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BACKGROUND & INTRODUCTION
The official definition of ‘affordable housing’ in Canada, as defined by the 
Canadian Housing and Mortgage Corporation (a Government of Cana-
da-owned entity), is housing which costs less than 30% of a household’s 
pre-tax income.1 The question of access to affordable housing or shelter 
has recently become a salient issue in the country, as the cost of owning 
a home has reached its highest level in 28 years,2 and as property bubbles 
balloon in the cities of Vancouver and Toronto.3 The experience of the au-
thor in Vancouver suggests that, as a result of these burgeoning housing 
costs, Canadians are choosing to live further away from centrally located 
workplaces in neighbourhoods where housing costs might be cheaper, 
and that young people are delaying relocation out of their parents’ homes.

The question under examination in this project was the following: How is 
shelter affordability distributed throughout Canada, and how does shel-
ter affordability influence Canadians’ behaviour? That is, in which parts of 
Canada do people spend the most or the least on housing, and from this 
geographical examination, can we infer that housing affordability influ-
ences Canadians’ behaviour in some respects? In particular, this project 
wished to examine how shelter affordability impacts the amount of time 
that Canadians spend commuting to work and the percentage of young 
people aged 20 - 34 who continue to live with at least one parent, and then 
considered the policy implications that might arise from this examination.

Research question: How is shelter affordability distributed throughout Canada, 
and how does shelter affordability influence Canadians’ behaviour?

CONCLUSION & POLICY IMPLICATIONS
This spatial examination has looked into where housing is particularly unaffordable. It has 
not considered the question of why housing is so unaffordable in certain locations, a ques-
tion that would be vital for policymakers to investigate if they wish to make housing more 
affordable. Nevertheless, some policy implications can be derived from this examination. 
Firstly, targeted measures could be taken in areas of high unaffordability, like making it eas-
ier to increase the number of housing units in Vancouver and Toronto, where the elasticity 
of housing supply is low.4 Secondly, even without directly targeting high housing prices, 
policymakers could take better steps to mitigate its effects, for instance by improving trans-
portation infrastructures to reduce commute times or providing tax incentives for young 
people to live on their own. It is also perhaps the case that Canada must make better use of 
its expansive territory, encouraging development in and immigration to the prairie prov-
inces and Maritimes to ease demand for housing in southern Ontario and British Columbia.

FINDINGS & RESULTS
Map 1 clearly shows that the most unaffordable areas for housing are located in south-
western British Columbia and southern Ontario, and Map 2 confirms that these areas 
constitute statistically significant hot spots (while showing also that cold spots exist in 
northern Canada and almost all of Manitoba). Maps 3 and 4 appear to indicate some 
measure of correlation between housing affordability and the duration of one’s com-
mute or the number of young persons aged 20 - 34 living with at least one parent, re-
spectively, though the correlation appears to be weaker with respect to the duration of 
commute. All four maps reveal a modest but unmistakable disparity in housing afford-
ability between the province of Ontario, which has less affordable housing, and the prov-
ince of Quebec, where housing is more affordable. However, demonstrating a true cor-
relation between the variables under analysis would require further statistical research.
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DATA & METHODOLOGY
Data on the relevant variables were taken from the 2016 census con-
ducted by Statistics Canada, the country’s official statistics agency. Each 
map presented in this poster is identified by a number that precedes 
its title. For all maps, data were joined from the relevant tables pro-
vided by Statistics Canada to spatial layers visualizing either Canadian 
census divisions or census metropolitan areas/agglomerations. Choro-
pleth maps were generated symbolizing the percentage of house-
holds in each census division or census metropolitan area/agglomera-
tion that spend 30% or more of their income on shelter; the absolute 
number of such households was normalized against the total number 
of observations in each geographical division to produce a percentage.

In Map 2, a Getis-Ord-G* hot spot analysis was performed using the CON-
TIGUITY_EDGES_CORNERS conceptualization to identify census divisions 
in which housing was significantly less or more affordable. In order to look 
more closely at the relationship between housing affordability and the de-
pendent variables of interest, Maps 3 and 4 zoom into southern Ontario and 
Quebec. This area was chosen because much of the Canadian population 
resides there and because it features multiple hot spots. For Maps 3 and 4, 
the relevant dependent variables (commuting time and young adults living 
with a parent) were normalized against the number of observations and sym-
bolized using point symbols which make use of a graduated colour scheme.


