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The effect of government transfer programs on low-income rates: 
a gender-based analysis, 1995 to 2016

by Adriene Harding

Abstract

This paper is a gender-based analysis of the effect of government transfer programs on low income in Canada 
between 1995 and 2016. It compares the low income situations of couples, unattached women, and unattached 
men. It addresses the difference in prevalence of low income among women and men by age, labour force status, 
education level, immigration status, Aboriginal group, and region. It also looks at how specific transfers, such 
as Canada Pension Plan (CPP) and Quebec Pension Plan (QPP) benefits or federal child benefits for example, 
affected the rate of low income. The results show that government transfers reduced low-income rates and 
mitigated the difference between women and men in low-income rates.

Introduction

Low-income rates have historically been higher for women than for men, although the gap has been decreasing 
over time. In 2016, 13.8% of girls and women and 12.2% of boys and men were below the low-income line1 in 
Canada, a difference of 1.6 percentage points. This gap was 3.1 percentage points in 1976.2

Women can be more vulnerable to low income as a result of demographic characteristics, such as marital / couple 
status, living arrangements, age, race, education level, and employment status (Lahey, 2010 and Smeeding, 2003). 
For example, senior women not living in a couple and female lone-parents and their families are at a particularly 
high risk of low income (Chung, 2004).

This paper compares the low income situations of couples, unattached3 women, and unattached men. For both 
practical and conceptual reasons, it is standard for studies of the distribution of income to examine income at 
the family level.4 The assumption is that financial resources are shared within the family, however, it is worth 
considering this assumption from a gender perspective. In the past, women were less likely to work than men and 
for many their income was therefore tied to their husband/partner (Moyser, 2017). The difference in labour force 
participation rates of women and men has decreased over time, but labour force participation and wages are still 
lower for women than for men (Drolet, Uppal and LaRochelle-Côté, 2016; Drolet, 2002 and Mumford and Smith, 
2009). Women carry a disproportionate amount of household care, childcare, and elderly care, and these activities 
are also associated with lower labour force participation, part time employment, and less job stability (Moyser, 
2017). Although the difference in household-level low-income rates between women and men is small, individual 
income levels are quite different: in 2016, the median income of women was $28,200, and the median income of 
men was  $40,100.5 Therefore, studies of family income may hide other disparities between women and men.

Federal government tax and transfers have a redistributive effect that can reduce low-income rates, and reduce 
inequality between women and men and among people in different demographic groups. Individuals interact with 
the tax-and-transfer system through paying personal income tax, goods and services tax, and other taxes, and 
through receiving transfers. One of the goals of the tax-and-transfer system is to redistribute income from those 
with higher incomes to those with lower incomes. This is achieved through various government transfer programs, 
including tax credits, cash transfers, and non-cash programs, such as subsidized housing. Several studies 
have found a reduction of approximately 50% in low-income rates from taxes and transfers in many developed 
countries (Picot and Myles, 2005 and Smeeding, 2003).

1.	 Based on the Low-income measure, after tax (LIM-AT).
2.	 Statistics Canada. Table 11-10-0135-01 (formerly CANSIM 206-0041). Low income statistics by age, sex and economic family type.
3.	 The term “unattached” refers to individuals not living in a couple.
4.	 It is often very difficult to allocate income which flows from certain sources, such as social assistance, to particular family members. Family members also share housing, meals, and other 

items purchased for the family, so the benefits of income earned by one family member can accrue to all family members. Indeed, the assumption made is that income is shared equally 
among genders or generations within the family (United Nations, 2017). See also Crespo (2017).

5.	 Statistics Canada. Table 11-10-0239-01 (formerly CANSIM 206-0052). Income of individuals by age group, sex and income source, Canada, provinces and selected census metropolitan 
areas.
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Individual transfer programs, such as Old Age Security (OAS) and the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS), 
Canada Pension Plan (CPP) / Quebec Pension Plan (QPP) programs, child benefits, and Employment Insurance 
(EI), affect low-income rates and income inequality differently over time and in different magnitudes (Heisz and 
Murphy, 2016). Different transfer programs affect different family types—older families may receive OAS and CPP 
payments while younger families are more likely to receive child benefits or EI. Effects of transfers on seniors are 
particularly important in reducing their low-income rates (Fox and Moyser, 2018). Examining the effects of these 
transfers by family type also allows for an analysis of gender and low-income.

This paper is a gender-based analysis of the effect of government transfer programs on low income. It addresses 
the differences in incidence of low income among females and males of all ages. It describes the groups receiving 
benefits and how they are affected by transfers, taking into consideration factors such as age, marital/couple 
status, children, labour force status, education level, Aboriginal status, and immigration status. Finally, the paper 
looks at how specific transfers affect the rate of low income and what role these transfers have played in the 
relative income of women and men from 1995 to 2016. The government transfers included in the analysis are 
Old Age Security (OAS) and Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) benefits, Canada Pension Plan and Quebec 
Pension Plan (CPP/QPP) benefits, child benefits, social assistance benefits, Employment Insurance (EI) benefits, 
the Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB), and the Goods and Services Tax (GST) / Harmonized Sales Tax (HST) 
credit. The paper does not specifically examine smaller transfers or provincial programs, although these benefits 
are included in the analysis of the total benefits. Non-cash programs that would also have an impact on low 
income, such as subsidized housing, are not included in the sum of government transfers.

Some of the key findings of this paper:

•	 Transfers reduced low-income rates and mitigated the difference in low-income rates between women and 
men.

•	 OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP were the largest benefit programs and had the largest effect in reducing low 
income among the whole population.

•	 Low-income rates were highest among female lone-parents and unattached elderly women, and 
government transfers also had the largest effect on these groups.

•	 The low-income rate among unattached elderly women increased over time, and OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP 
became less effective in reducing low income over time for this group.

•	 Child benefits were increasingly more effective in reducing low income over time for women and men, and 
more so for women.

•	 Social assistance became less effective in reducing low income over time for women and men.

The first section of this paper explains the data and methodology. The second section provides a gender-based 
analysis of low income and the effect of government transfers by economic family type. The third section looks 
at the effect of government transfers on low income through an intersectional lens by considering how gender 
intersects with other identity characteristics. The last section describes specific transfer programs and their 
effects on the low-income rate of their targeted groups over time. An appendix includes detailed data tables.
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Data and methodology

This paper uses data from the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF), the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics 
(SLID), and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS). The dataset includes data from different surveys in different years:

•	 1995 to 1997: A combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and 
Income Dynamics (SLID)

•	 1998 to 2011: The Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID)

•	 2012 to 2016: The Canadian Income Survey (CIS)

Previous research has shown that data from these three surveys can be used for a historical analysis.6,7

The SLID was a longitudinal survey, where the same individuals were followed each year. The SCF was a  
cross-sectional survey, where in each year different individuals were surveyed. The CIS is also cross-sectional. 
This paper uses data from all three surveys to provide a cross-sectional analysis of low income and government 
transfers over time. The limitation of a cross-sectional approach is that the paper cannot analyze the effect of a 
government transfer on an individual over time. It is not possible to know whether a transfer in one year affected 
low-income rates in subsequent years among recipients. Moreover, it is not possible to know whether recipients 
changed their labour market, purchasing, or other decisions in subsequent years as a result of the transfers.

The population sample for these surveys is drawn from all individuals in Canada,8 excluding residents of the 
Territories, residents of institutions, individuals living on reserves and other Aboriginal settlements, and members 
of the Canadian Forces living in military camps. There were 65,782 respondents in the 2016 CIS. All results are 
weighted to be nationally representative.

6.	 SLID data from 2006 to 2011 were revised to allow these data to be compared to later CIS data. SLID data in prior years were not revised. Nevertheless, an analysis by Statistics Canada 
found that trends in low income are similar in the unrevised and revised data. Statistics Canada recommends that “income estimates before 2006 remain suitable for analyzing long term, 
cyclical trends, and can be used with the recalibrated results from 2006 to 2011 and the CIS results from 2012 and beyond” (See https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75f0002m/2015003/
exa-eng.htm for more information).

7.	 The CIS is based on the Labour Force Survey information to define family types. This means that, in some cases, CIS does not provide the same precision as found in SLID (See https://
www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-513-x/75-513-x2014001-eng.htm for more information).

8.	 It is important to note that individuals of all ages are included in the sample unless specified.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75f0002m/2015003/exa-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75f0002m/2015003/exa-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-513-x/75-513-x2014001-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-513-x/75-513-x2014001-eng.htm
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Low-income measures

Statistics Canada produces three low-income measures. All three establish a threshold income level under 
which a household or economic family is considered to be in low income.

•	 The Low-income cut-offs (LICO) were developed using expenditure data from the 1992 Family 
Expenditures Survey (FAMEX). The threshold is intended to be the line under which families spend a 
greater share of their income on food, shelter, and clothing than the average family.

•	 The Market Basket Measure (MBM) is a threshold based on the minimum income needed to purchase a 
basket of goods and services that represents a standard of living necessary for a family to participate in 
their community.

•	 The Low-income measure (LIM) compares a family’s income with the median income of the rest of 
the country. Unlike the other two measures, the LIM is purely income-based: it does not use prices or 
expenditures to calculate the threshold.

The definition of low income in this paper is based on the Low-income measure, after tax (LIM-AT). This 
measure is commonly used internationally. Some benefits of the LIM-AT compared to the other measures are 
that it provides a contemporary standard for the low-income rate, since it is based on the median income of the 
current year, whereas the other two measures are based on expenditure patterns and baskets of goods tailored 
to the year in which it was based. It is also provides a single standard to compare across years and populations 
within the country, which can be a benefit and a limitation: it does not take cost of living, region, or community 
size into account, but it does provide one standard of living that can be compared for the entire country.

As seen in Table 1, the percentage of Canadians in low income varies by the low-income line. The LIM-AT 
approach gives a higher low-income rate than do the other two measures. In addition, the difference in  
low-income rates between women and men is also greater, although the gap for all three measures is small.

Table 1  
Low-income rates by sex in 2016 for different low-income measures

Low-income rate (%)
Low-income measure, 

after tax (LIM-AT)
Low-income cut-off,  

after tax (LICO-AT)
Market Basket Measure 

(MBM), 2011 base

Female 13.8 8.5 10.8
Male 12.2 7.7 10.3

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 11-10-0135-01 (formerly CANSIM 206-0041). Low income statistics by age, sex and economic family type.

For more details on the different low-income measurements, see Statistics Canada. 2016. “Low Income Lines:  
What they are and how they are created,” Catalogue no. 75F0002M – no. 002

In August 2018, the Government of Canada launched the Poverty Reduction Strategy in which the MBM 
was announced as Canada’s Official Poverty Line. See https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-
development/campaigns/poverty-reduction.html.

The Low-income measure, after tax (LIM-AT)

The definition of low income in this paper is the Low-income measure, after tax (LIM-AT). The LIM-AT is calculated 
at the household level. This means that, if the total after-tax income of a household is below the LIM-AT threshold, 
each individual in that household is considered to be in low income, including the adults and the children.

The LIM-AT accounts for the size of the household and it also makes an adjustment to reflect the fact that larger 
households require more resources, but that each additional person does not require the same amount of 
resources as the last. The equivalence of scale, or adjustment factor, is the square root of the number of persons 
in the household.

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/campaigns/poverty-reduction.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/campaigns/poverty-reduction.html
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The LIM-AT threshold for a one-person household is defined as 50% of the Canadian median adjusted household 
after-tax income. For households comprising more than one person, this LIM-AT threshold is multiplied by the 
adjustment factor (see Table 2).

The LIM is recalculated every year on the basis of the current median adjusted household income. The threshold 
for being in low income according to the LIM has risen over time because the median income has also risen over 
time. Hence, the LIM reflects current living standards.

Table 2  
Low-income measure, after tax (LIM-AT) threshold by household size in 2016
Household size Low-income measure, after tax

dollars
1 $22,657
2 $32,042
3 $39,243
4 $45,314

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 11-10-0232-01 (formely CANSIM 206-0091). Low income measures (LIMs) by income source and household size in current dollars and 2016 constant dollars.

The household level of analysis of the LIM-AT has both benefits and limitations. In this context, a household refers 
to one person or a group of individuals living in a dwelling (they can be related or not related). When a household 
is composed of a couple, a family, or other group that shares resources, it makes sense to measure low income 
at the household level. For example, in a household composed of a child and two parents, one parent may be the 
primary caregiver and may not have an income or may have a low income, but it would not generally be logical to 
say that the primary caregiver is in low income if the working parent has a high salary.

Calculating the effect of transfer programs on low-income rates

In this paper, the effect of government transfer programs on low-income rates is assessed by calculating a 
household’s income without a particular transfer, and then determining, on the basis of this income, whether they 
would have been in low income or not. This hypothetical low-income rate is then compared to the real low-income 
rate. The analysis is simple: it subtracts the value of the government transfers from the household’s after-tax 
income. If this new hypothetical income is below the LIM-AT threshold, the household would have been in low 
income, and all individuals in the household (adults and children) are considered to be in low income.

This methodology does not account for behavioural effects, i.e., it does not account for changes in labour market 
or social decisions in response to government transfers. Previous work has used this methodology, which looks 
at the “direct effect” of transfers, and found that government transfers reduced low-income rates considerably 
(Heisz and Murphy, 2016; Picot and Myles, 2005; Picot, Morissette and Myles, 2003; Smeeding, 2003; and Blank 
and Hanratty, 1993). However, researchers have also addressed methodology limitations and have found an 
overestimation of the effect of transfers on the low-income rate when not accounting for behavioural effects (Kim, 
2000). According to Picot and Myles (2005), among seniors, behavioural effects overwhelmed the direct effects 
measured in this kind of analysis. In other words, if seniors did not have public pensions to rely on, they would 
work more or save more income during their working years; this would partially offset the income they did not 
receive from these pensions. Picot and Myles found that the magnitude of these behavioural effects on low-
income rates was smaller among working-age adults and their children (Picot and Myles, 2005). Ben-Shalom, 
Moffitt and Scholz (2011) found that the overall magnitude of behavioural effects was quite small for American 
social insurance programs. This included old-age security benefits, which is in contrast to the findings of Picot and 
Myles.

An additional limitation is that this methodology is not a simulation of a tax-and-transfer model. The same  
low-income threshold is used to calculate the low-income rate both with transfers and without them. In calculating 
the low-income rate in the absence of transfers, this methodology does not recalculate the low-income threshold 
according to the new, lower, median income. Furthermore (assuming no change in income taxes), because people 
would have lower incomes, many people would be in different income tax brackets and would pay less tax. This is 
also not taken into account.
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Despite these limitations, the methodology used in this analysis is a useful accounting approach to approximate 
the importance of government transfers, and for comparing the outcomes of women and men, and different 
demographic groups. It is also a useful approach to understand to whom each of the transfers is going.

Statistical significance of the results

The data used in this paper is weighted to represent the population of Canada. Statistical significance testing 
analyzes the sample size and weights to identify the sampling error to determine whether the data is likely 
to correctly represent the real population. Bootstrap hypothesis testing was used to determine whether the 
differences between percentages for women and men were statistically significant. In the tables and charts in the 
paper, a star is placed beside the percentages for men if they were found to be statistically significantly different 
from the value for women, at the 95% confidence level.

The effect of all government transfers9 on low-income rates

Chart 1 compares women and men and shows that the low-income rate was higher among women than among 
men in all years from 1995 to 2016. The low-income rate for women increased from 12.6% in 1995 to 13.8% in 
2016. In comparison, the low-income rate of men increased from 11.5% in 1995 to 12.2% in 2016.

A range of government transfers have helped Canadians of all ages over time. Chart 1 also shows that during 
the period of 1995 to 2016, government transfers reduced the low-income rate of men and women, although 
this effect has decreased over time. In 1995, the low-income rate of women would have been 30.7% without 
government transfers versus 12.6% with all transfers, a difference of 18.1 percentage points. In 2016, the  
low-income rate of women would have been 30.2% without transfers; this rate was 13.8% with the transfers. This 
is a difference of 16.4 percentage points.

As with women, government transfers reduced low-income rates of men over the 1995-to-2016 period.

Government transfers also mitigated the disparity in low-income rates between women and men. In 2016, without 
government transfers the difference between the low-income rates of women and men would have been  
3.8 percentage points. With the actual transfers, the difference was 1.6 percentage points. The differences in  
low-income rates between women and men with and without transfers were statistically significant for all years 
from 1995 to 2016 (see Table A1 in the appendix).

9.	 Analysis that involves comparing low-income rates with all transfers and without all transfers includes transfers that are not individually examined in this paper. Here, provincial transfers and 
smaller federal transfers are included in the value of transfers subtracted from household income.
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Chart 1
Low-income rates of individuals by sex, all ages, with and without transfers, 1995 to 2016

Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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The effect of transfers by economic family type

Women in different family situations can be at a greater risk than men in the same situations to fall below the  
low-income threshold. In particular, women with children and women who are not in a couple are at a much higher 
risk of low income.

This analysis looks specifically at economic family type. A household may include multiple economic families. 
Low income according to the LIM-AT is based on household size, which is one person or a group of people living 
in a dwelling. An economic family is a group of two or more people related by blood, marriage, common-law 
partnership, adoption, or a foster relationship, living in a dwelling. Therefore when disaggregating low-income rates 
into economic family types, it is important to be aware that households may also contain individuals who are not 
related to the economic family(ies) in that household. The fact that a certain economic family type is more likely 
or less likely to live in a household with other economic families or with individuals to whom it is not related could 
affect comparisons of low-income rates among the different economic family types.

In the analysis in this paper, for elderly and non-elderly unattached people and couples, there are no other 
members in the economic family. In other words, they do not live with any other relatives. For female lone-parent 
families, male lone-parent families, and couples with children, these economic family types include the parent(s), 
children, and could include other relatives in the household. Any of these economic families could be living in a 
household with other unrelated economic families or individuals.

Chart 2 shows low-income rates by economic family type. Being unattached10 increases the risk of being below 
the low-income threshold for both women and men. In 2016, unattached elderly11 women had a low-income 
rate of 34.3%, and unattached non-elderly women had a low-income rate of 30.0%. In comparison, unattached 
elderly men had a low-income rate of 32.5%, and unattached non-elderly men had a low-income rate of 25.8%. 
Couples had the lowest rates of low income among all economic family types: 8.7% for elderly couples and 7.5% 
for non-elderly couples. The low-income rates of non-elderly unattached women and non-elderly unattached men 

10.	 Here and for the remainder of the results, the term “unattached” refers to individuals who are not living in a couple. They may be living alone, they may be living with their children, or they 
may be living with non-relatives.

11.	 Seniors/elderly are aged 65 and older.
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were statistically significantly different with and without transfers. The difference between elderly and non-elderly 
unattached women and couples was statistically significant with and without transfers. The low-income rates of 
elderly unattached women and elderly unattached men were only statistically significantly different for the rates 
without transfers.

The largest difference between women and men was observed when comparing lone-parents. In 2016, the 
low-income rate was higher among female lone-parent families than among any other family type, at 39.7%. In 
comparison, male lone-parent families had a low-income rate of 13%. These low-income rates apply to the  
lone-parent as well as this parent’s children. The low-income rates of female lone-parent families and male  
lone-parent families were statistically significantly different both before and after transfers, as were the rates of 
female lone-parent families and couples.

Previous research supports this finding that marital / couple status and living arrangements affect low income. 
Research looking at low-wage workers found that 14% to 19% of married women were in low income and that 
35% to 80% women not in a couple were in low income. Among both low-wage workers and the total population, 
unattached people, people living alone, and lone-parents were found to be most vulnerable to low income (Chung, 
2004). A much greater percentage of lone mothers are in low income compared to lone fathers. Differences in the 
overall characteristics of lone mothers compared to lone fathers may account for a part of these differences in 
low-income rates of lone-parent families.

percent

Chart 2
Low-income rates of individuals by economic family type, all ages, with and without transfers, 2016
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* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Note: Additional categories of other economic family types are not shown. Female lone-parent families, male lone-parent families, and non-elderly couple with children families may include 
other relatives. Children are defined as under 18. 
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.

In addition to having the highest low-income rates, the largest effect of government transfers was observed 
for elderly people and female lone-parent families. In a subsequent section, it will be shown that the retirement 
transfer programs had an important impact on low income among seniors. Chart 2 shows that, for unattached 
senior women, the low-income rate without transfer programs would have been 77.1% while it was 34.3% with 
transfers, a difference of 42.8 percentage points. Similarly, for unattached senior men, the difference in  
low-income rates without and with transfers was 38.9 percentage points, and for senior couples the difference 
was 44.6 percentage points. Due to government transfers, senior couples had the lowest low-income rate of any 
economic family type.
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The effect of transfer programs was also large for female lone-parents. Without the transfers, the low-income rate 
for female lone-parents and their families would have been 61.9%. With the transfers, the low-income rate of these 
households was 39.7%, a reduction of 22.2 percentage points.

The effect of government transfers on low-income rates by socio-demographic 
characteristics

Low-income rates also vary according to demographic characteristics. Age, education, being employed or 
unemployed, or living in a rural or urban area may have an influence on low-income rates. Similarly, those with 
different socio-demographic characteristics may receive a greater or lesser amount in government transfers. This 
section will look at the effect of government transfers on the low-income rates of different groups. All government 
transfers are included in this section.12

Age

Table 3 shows that girls aged 4 years old and younger as well as elderly women of 85 years and older are more 
at risk than other girls and women of being in low income. In 2016, the low-income rate of girls from birth to age 4 
was 18.9% while it was 24.5% for women aged 85 years and older.

It is among seniors that government transfers had the greatest effect in terms of reducing low-income rates. For 
women aged between 65 and 69 years old, the low-income rate would have reached 48.8% without transfers 
compared to 12.7% with the transfers. For those aged 85 and older, the low-income rate without transfers would 
have been 67.4% compared to 24.5% with the transfers.

Low-income trends by age group were similar for girls and women and boys and men with some exceptions for 
seniors. However, these differences in low-income rates were only statistically significant for the 0-to-4 and  
5-to-9 age groups for before and after transfers, and the 20-to-24 age group for without transfers only. For these 
age groups the low-income rates among girls and women were higher than for boys and men. Previous research 
found that the wage gap between women and men was larger for older women, and became larger among older 
age groups (Rodgers, 2006 and Drolet and Mumford, 2012).

Table 3  
Low-income rates of individuals by sex and age group, with and without transfers, 2016

Female Male
With 

transfers
Without 

transfers
With 

transfers
Without 

transfers
percent

0 to 4 years 18.9 35.2 16.6* 32.8*
5 to 9 years 13.2 31.0 12.8* 27.8*
10 to 14 years 12.9 27.0 11.9 26.5
15 to 19 years 13.9 25.7 14.3 25.6
20 to 24 years 15.9 24.0 11.5 18.0*
25 to 29 years 13.0 20.9 9.8 17.5
30 to 34 years 11.7 21.9 11.4 19.7
35 to 39 years 12.5 23.3 10.8 20.7
40 to 44 years 12.0 22.2 10.1 19.4
45 to 49 years 11.5 21.3 10.4 18.9
50 to 54 years 11.5 17.0 12.1 19.5
55 to 59 years 11.6 21.9 14.1 20.8
60 to 64 years 16.7 31.8 14.0 24.8
65 to 69 years 12.7 48.8 13.5 39.8
70 to 74 years 15.3 58.7 11.1 49.6
75 to 79 years 16.1 59.7 12.1 58.6
80 to 84 years 20.0 66.7 9.3 59.9
85 and older 24.5 67.4 12.6 58.8

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.

12.	 Although low-income rates for an individual may represent the low-income rate of each individual’s household, not all members of a household will share the same characteristics. For 
example, education level or Aboriginal status may not be the same for a woman and her partner.
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Labour force status13

Chart 3 shows low-income rates for select labour force statuses. The largest low-income rate by labour force 
status was observed for women who were unemployed either part-year or full-year14 Women employed all year 
had the lowest low-income rates.

Labour force status is the only demographic variable in this paper where men had statistically significantly higher 
low-income rates than women in some categories. For most categories, the low-income rates of women and men 
were within 1.6 percentage points. Unemployed men and men not in the labour force all year had higher  
low-income rates with and without transfers than women, although for unemployed women and men, the 
difference in low-income rate was not statistically significant.

With transfers, the low-income rate among men not in the labour force all year was 3.7 percentage points higher 
than for women. For those employed, women and men had similar low-income rates after transfers. 

In 2016, government transfers reduced low income among women who were unemployed all year by a large 
amount, from 54.3% to 32%. The next largest effect was on women who were not in the labour force all year; 
transfers reduced low-income among this group from 47.1% to 25.3%.

Labour force participation, part-time or full-time status, and type of occupation are also correlated with low 
income, although these variables are not included in this analysis. Labour force participation is lower among 
women than men, although this gap has been decreasing over time. In 2015, this difference was 8.9 percentage 
points (Moyser, 2017). When looking at type of occupation, traditional occupations for women (e.g., services, sales, 
clerical) have lower wages, and women have on average fewer years of experience because they are more likely to 
take time off for family reasons (Chung, 2004).

13.	 Only women and men aged 16 to 69 and working women and men aged 70 and older are included.
14.	 “Full-year” and “part-year” refer to the number of weeks employed during the year. In the CIS, “full-year” means 52 weeks, and “part-year” means 1 to 51 weeks.
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percent

Chart 3
Low-income rates of individuals by sex and selected annual labour force status, aged 16 and older, with and without 
transfers, 2016

   

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Note: Only women and men aged 16 to 69 years old and working women and men aged 70 and older are included.  
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.
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Education level15

As seen in Chart 4, low-income rates are negatively correlated with education: the low-income rate is lower for 
women and men with more education. Women with less than a high school diploma had a low-income rate of 
24.8% in 2016 while those with a university education had a low-income rate of 8.7%.

For less than a high school diploma, the difference between women and men was not statistically significant. 
For the other categories, the difference in low-income rates for women and men decreased for higher levels of 
education. For high school or partial postsecondary education, the gap was 2.3 percentage points. For  
non-university postsecondary, the gap was 1.9 percentage points, and for university educated there was no gap.

Transfers had a large effect on people with less than a high school diploma, reducing low income among women 
by 31.6 percentage points. Transfers reduced low income among this category for men by 26.1 percentage 
points. This group still had the highest level of low income, with 24.8% for women and 19.8% for men. The effect 
of government transfers on low-income rates actually increased the gap in low-income rates between men and 
women by a small amount for high school or partial postsecondary, and non-university postsecondary.

15.	 Individuals aged 16 and older are included in this section.
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percent

Chart 4
Low-income rates of individuals by sex and level of education, aged 16 and older, with and without transfers, 2016 

   

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.
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Immigration status16

In 2016, women who immigrated17 to Canada had a low-income rate of 14.9% while Canadian-born women 
had a rate of 13.2%. Low-income rates were 1.7 percentage points higher for immigrant women. As shown 
in Chart 5, the impact of government transfers were similar for both immigrant and Canadian-born women in 
2016. Low-income rates were higher for women than men, and this gap was reduced by the transfers for both 
landed immigrants and Canadian-born individuals. For landed immigrants, this difference between low-income 
rates of women and men was not statistically significant with or without transfers. Picot and Lu (2017) used the 
Longitudinal Immigration Database and found that during the 2000s, half the immigrants in low income were in 
chronic low income (having family low income for five consecutive years or more). Future longitudinal analyses 
could examine the effect of government transfers on chronic low income.

16.	 Individuals aged 16 and older are included in this section.
17.	 Landed immigrants.
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percent

Chart 5
Low-income rates of individuals by sex and immigration status, aged 16 and older, with and without transfers, 2016

   

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.
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Aboriginal group18

The CIS does not include individuals living on reserves or in the Territories. In addition, the weighted population in 
the CIS of First Nations people, Métis and Inuit is quite different than the population counted in the 2016 Census. 
This is likely due to the fact that the sample size of Aboriginal people in the CIS is small, particularly the sample 
size of Inuit people.

In 2016, First Nations women had considerably higher low-income rates than non-Aboriginal women. Métis women 
had a higher low-income rate than non-Aboriginal women, and the low-income rate for Inuit women was slightly 
lower than for non-Aboriginal women. Chart 6 shows that, First Nations women had a low-income rate of 27.0% 
compared to 15.6% for Métis women and 13.5% for Inuit women. Non-Aboriginal women had a low-income rate of 
13.7%. One possible contributor to the differences between low-income rates among Aboriginal and  
non-Aboriginal women is that Aboriginal women are less likely to be employed than non-Aboriginal women 
(Arriagada, 2016).

There was no statistically significant difference in low-income rates between women and men for any of the 
categories in this analysis.

Government transfers reduced the low-income rate among First Nations women by 14.8 percentage. Transfers 
also reduced the low-income rate among Métis women by 14.7 percentage points and by 30.5 percentage points 
among Inuit women. Statistical significance testing was only performed on the difference in low-income rates 
between women and men.

18.	 Individuals aged 16 and older are included in this section.
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Chart 6 
Low-income rates of individuals by sex and Aboriginal group, aged 16 and older, with and without transfers, 2016

Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.
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Looking at Table 4, in 2016, low-income rates of women and girls by province varied from a high of 17.6% in 
Newfoundland and Labrador to a low of 7.9% in Alberta. For the most populated province, Ontario, the  
low-income rate for women was 15%, slightly higher than the national average. The low-income rates of men were 
not statistically significantly different than those of women in all provinces except Alberta after transfers, where 
men had a higher low-income rate than women, and Ontario and Saskatchewan before transfers, where women 
had a higher low-income rate than men.

Transfer programs reduced the gap in low-income rates between provinces. The effect of transfer programs was 
highest for the provinces with the highest low-income rates.

Table 4  
Low-income rates of individuals by sex and province, all ages, with and without transfers, 2016

Women Men
With 

transfers
Without 

transfers
With 

transfers
Without 

transfers
percent

Newfoundland and Labrador 17.6 38.6 13.6 33.7
Prince Edward Island 16.9 37.5 11.7 33.3
Noval Scotia 16.3 35.0 15.9 32.9
New Brunswick 16.1 36.2 13.3 31.9
Quebec 14.7 35.7 13.4 31.8
Ontario 15.0 30.0 12.2 25.1*
Manitoba 13.6 29.8 13.0 27,1
Saskatchewan 12.7 25.5 10.6 21.6*
Alberta 7.9 21.3 8.2* 18.9
British Columbia 12.9 27.2 12.8 25.1

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.
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Rural and urban areas

Chart 7 shows that low-income rates were higher in rural areas. With a rate of 14.4%, women and girls living in 
rural areas were more likely than women in urban areas to live in low income.

Government transfers helped reduce the low-income rates in both rural and urban areas. Without government 
transfers, low-income rates of women in rural areas would have been 30.5% while, for those living in urban areas, 
low-income rates would have been 28.9%. The low-income rates for women and men were not statistically 
significantly different for rural areas with transfers and for urban areas without transfers.

percent

Chart 7
Low-income rates of individuals by sex and by rural and urban areas, all ages, with and without transfers, 2016 

   

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.
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Statistical analysis of how specific transfer programs have affected low income 
over the period of 1995 to 201619

This section of the paper will review individual federal government transfer programs and their effect on the  
low-income rate of the targeted group. The government transfers included in this analysis are Old Age Security 
(OAS) and Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) benefits, Canada Pension Plan and Quebec Pension Plan  
(CPP/QPP) benefits, child benefits, social assistance benefits, Employment Insurance (EI) benefits, the Working 
Income Tax Benefit (WITB), and the Goods and Services Tax (GST) / Harmonized Sales Tax (HST) credit. The 
effects of each program are examined by looking at their targeted group: seniors, couples with children,  
lone-parent families, etc.

Among these transfer programs, OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP are the largest programs in terms of total benefits 
allocated. In 2016/17, the total amount of payments for OAS/GIS was $48.2 billion, and $42.5 billion for CPP/QPP. 
Child benefits overtook EI in 2016/17, at $22.1 billion, while EI was $20.7 billion. This was a $4.0 billion increase 
in child benefits, due to the new Canada Child Benefit (Department of Finance Canada, 2017a; Treasury Board 
of Canada Secretariat, 2017). In 2016/17, the total amount of GST/HST credits paid out was $4.3 billion (Canada 
Revenue Agency, 2017c). In 2016 the total amount of payments for the WITB was $1.1 billion (Department of 
Finance Canada, 2017b). Social assistance programs are administrated by the provinces. In 2016/17 the amount 

19.	 See Appendix for detailed tables.
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of the Canada Social Transfer was $13.3 billion. This transfer to provinces provides funding for social assistance, 
social services, post-secondary education, and child development and childcare. Other federal transfer payments 
also contribute to social assistance (Department of Finance Canada, 2018).

In 2016, for women, the GST/HST credit had the largest number of recipients, followed by CPP/QPP benefits, 
then child benefits, then OAS/GIS, social assistance, EI, and the WITB. For men, GST/HST benefits and CPP/QPP 
benefits also had the greatest number of recipients, followed by OAS/GIS, EI, child benefits, the WITB, and social 
assistance.20 There were more female than male recipients for all of the transfers except EI and the WITB. Twice as 
many women as men received social assistance and four times as many women received child benefits.

The effects of these programs on the low-income rate were also different. OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP benefits had 
the largest effects in terms of reducing low-income rates for women. These were followed by child benefits, 
social assistance and EI. The WITB and the GST/HST credit had marginal effects. Total income from EI and social 
assistance fell after the 1990s, and average benefit rates from these programs also declined. Consequently, social 
assistance became less effective after this time. Income from child benefits increased over time, and consequently 
became more effective over time (Heisz and Murphy, 2016).

As shown in Chart 8, in 2016, the low-income rate among women was 13.8% and for men was 12.2%, all transfer 
programs applied. A comparison of low-income rates for each transfer excludes the transfer in question while 
holding all other transfers constant. The full length of each bar represents the low-income rate that would have 
been the case without the transfer. We see that OAS/GIS reduced the low-income rate by 4.1 percentage points 
for women and 3.1 percentage points for men. For CPP/QPP benefits it was 4.6 percentage points for women and 
3.4 for men. Social assistance was 1.3 for women and 1.1 for men. EI was 1.5 for both women and men and WITB 
was 0.1 for both women and men. The GST/HST credit was 0.6 for women and 0.4 for men.

percent

Chart 8
The effect of each transfer on reducing low-income rates of individuals by sex, all ages, 2016

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, Canadian Income Survey, 2016.
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Old Age Security (OAS) and Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) benefits and Canada 
Pension Plan (CPP) and Quebec Pension Plan (QPP) benefits

Introduced in 1965, the Old Age Security (OAS) program along with the Canada Pension Plan (CPP) and the 
Quebec Pension Plan (QPP) are the basis of the public retirement income system in Canada. The OAS program 
provides a base income for seniors aged 65 and older while the Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) provides 
additional benefits to low-income OAS recipients. CPP and QPP are retirement pensions to which individuals 
contribute during their working years. It is intended to provide a partial replacement of eligible earnings at the time 
of retirement. CPP also includes survivor benefits and a disability pension for individuals who cannot continue 
regular work at their job.21

In 2011, 96.5% of Canadians aged 65 years and older received OAS/GIS and 92.1% received CPP/QPP (Heisz and 
Murphy, 2016). This percentage was likely similar in 2016. In 2016, approximately 3,024,000 women received  
OAS/GIS and 2,474,000 men received it. That year approximately 3,804,000 women and 3,344,000 men received 
CPP/QPP.22

CPP/QPP and OAS/GIS programs are indexed to the consumer price index (CPI) in order to maintain parity with 
the cost of living. OAS rates are recalculated four times a year on the basis of the CPI. OAS benefits remain the 
same when the cost of living decreases (Government of Canada, n.d.a). Other than this indexing, the average 
benefit of these programs has not changed in the time period covered by this paper (Heisz and Murphy, 2016).

Most Canadians aged 65 years and older are eligible for OAS. In 2017, seniors with an annual income under 
$121,314 were eligible for an OAS pension. The pension amount depends on a person’s income as well as on 
how long they have lived in Canada. The maximum OAS monthly pension from October to December 2015 was 
$569.95. Individuals with low incomes are eligible to also receive GIS payments. The maximum monthly GIS in 
January 2018 for an unattached person who receives OAS was $876.23 (Government of Canada, n.d.b).

Effect of OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP on the low-income rate of unattached seniors23

OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP had an effect in reducing low-income rates among all seniors. In 2016, these transfers 
reduced the low-income rate from 75.6% to 34.3% among senior unattached women, and from 69.9% to 32.5% 
among senior unattached men (Chart 9). Over time, OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP have become less effective in 
reducing low-income among seniors. This is particularly true for elderly unattached women. In 1995, OAS/GIS 
and CPP/QPP reduced low-income rates for elderly unattached women by 69.3 percentage points (from 78.6% 
to 9.3%), whereas in 2016 these programs reduced low-income rates by 41.3 percentage points (from 75.6% to 
34.3%). Low-income rates steadily increased for elderly unattached women during the period from 1995 to 2016, 
from 9.3% in 1995 to 34.3% in 2016. These trends were similar for elderly men, although not as pronounced. The 
low-income rate for unattached elderly men was statistically significantly lower than that of unattached elderly 
women in most years. For some years, including 2013 to 2016, the difference with transfers was not statistically 
significant (see Table A2 in the appendix).

Other research supports these findings. Elderly people are vulnerable to low income in many countries. Low 
income among elders is typically higher among women, much higher among single women, and rises with age. 
Effects of transfers on elderly people are large in developed countries (Smeeding, 2003). From the Longitudinal 
Administrative Databank, in 2012, of couples who received CPP aged 70-79, 5% were in low income based on the 
LICO and 10% would have been in low income without CPP. For single seniors aged 70 to 79, the low-income rate 
was 31% and would have been 52% without CPP (Employment and Social Development Canada, 2017).24

21.	 The variables used here in the dataset include disability, death, and child benefits, although the latter comprise a small portion of total payments.
22.	 Weighted from CIS responses.
23.	 Seniors/elderly are aged 65 and older.
24.	 Results are also sensitive to the low income threshold used. Seniors are increasingly falling behind the relative LIM low-income rate, the threshold of which is rising with economic growth 

since the early 2000s. Other low income thresholds such as LICO or the Market Basket Measure (MBM) would show a more constant effect of OAS and GIS on the low-income rate. See 
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-630-x/11-630-x2016008-eng.htm.

http://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-630-x/11-630-x2016008-eng.htm
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Chart 9
Low-income rates of elderly unattached women and men, with and without Old Age Security and Guaranteed Income 
Supplement (OAS/GIS) and Canada Pension Plan and Quebec Pension Plan (CPP/QPP), 1995 to 2016

Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Effect of OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP on the low-income rate of seniors in a couple

In 2016, retirement transfers reduced the low-income rate among elderly couples from 51.6% to 8.3%  
(Chart 10). The low-income rate of this group increased slightly from 1995 to 2016, and government transfers 
became somewhat less effective over this period. However, neither of these trends were as large as what is seen 
with unattached elderly women and men. The low-income rate of senior couples with and without transfers was 
statistically significantly lower than that of unattached senior women in all years, by a large magnitude.
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Chart 10 
Low-income rates of elderly couples, with and without Old Age Security and Guaranteed Income Supplement (OAS/GIS) and 
Canada Pension Plan and Quebec Pension Plan (CPP/QPP), 1995 to 2016

Note: Only women and men in couples (opposite-sex and same-sex) with no children or other relatives in the household are included.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Child benefits

Child benefits in this analysis include all federal and provincial child benefits. Up until mid-2016, the child benefits 
in effect were the Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCB), the Canada Child Tax Benefit (CCTB), and the National 
Child Benefit (NCB). In 2016, these three programs were replaced by the Canada Child Benefit program (CCB), 
a change that is partially represented in the 2016 data in this paper. The CCB was introduced in July 2016, with 
the other programs ending in June 2016. In 2016, approximately 3,734,000 women and 779,000 men received 
child benefits.25 This much larger number for women is partly due to the fact that the Canada Revenue Agency 
(CRA) states that if the child is living with a female parent, then that parent is usually considered to be the primary 
caregiver for the purposes of receiving child benefits (Canada Revenue Agency, 2017b).

In 2015, the maximum UCCB was $1,920 per year for each child under 6 and $720 per year for each child aged 6 
to 17. The maximum CCTB was $1,503 per year for each child under 18. The maximum NCB was $2,329 per year 
for the first child, $2,060 per year for the second child, and $1,960 per year for additional children. Therefore all the 
programs depended on the number of children, and the size of the benefits of the CCTB and NCB depended on 
family income (Office of the Parliamentary Budget Officer, 2016). These programs were replaced by the Canada 
Child Benefit in July 2016; the maximum benefits from July 2016 to June 2018 were $6,400 per year for each 
child under 6 and $5,400 per year for each child aged 6 to 17. The amount of benefits therefore depended on the 
number of children and on family income (Government of Canada, 2018). Income from child benefits has increased 
over time, and accordingly these transfer programs have become somewhat more effective at reducing low 
income (Heisz and Murphy, 2016).

Effect of child benefits on the low-income rate of lone-parent families

Low-income rates are generally very high for lone-parent families in many countries, but there is little analysis 
on the difference between single mothers and single fathers (Picot Morissette and Myles, 2003). Differences in 
characteristics of female and male lone-parents may explain differences in low-income rates. In Canada in 2011, 
the median age of female lone-parents was 46.4 and the median age of male lone-parents was 49.4. That year 

25.	 Weighted from CIS responses.
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12% of lone mothers and 9.3% of lone fathers had children age five and under (Milan, 2015). According to the 
Labour Force Survey, in 2016, a much lower percentage of female lone-parents were employed than male  
lone-parents. This disparity got larger for families with younger children. For families with children under 16, 68.2% 
of lone mothers were employed and 82.2% of lone fathers were employed. For families with children under 3, 
48.8% of lone mothers were employed and 80.2% of lone fathers were employed.26

Low-income rates with and without transfers were statistically significantly lower for male lone-parent families and 
couple families than for female lone-parent families in all years. The magnitude of these differences was large  
(see Table A3 in the appendix).

In 2016, child benefit programs reduced the low-income rate among individuals in female lone-parent families27 
by 14.7 percentage points, from 54.4% without transfers to 39.7% with transfers (Chart 11). In comparison, the 
low-income rate of individuals in male lone-parent families was 21.8% without transfers and 13% with transfers. 
The large discrepancy in low-income rates between female and male lone-parent families illustrates the fact that 
certain family situations (such as being a lone-parent) affect the living standards of women and men and their 
children differently.

Child benefits increasingly reduced low-income rates among women and men over time due to the increase over 
time of total payments, including the switch to the Canada Child Benefit partway through 2016. In 1995, child 
benefits reduced the low-income rate among female lone-parent families by 8.8 percentage points. In 2016, this 
difference was 14.7 percentage points.

Chart 11
Low-income rates of individuals in female and male lone-parent families, with and without child benefits, 1995 to 2016

Note: These lone-parent families include the lone-parent, the children, and could include other relatives living in the household.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.

percent

Female with child benefits Female without child benefits Male with child benefits Male without child benefits

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Effect of child benefits on the low-income rate of couples with children

Low-income rates for couples with children were much lower than those for female lone-parent families and 
somewhat lower than for male lone-parent families. Among individuals living in a couple family with children, the 
low-income rates without transfers from the child benefits programs would have been 16.9% while it was 9.6% 
with the transfers (Chart 12).

26.	 Statistics Canada. Table 14-10-0120-01 (formerly CANSIM 282-0211). Labour force characteristics by family age composition, annual.
27.	 These lone-parent families include the lone-parent, the children, and could include other relatives living in the household.
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The effect of the child benefits transfers for couples with children has increased over time, the same as for lone 
parents. In 1995, a difference of 2.8 percentage points was observed between low income without benefits and 
low income with benefits; in 2016, this difference was 7.3 percentage points.

percent

Chart 12
Low-income rates of individuals in couple families with children, with and without child benefits, 1995 to 2016

   

Note: These couple families include the parents, the children, and could include other relatives living in the household.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, and 
the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Social assistance

Social assistance includes provincial and territorial programs that use means testing to provide a basic income 
to those at the lowest end of the income distribution. In the 1990s, social assistance benefits were reduced and 
eligibility restrained. The number of social assistance recipients declined, and average benefit rates fell (Heisz and 
Murphy, 2016). Accordingly, the effect of social assistance on low-income rates has fallen over time. In 2015, yearly 
social assistance for a couple with two children ranged from $8,405 in Manitoba to $25,895 in the Northwest 
Territories (Tweddle, Battle and Torjman, 2016). In 2016, approximately 1,340,000 women and 672,000 men 
received social assistance.28

Effect of social assistance on the low-income rate

Social assistance programs have relatively fewer beneficiaries than other benefit programs, and these 
beneficiaries are often well below the low-income threshold. As a result, these programs have a small effect on the 
general population. In 2016, social assistance programs reduced the low-income rate of unattached women from 
36.7% to 34.3%. Among unattached men, social assistance reduced the low-income rate from 27.6% to 25.5%. 
Among couples, social assistance reduced low income from 8.5% to 7.9%. The difference between rates with and 
without transfers for unattached women and unattached men was statistically significant, as was the difference 
between unattached women and couples.

Effect on the low-income rate of women and men receiving social assistance

Given the relatively small size of social assistance programs, to see the impact of the benefit it is helpful to 
examine the effect of the program on its recipients only. In Chart 13, looking at only women who received social 
assistance in 2016 revealed that social assistance reduced the low-income rate from 48.9% to 39.1%. Among 

28.	 Weighted from CIS responses.
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recipient men, social assistance reduced the low-income rate from 59.7% to 48%. The low-income rates with and 
without transfers of women and men were statistically significantly different (see Table A4 in the appendix).

During this time period, sometimes female recipients of social assistance had higher low-income rates, and 
sometimes male recipients did, although in most years before 2014 the difference was not statistically significant. 
In addition, we see that social assistance was more effective until 2001, when it became less effective and 
remained stable over time at that lower level, due to the reduction in benefits in the 1990s. In 1995, social 
assistance reduced low income among women receiving benefits by 21.6 percentage points, while in 2001 the 
reduction was 16 percentage points. By 2016, the reduction in the rate was 9.8 percentage points.

Chart 13 
Low-income rates of individuals who received social assistance, by sex, with and without social assistance, 1995 to 2016

Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Employment Insurance (EI)

Individuals contribute to the Employment Insurance (EI) program while they are working and collect payments 
when they become unemployed, take parental leave, or are unable to work as a result of illness. EI is a small 
program in terms of total benefits given and has a small overall effect on the low-income rate. The amount of total 
benefits from EI has fallen since the 1990s. There have been several reductions in benefits, and fewer people are 
eligible (Heisz and Murphy, 2016). In 2016, the maximum insurable earnings were $50,800 (Government of Canada, 
n.d.c). In 2016, approximately 1,249,000 women and 1,297,000 received employment insurance benefits.29

Women receiving EI are more likely to receive maternal, parental or compassionate care benefit than men 
receiving EI benefits (Moyser, 2017).

Effect of EI on the low-income rate

In 2016, among unattached women, EI reduced the low-income rate from 36.3% to 34.3%. For unattached men, 
the rate was reduced from 27.6% to 25.5%. Finally, for couples, the EI program reduced the low-income rate from 
9.4% to 7.9%. The difference between rates with and without transfers for unattached women and unattached 

29.	 Weighted from CIS responses.
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men was statistically significant, as was the difference between unattached women and couples. EI had a greater 
effect on men than on women. The effect of the program over time has remained relatively stable.

Effect on the low-income rate of women and men receiving EI

Like social assistance, EI is a smaller program. As a result, it had a small effect on the general population. Again, it 
is helpful to examine its effects on its recipients only (Chart 14). For women who received EI, EI reduced the  
low-income rate from 17.4% to 8.5% in 2016. Its effect on women was relatively constant over the period from 
1995 to 2016. In almost all years, there was no statistically significant difference in the low-income rates of women 
and men, and in many years there was no difference in the rates for women and men without transfers (see Table 
A5 in the appendix). The effect of EI on male recipients was larger than its effect on female recipients in most 
years until 2003. The difference in the low-income rate of recipients was relatively stable over time.

Chart 14 
Low-income rates of individuals who received Employment Insurance (EI), by sex, with and without EI, 1995 to 2016

Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB)

The Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB)30 was introduced in 2007. It is a tax credit for individuals who are working 
and are in low income. In the 2016 tax year, the maximum income level for eligibility was $28,576 for a family with 
children and $18,529 for unattached individuals without children. The maximum benefit was $1,028 for single 
individuals without children and $1,868 for families (Canada Revenue Agency, 2017d).  In 2016, there were over 
1.4 million recipients for a total of $1.1 billion in benefits (Department of Finance Canada, 2017b). Approximately 
635,000 women and 772,000 men received WITB benefits.31

Effect of WITB on the low-income rate

The WITB  effect on low-income rates in 2016 on unattached women, unattached men and couples was marginal 
or null. The difference between rates with and without transfers for unattached women and unattached men was 
statistically significant, as was the difference between unattached women and couples.

30.	 As of March 2018, the WITB was renamed the Canada Workers Benefit (CWB).
31.	 Weighted from CIS responses.
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Effect on the low-income rate of women and men receiving WITB

Chart 15 shows the effect on the low-income rate of the WITB program among women and men who received 
WITB. In 2016, the credit reduced low-income among women from 36.8% to 35.4%, and among men from  
39.9% to 39.1%. The difference in low-income rates for women and men was only statistically significant with 
and without transfers in 2007, 2008, and 2014 (see Table A6 in the appendix). In these years, male recipients of 
WITB had higher low-income rates than female recipients, and the effect of the WITB was similar in magnitude for 
women and men.

Chart 15 
Low-income rates of individuals who received Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB), by sex, with and without WITB, 
2007 to 2016

Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Goods and Services Tax (GST) / Harmonized Sales Tax (HST) credit

The GST/HST credit is a quarterly tax-free payment. The goal is to offset the amount of GST/HST that low-income 
households pay. The credit is calculated according to family net income and the number of eligible children. The 
maximum payment amount was $276 for the 2015 tax year (paid in July 2016-June 2017) for an individual, plus an 
additional $276 credit for a spouse, and for each eligible dependent or children. The credit amount started getting 
clawed back after an annual family income of $35,926 (Canada Revenue Agency, 2017a). The GST/HST credit 
is a small transfer program in terms of total benefits given, but many people receive this small credit. In 2016, 
approximately 5,165,000 women and 5,331,000 men received the GST/HST credit.32

Effect of the GST/HST credit on the low-income rate

The GST/HST credit had a small and constant effect on low-income rates of women over time. In 2016, the 
program reduced the low-income rate among unattached women from 35% to 34.3%, for unattached men from 
26.2% to 25.5%, and for couples from 8.3% to 7.9%. The difference between rates with and without transfers for 
unattached women and unattached men was statistically significant, as was the difference between unattached 
women and couples.

32.	 Weighted from CIS responses.
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Effect on the low-income rate of women and men receiving the GST/HST credit

Chart 16 shows that among women and men who received the GST/HST credit, the low-income rate for women 
was reduced from 30% to 28.9% in 2016, and the low-income rate for men was reduced from 27.7% to 26.7%. 
The difference in low-income rates among female and male recipients increased and then decreased again. The 
effect of the transfer over time was stable. In 2011 and 2013-2015, there was no statistically significant difference 
in low-income rates with and without transfers between women and men (see Table A7 in the appendix).

Chart 16
Low-income rates of individuals who received the Goods and Services Tax/Harmonized Sales Tax credit (GST/HST), 
by sex, with and without the GST/HST credit, 1995 to 2016

Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016
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Conclusion

This paper analysed the effect of government transfer programs on low-income rates from a gender-based 
perspective. It also examined the intersection of gender with other characteristics. More specifically, the 
paper analysed the effect of Old Age Security (OAS) and Guaranteed Income Supplement (GIS) benefits, 
Canada Pension Plan and Quebec Pension Plan (CPP/QPP) benefits, child benefits, social assistance benefits, 
Employment Insurance (EI) benefits, the Working Income Tax Benefit (WITB), and the Goods and Services Tax 
(GST) / Harmonized Sales Tax (HST) credit. The paper measured low income using the Low-income measure. The 
principle underlying the LIM is that a family is in low income if their income is less than 50% of the median income 
of all families, taking into account differences in family size.

Some of the main findings:

•	 Transfers reduced low-income rates and mitigated the difference in low-income rates between women and 
men.

•	 OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP were the largest benefit programs and had the largest effect in reducing low 
income among the whole population.

•	 Low-income rates were highest among female lone-parents and unattached elderly women, and 
government transfers also had the largest effect on these groups.

•	 The low-income rate among unattached elderly women increased over time, and OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP 
became less effective in reducing low income over time for this group.



Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 75F0002M30

The effect of government transfer programs on low-income rates: a gender-based analysis, 1995 to 2016

•	 Child benefits were increasingly more effective in reducing low income over time for women and men, and 
more so for women.

•	 Social assistance became less effective over time for women and men.

A simple approach was used to analyze the effect of government transfers on low-income rates. Although this 
methodology does not account for behavioural effects, it approximates the effect of government transfers, and is 
particularly useful in comparing those effects on different groups. The impact of these transfers on low income, 
particularly among certain demographics, was large, demonstrating that government transfers have an important 
role in reducing low income.

These differences in the effect of government transfers reflect differences in demographics. Certain groups are 
more likely to be in low income. In particular situations, especially regarding the marital / couple status and living 
arrangements of women and whether they have children, the low-income rate of women would have been much 
higher than those of men in the same situation without the transfer. Therefore benefits to seniors have a large 
effect, not only because the benefits are large, but also because elderly women, particularly unattached elderly 
women, are at a higher risk of being in low income. Likewise, child benefits have a large effect on female lone-
parent families because they are at a higher risk of being in low income.

Some caveats of this research include the fact that this method likely overestimates the effect of transfers because 
it does not account for behavioural effects, and that the analysis of low income is at a household level, not an 
individual level. In addition, the available data and scope of the paper did not allow for multivariate analysis, 
additional disaggregation of demographics for each transfer, or analysis of gender that includes analysis by sexual 
orientation, and analysis of transgender, cisgender, and non-binary people.

Future analyses could utilize longitudinal survey and administrative data to follow the same individuals over time. 
This would allow for an analysis of how individuals and families adjust their behaviour according to the transfers 
they receive, and how transfers in one year can impact low income in subsequent years. Future research that 
focuses on individual women and men, their relationships and living arrangements, and their incomes and 
resource sharing could also give additional insight into gender and low income. An analysis with larger data sets, 
such as the Canadian Census, could also permit disaggregation into more detailed sub-groups.
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Appendix

Table A1  
Low-income rates of individuals by sex, all ages, with and without transfers, 1995 to 2016

Female Male
With 

transfers
Without 

transfers
With 

transfers
Without 

transfers
percent

1995 12.6 30.7 11.5* 26.9*
1996 13.5 31.5 11.9* 27.2*
1997 13.4 31.0 12.0* 27.2*
1998 13.7 31.5 12.0* 27.0*
1999 13.3 29.5 11.6* 25.5*
2000 13.9 29.1 11.7* 24.9*
2001 13.5 29.2 11.4* 25.0*
2002 13.8 29.4 12.0* 25.6*
2003 14.1 29.3 12.4* 25.7*
2004 14.2 29.7 12.6* 25.7*
2005 13.8 28.8 12.1* 25.3*
2006 14.3 29.6 12.5* 25.4*
2007 14.0 28.8 12.5* 25.3*
2008 14.4 28.9 12.4* 24.5*
2009 14.4 29.8 13.0* 26.4*
2010 14.3 30.4 12.7* 26.8*
2011 14.0 29.1 12.6* 25.9*
2012 14.5 29.9 12.8* 26.6*
2013 14.0 29.9 12.8* 26.7*
2014 13.5 27.9 12.5* 25.1*
2015 14.7 29.9 13.7* 27.0*
2016 13.8 30.2 12.2* 26.4*

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, and 
the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Table A2  
Low-income rate of elderly unattached women, men, and couples, with and without OAS/GIS and CPP/QPP, 1995 to 2016

Unattached female Unattached male Couples
With the  
transfer

Without the 
transfers

With the  
transfers

Without the 
transfers

With the 
transfers

Without the 
transfers

percent

1995 9.3 78.6 6.4* 65.6* 2.0* 60.2*
1996 10.8 80.3 6.6* 64.1* 1.9* 62.3*
1997 10.3 81.1 7.4* 68.0* 2.4* 63.4*
1998 12.7 78.8 10.0 67.6* 2.6* 64.1*
1999 16.3 79.9 11.0* 70.8* 2.4* 62.3*
2000 19.5 80.5 14.6* 71.1* 2.9* 62.7*
2001 20.7 78.5 15.3* 66.8* 3.6* 61.2*
2002 23.0 77.9 16.9* 68.7* 4.6* 58.5*
2003 21.6 78.3 16.9* 68.3* 4.5* 60.4*
2004 21.9 77.7 15.7* 67.2* 4.0* 58.4*
2005 28.0 79.3 17.0* 64.8* 5.3* 58.1*
2006 26.5 77.5 21.4 65.6* 5.4* 56.8*
2007 28.6 76.0 21.9* 67.1* 6.1* 54.9*
2008 33.2 77.8 20.2* 58.6* 6.3* 56.7*
2009 31.2 73.7 21.3* 59.0* 7.4* 55.1*
2010 32.4 74.5 20.7* 56.2* 7.6* 57.3*
2011 33.8 76.0 23.9* 63.8* 8.7* 56.3*
2012 30.6 76.3 23.4* 65.7* 6.7* 52.3*
2013 28.7 73.2 25.0 64.3* 6.2* 54.6*
2014 30.0 72.7 26.3 62.7* 7.2* 52.4*

2015 33.0 74.5 29.8 66.6* 8.7* 52.1*
2016 34.3 75.6 32.5 69.9* 8.3* 51.6*

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, and 
the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Table A3  
Low-income rate of individuals in female lone-parent families, male lone-parent families, and couple families, with and 
without child benefits, 1995 to 2016

Female lone-parent families Male lone-parent families Couples
With child 

benefits
Without child 

benefits
With child 

benefits
Without child 

benefits
With child 

benefits
Without child 

benefits
percent

1995 45.3 54.1 21.8* 28.7* 10.1* 12.9*
1996 52.3 58.5 25.0* 29.4* 9.8* 13.5*
1997 47.6 55.1 21.6* 25.0* 9.9* 14.0*
1998 47.2 56.9 18.8* 24.0* 9.6* 13.7*
1999 42.7 52.8 11.0* 27.6* 9.2* 13.5*
2000 40.1 49.9 14.6* 20.5* 9.8* 13.8*
2001 42.0 52.3 15.3* 25.1* 9.5* 13.4*
2002 49.1 59.9 16.9* 25.1* 8.5* 13.2*
2003 48.2 57.7 16.9* 28.6* 9.1* 13.7*
2004 46.2 57.3 15.7* 28.4* 10.1* 14.1*
2005 40.8 51.1 17.0* 23.9* 9.3* 14.3*
2006 42.8 54.6 21.4* 21.8* 10.3* 15.5*
2007 41.7 52.4 21.9* 27.2* 10.1* 14.8*
2008 38.1 50.9 20.2* 16.2* 10.5* 15.1*
2009 35.5 49.9 21.3* 24.3* 11.2* 16.7*
2010 37.8 50.9 20.7* 23.2* 10.3* 16.1*
2011 38.9 51.7 23.9* 35.8* 9.7* 14.8*
2012 39.9 50.6 23.4* 20.3* 11.6* 17.1*
2013 37.4 49.4 25.0* 22.3* 11.5* 17.1*
2014 41.4 49.8 21.0* 26.6* 9.7* 14.3*
2015 34.5 50.4 13.7* 21.0* 10.8* 16.3*
2016 39.7 54.4 13.0* 21.8* 9.6* 16.9*

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Note: These lone-parent families include the lone-parent, the children, and could include other relatives living in the household.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, and 
the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Table A4  
Low-income rate of individuals who received social assistance, by sex, with and without social assistance, 1995 to 2016

Women Men
With social   
assistance

Without social 
assistance

With social 
assistance

Without social 
assistance

percent

1995 42.3 63.9 43.3 63.3
1996 44.8 63.5 42.4 63.0
1997 45.0 64.0 41.4* 64.2
1998 46.9 66.5 36.9* 59.9*
1999 50.6 66.0 43.6* 61.8
2000 53.4 66.7 45.2* 62.7
2001 52.2 66.6 48.7 65.8
2002 54.9 66.8 50.0 66.6
2003 56.9 67.6 50.9* 65.7
2004 54.2 64.8 51.1 67.1
2005 49.4 59.7 50.3 65.1
2006 50.7 62.3 48.2 62.1
2007 49.6 61.3 48.6 65.1
2008 53.4 64.3 56.1 65.6
2009 51.1 65.7 51.9 67.5
2010 52.5 65.6 48.5 64.9
2011 51.2 64.2 53.0 66.7
2012 42.1 52.7 46.2 63.8*
2013 40.9 52.9 45.2 64.2*
2014 40.1 49.9 50.4* 63.5*
2015 40.7 52.2 56.9* 68.6*
2016 39.1 48.9 48.0* 59.7*

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Note: Only those in households that receive social assistance are included.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Table A5  
Low-income rate of individuals who received EI, by sex, with and without EI, 1995 to 2016

Women Men
With 

EI
Without 

EI
With 

EI
Without  

EI
percent

1995 7.7 18.1 8.5 23.3
1996 8.2 19.7 8.2 24.2
1997 8.6 18.2 8.4 22.8
1998 10.5 19.4 8.1 21.2
1999 7.8 16.2 7.9 20.3
2000 10.2 17.8 9.2 22.2
2001 7.8 16.5 8.3 19.8
2002 9.4 19.5 8.0 22.6
2003 10.2 20.1 9.7 23.8
2004 9.3 19.9 9.8 22.4
2005 12.5 21.3 11.0 23.2
2006 8.8 17.3 8.4 20.1
2007 10.4 19.5 9.8 21.3
2008 10.6 21.1 10.2 20.8
2009 10.1 21.0 8.8 22.5
2010 10.6 21.2 8.4 20.3
2011 10.1 20.5 10.2 21.3
2012 9.5 19.9 8.6 20.7
2013 8.7 19.3 6.9 18.9
2014 9.6 18.5 6.0 17.0
2015 9.2 18.0 9.3 21.0
2016 8.5 17.4 6.9 18.7

Note: Only those in households that receive EI are included.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, and 
the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.

Table A6  
Low-income rate of individuals who received WITB, by sex, with and without WITB, 2007 to 2016

Women Men
With 

WITB
Without 

WITB
With 

WITB
Without 

WITB
percent

2007 36.4 36.8 46.9* 47.6*
2008 35.7 36.2 45.4* 45.7*
2009 35.8 37.9 38.3 39.4
2010 34.8 37.6 36.8 38.2
2011 36.4 37.2 38.7 39.9
2012 39.7 41.7 43.5 45.8
2013 35.5 37.2 41.7 45.0*
2014 37.9 38.7 44.8* 45.6*
2015 36.1 37.6 41.4 41.9
2016 35.4 36.8 39.1 39.9

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Note: Only those in households that receive WITB are included.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, and 
the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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Table A7  
Low-income rate of individuals who received the GST/HST credit, by sex, with and without the GST/HST credit, 1995 to 2016

Women Men
With the 
GST/HST 

credit

Without the 
GST/HST 

credit

With the 
GST/HST 

credit

Without the 
GST/HST 

credit
percent

1995 20.3 22.1 18.0* 19.0*
1996 22.8 24.3 17.9* 19.3*
1997 23.1 24.6 18.4* 19.7*
1998 25.6 27.0 19.4* 20.5*
1999 25.5 27.3 20.4* 22.1*
2000 27.0 28.5 21.2* 22.6*
2001 26.2 28.6 21.1* 23.0*
2002 29.3 31.2 22.5* 24.0*
2003 28.4 29.9 22.7* 23.7*
2004 28.3 29.7 23.8* 24.8*
2005 27.7 29.1 23.1* 24.4*
2006 28.9 30.6 23.6* 25.0*
2007 28.4 29.6 24.3* 25.4*
2008 30.3 31.2 24.7* 25.8*
2009 29.8 31.4 26.0* 27.3*
2010 29.6 31.0 25.3* 26.4*
2011 28.5 29.7 26.7 27.8
2012 28.7 30.0 26.3* 27.7*
2013 28.3 29.9 26.8 28.5
2014 28.2 29.1 27.1 28.3
2015 30.2 31.5 30.0 31.3
2016 28.9 30.0 26.7* 27.7*

* significantly different from women, at p<0.05
Note: Only those in households that receive GST/HST credits are included.
Source: Statistics Canada, a combination of the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF) and the Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) from 1995 to 1997, the SLID from 1998 to 2011, 
and the Canadian Income Survey (CIS) from 2012 to 2016.
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