings of young men and
women taken together fell from $248,000 to $222,000.
Student loan debt played only a minor role. One reason is

that student debt is carried mainly by postsecondary gradu-
ates, who represent only a fraction of young individuals. In
fact, the average owed on student loans rose by a modest
$3,300 between 1984 and 2005.

13 In 2005, 15.4% of these couples had zero (or negative) net
worth, compared with only 9.5% in 1984.

14 For a detailed analysis of the wealth of immigrant families
in 1999, see Zhang (2003).

15 Average wealth rose by roughly $176,000 among families
between the 75th and 95th percentiles.

16 In both 1999 and 2005, the vast majority of families in the
top fifth (at least 95%) owned a house. Among homeown-
ers, the median value of the principal residence rose a solid
$75,000 between 1999 and 2005, reflecting a sharp increase in
housing prices. In contrast, home equity changed very little
among families in the bottom 20%. This is not surprising
since very few of these families—at most 6%—owned a
house during the 1999-to-2005 period.

17 When families in the top 5% of the wealth distribution
are excluded, the average wealth gap between the bottom
20% and those between the 75th and 95th percentiles rises
by about $180,000. Home equity, and RRSPs and LIRAs
grow by roughly $111,000 and $63,000 respectively among
the latter group. Thus, growth differences in these two assets
explain about 97% of the widening gap.

18 Ideally, one would like to consider the increase in net
wealth on real estate other than the principal residence. This
requires data on mortgages held on secondary residences,
which are not available in the 1984 Assets and Debts Survey.

19 The 92 families reporting inheritances but not their
market value were excluded. The average wealth gap in this
sub-sample amounts to $958,400, very close to the $952,350
shown in Table 6.

20 Defined-benefit pension plans are valued in two ways,
one that generates a termination value and the other a going-
concern value. Both methods assume that, for current plan
members, plan membership is considered only up to the
time of the survey.

21 The only exception is found when using the going-
concern value of defined-benefit pension plans and exclud-
ing the top 5% of families.

22 In all three samples, median wealth of the top 20% rose
at least 26%; for the bottom 20%, it fell 13% or more (using
the termination value of defined-benefit pensions).
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Table  Employees by annual work hours

1997 2001 Change

%
All individuals
Non-workers 7.0 5.9 -1.1
1 to 1,199 16.7 12.8 -3.9
1,200 to 1,749 11.4 11.9 0.5
1,750 to 2,199 52.5 57.2 4.7
2,200 to 2,399 4.8 4.2 -0.6
2,400 or more 7.6 8.0 0.4

Men
Non-workers 4.6 3.6 -1.0
1 to 1,199 9.8 6.5 -3.3
1,200 to 1,749 7.2 6.3 -0.9
1,750 to 2,199 60.8 66.0 5.2
2,200 to 2,399 6.3 6.1 -0.2
2,400 or more 11.3 11.4 0.1

Women
Non-workers 9.5 8.2 -1.3
1 to 1,199 23.7 19.2 -4.5
1,200 to 1,749 15.7 17.6 1.9
1,750 to 2,199 44.0 48.1 4.1
2,200 to 2,399 3.2 2.3 -0.9
2,400 or more 3.8 4.5 0.7

Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Labour and Income
Dynamics

Work hours instability

Andrew Heisz and Sébastien LaRochelle-Côté

The labour market is perpetually in flux, with jobs
constantly being created and destroyed in all
industries. At the same time, workers are quit-

ting, being laid off, moonlighting, and shifting between
full-time work, part-time work, and no work. Never-
theless, many workers still manage to obtain secure,
stable employment. These people are able to plan for
the future. They can buy a house with some certainty
of having enough earnings to meet the mortgage pay-
ments. They can feel confident enough to marry or
start a family. They can rest soundly, knowing they are
not likely to face a significant shortage of work in the
near future. But what about those in less secure cir-
cumstances? How many workers are unable to secure
stable employment? What are their work patterns? And
what could be the consequences?

Static measures of the labour market such as the
unemployment rate, the part-time employment rate or
average job tenure hide as much as they reveal. For
instance, knowing that 14% of workers worked 50
hours or more during a typical week in 2005 sheds no
light on how many of those workers were over-
worked month after month. This paper examines the
annual work hours of employees over a five-year
period. This provides a parsimonious measure, com-
bining job destruction, job change, change in weekly
work hours, and multiple job holding into one indica-
tor of overall worker well-being.

Annual work hours instability

The Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (see
Data source and definitions) provides annual work hours
over successive years, thereby allowing an assessment
of work hours instability. Examining work hours from

a cross-sectional perspective first illustrates the advan-
tage of looking at hours over several years (Table).
More than half of employees worked a standard
number of hours (1,750 to 2,199) in a year—52.5% in
1997 and 57.2% in 2001. Short hours were the second
most common (28.1% and 24.7%) while long hours
were relatively rare (12.4% and 12.2%). (Non-work-
ers were not employed in the respective reference
years, but were employed at some other time over the
1997-to-2001 period.)

Overall, the distribution of annual work hours looks
remarkably stable. With no other information, it might
be tempting to conclude that the same people worked
long or short hours in both reference years.  However,
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Chart A  Less than half of workers were in the
same annual work-hours category for
all five years

Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Labour and Income
Dynamics, 1997 to 2001
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Data source and definitions

This study uses the 1996 to 2001 longitudinal panel of
the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID).
In SLID, hours worked are collected by asking workers
how many hours they ‘usually’ work for pay during the
week, including time off for holidays, paid sick or mater-
nity leave, and usual paid overtime, but excluding unu-
sual paid overtime and all unpaid hours. The information
about weekly hours worked is put together with other
information about weeks worked to compute individual
estimates of annual hours worked. Unpaid absences are
subtracted from usual work hours.

The study uses a sample of approximately 8,100 indi-
viduals aged 25 to 54 in 1997 who worked at least once
between 1997 and 2001. It excludes immigrants who
arrived after 1996, emigrants who left before 2001, and
individuals who were not physically in the country at any
point over the period. Self-employed workers were also
excluded.

Standard hours: full-year, full-time (1,750 to 2,199 hours)

Short hours: low part-time, part-year (1 to 1,199 hours);
high part-time, part-year (1,200 to 1,749 hours)

Long hours: long hours (2,200 to 2,399 hours); very long
hours (2,400 hours or more)

Concepts and measurements
Representing annual hours as h, the mean absolute
deviation is given by:
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In this formula, h
it
 represents the annual hours of indi-

vidual i in year t, and h
i
 is the annual hours for that same

person averaged across all f ive years. Hence MAD
i

simply gives the average absolute difference between an
individual’s work hours in a typical year and an actual
year.

the longitudinal data show that stability in work hours
over the years is not the norm. In at least one year
between 1997 and 2001, more than half of all
employees worked short hours, 4 in 5 worked stan-
dard hours, and 1 in 5 worked long hours (Chart A).
However, the proportion that worked the same broad
class of hours in each year was small compared with
the cross-sectional results. In all, less than half worked
in the same hours group in all five years, with one-
third working standard hours, one-seventh working
short hours, and less than 1% working long hours.
Hence, many more workers experienced at least one
year of short or long work hours than the cross-
sectional results would suggest. But at the same time,
chronic long or short hours were also much less com-
mon.

Clearly, many employees had variable annual work
hours. This instability can be summarized with the mean
absolute deviation of work hours, which gives the ave-
rage absolute difference between an individual’s work
hours in a typical year and an actual year (see Data
source and definitions). A worker with the same annual
hours across the five years would have a mean abso-
lute deviation of zero. The typical mean absolute
deviation was 200 hours, indicating that the average
worker had a variation in annual work hours of about
five full-time weeks. However, work-hours variability
was strongly polarized, with 1 in 5 having virtually none
and 1 in 4 having variability exceeding eight weeks per
year.

One group stands out as having extreme variability.
These workers put in short hours in at least one year
and long hours in at least one other. This group, the
‘high-low’ workers, accounted for less than 8% of the
sample. Interestingly, two-thirds of the group man-
aged to average a standard work schedule over the
five years, but at the cost of greater instability in
annual hours.

Variable work hours: a cause for concern?

Are variable work hours a cause for concern? Such a
pattern may reflect a choice by workers to trade work
time for leisure, or the phenomenon may be concen-
trated among certain highly paid professions in which
sabbaticals are the norm. While such a distinction is
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Chart B  Workers with low job quality had
more variable annual hours

Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Labour and Income
Dynamics, 1997 to 2001

Chart C  Workers with variable annual hours
had lower well-being

Source: Statistics Canada, Survey of Labour and Income
Dynamics, 1997 to 2001
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difficult to make with any certainty, looking at job
characteristics can shed some light on the issue. The
job-quality literature often divides the labour market
into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ jobs. Good jobs have stable full-
time hours, pension coverage and permanence, while
bad jobs do not. But to what extent is having a bad
job associated with highly variable work hours? If
workers with high variability in work hours display
characteristics associated with low job quality, it then
becomes difficult to argue that such hours are their
choice.

For example, lack of pension plan coverage, lack of
union coverage, and working for a small firm are three
characteristics commonly assumed to signal low job
quality. In fact, employees in all three of these situa-
tions have more variable annual hours than others
(Chart B). Those with no pension plan had a 62-hour
greater deviation than those with pension coverage,
those with no union coverage had a 48-hour greater
deviation than unionized employees, and those in a
small firm had a 67-hour greater deviation than those
in a large firm.

Other characteristics of non-standard work were also
associated with variable annual hours. For example,
while the overall mean absolute deviation in annual
work hours was 204, the deviation was 333 hours for
multiple job holders and 272 hours for low-wage
workers.

Work hours and well-being

The desirability of having variable work hours may
also be tested by looking to see if these workers have
lower levels of well-being. That is, did employees with
the highest deviation in hours (mean absolute devia-
tion of 320 or more) have higher incidences of low
income, low earnings, high stress or bad health than
those with comparatively stable hours (mean absolute
deviation of 60 hours or less)?

Work-hours instability was associated with having one
or more spells of low income over the period; 22.5%
of workers in the high deviation group experienced at
least one year of low income compared with 5.8% of
those in the stable hours group (Chart C). Variability
was also associated with having low average annual
earnings over the period; 39.2% of those in the high
deviation group fell into the bottom quarter of annual
earnings, compared with 15.3% in the stable group.
Thus, employees with variable annual hours did not
maintain a particularly high standard of living through
averaging periods of over- and underwork.

The incidence of stress was also much higher in the
high variability group. Some 47% of employees in this
group reported feeling high stress compared with
34.5% of those with stable hours.

Finally, fully 23.6% of employees with highly varying
work hours reported being in bad health at least once
between 1997 and 2001 compared with 15.2% of
those with stable work hours.
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Perspectives

To test whether the relationship between working-
hours variability and stress or bad health is spurious, a
number of regressions controlling for background
characteristics such as demographic factors, industry
of employment, and job-quality factors were per-
formed. The regressions also included a series of vari-
ables designed to assess the well-being of the individual
at the beginning of the period, including a dummy
variable indicating whether in 1996 the person lived in
a low-income family, was very stressed, or was in bad
health. The models also included the mean annual
hours observed over the 1997-to-2001 period to
account for the likelihood that stress and bad health
were related to the levels of hours worked. The des-
criptive results regarding instability in annual hours and
stress and bad health were robust and unaffected by
background or initial well-being characteristics.

Conclusion

Discussions related to work hours are typically driven
by cross-sectional studies. Much less is known about
the persistence of long hours or periods of underem-
ployment. If work hours for many employees are
unstable, the possibility arises that time crunch or lack
of work may be a smaller problem than the cross-
sectional results imply. However, a lack of stability in
work hours for individuals might itself be an indicator
of low job quality or low well-being. The lack of stud-
ies examining the amount and consequences of varia-
tion in working hours over time has created a serious
gap in our understanding of working time.

Employees face substantial variability in work hours.
The occurrence is found more often among those with
low-quality and non-standard jobs. Such workers also
have higher incidences of low income, lower annual
earnings, and a greater likelihood of being very stressed
or in bad health. This suggests that it is fairly unlikely
many employees are choosing to have variable annual
work hours.

A number of policy prescriptions, driven by the po-
larization of hours seen in cross-sectional results, have
called for reducing working time to control the rising
trend in overwork. For example, concern over what
was regarded as the inequitable allocation of working

hours led to the creation in 1994 of the Advisory
Group on Working Time and the Distribution of
Work, whose report included the recommendation for
“a new public policy priority that emphasizes redistri-
bution and reduction in working time.” (Canada 1994,
52). However, few people put in long work hours year
after year. Indeed, for many, a period of overwork
compensates for a period of underwork, with the end
result being an average full-year, full-time work sched-
ule. This lack of persistence in long work hours, plus
the high level of individual work-hours variability
would form a significant obstacle to the success of
working-time regulation.

This study also provides a new perspective on work–
life balance. Other research shows that having too
many work hours is the most important contributor
to stress (Higgins and Duxbury 2002). The present
study adds that variation in annual work hours is also
an important determinant of stress and bad health. This
suggests that policies designed to reduce work-hours
variability and not just reduce working time could also
benefit workers.
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