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Recent changes in demographic trends
in Canada
by Laurent Martel

Overview of the study
Canada’s population growth masks some very different trends from one region to another. Using various data
sources, including Statistics Canada’s most recent projections on population and diversity, this article provides a
general overview of these trends and discusses how recent demographic changes could impact the age structure,
diversity and population share of the various regions of Canada over the next decades.
•

Over the period from 2011 to 2014, the three Prairie provinces (Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba)
all had faster population growth on average than the national growth, and the highest population growth
among the provinces. This is a first since 1971.

•

Conversely, population growth in the Atlantic provinces has remained close to zero in recent years.
For the first time in the country’s history, more deaths than births were recently recorded in three
of the four Atlantic provinces.

•

In the mid-2030s, the percentage of seniors aged 65 and over could exceed 31% in Newfoundland
and Labrador and reach 18% in Alberta. This difference would then be larger than the one observed
in 2014 between Nova Scotia and New Brunswick (18%) and Alberta (11%).

•

In 2031, the percentage of individuals belonging to a visible minority could exceed 40% in Ontario,
compared with 3% in Newfoundland and Labrador. This difference would then be larger than the one
observed in 2011 between British Columbia (27%) and Newfoundland and Labrador (1%).

•

If recent demographic trends continue, the population share of the Prairie provinces could surpass
Quebec’s in less than 50 years. Moreover, the population share of the four Atlantic provinces could
decrease to less than 5% of Canada’s population.

Introduction
Since the mid-1990s, Canada’s population growth
has changed little, around an average of 1% per year.
However, this stability at the national level masks many
recent changes in the population growth of the provinces
and territories and the factors underlying this growth.
These changes, many of which are likely to continue,
could increase the differences in the composition of
provincial and territorial populations in the future, and
could have an impact on the needs of these populations
and the services they will require. These changes
could also significantly alter the population share of
Canada’s regions.
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The purpose of this article is to describe the recent
changes in provincial and territorial population growth
and the factors that underlie this growth. In addition,
some possible consequences of these changes on age
structure, ethnocultural diversity and the population
shares of the various regions of Canada are presented.
The data used in this article are taken from the Population
Estimates Program, the Population Projections Program
and censuses available at Statistics Canada (see Data
sources, methods and definitions).
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Population growth faster
than the national average in
the Prairie provinces

it has been slightly below average
since then, including the recent
period from 2011 to 2014.

Since 2007, Ontario is no longer
in the top three provinces for
population growth as it was between
1979 and 2006. Between 2011
and 2014, these three provinces
were the Prairie provinces, i.e.,
Alberta, Saskatchewan and Manitoba
(Chart 1), something that had never
occurred in the previous four
decades.

Conversely, Quebec’s population
growth rate increased between
2005 and 2009, and, since that time,
it has been closer to the national
average. Since 2006, Quebec’s
population growth became closer
to Ontario’s growth rate, and even
slightly surpassed Ontario’s growth
in 2008 and 2009. Such a situation
never occurred during the period
from 1971 to 2005, when Quebec’s
population growth was significantly
lower than Ontario’s.

These three provinces are also the
only ones whose population growth
has been on average higher than the
national population growth over the
last four years.
While Alberta has had the strongest
population growth among the
provinces since 1997,1 the opposite
had been observed a few years
ago in Saskatchewan, where the
population decreased from 1997
to 2005 (except in 2003, when the
growth was zero). Between 2005
and 2007, Saskatchewan went from
having a shrinking population to
being the Canadian province with
the second-highest growth. This
growth remained steady at 1.5% or
more from 2007 to 2013, and was
at 1.3% in 2014.
Manitoba’s population has also
grown significantly over the last 15
years—it was 1.3% in 2012, the
highest level since 1972.2 In 2014,
the growth rate was 1.2%.
There have also been other recent
changes in the population growth of
Canada’s provinces and territories.
For instance, while Ontario’s
population growth rate was
systematically higher than the
national average from 1982 to 2005,
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British Columbia has also posted
population growth close to the
national average since the late 1990s
after frequently showing significantly
higher growth, particularly between
1987 and 1997.

Finally, the Atlantic provinces’
population growth remains
significantly lower than elsewhere,
and has been close to zero since
the late 1990s—with the exception
of Newfoundland and Labrador
in 2008-2010, and Prince Edward
Island.
An analysis of the factors behind the
different provincial and territorial
population growths would appear
to indicate that these recently
observed trends could continue in
the coming decades.

Negative natural increase for
the first time
Population growth in the provinces
and territories can be broken down
into three factors: natural increase,
international migratory increase and

Chart 1

Average population growth from 2011 to 2014, by province or territory
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Source: Statistics Canada, Population Estimates Program, 2011 to 2014.
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Chart 2

Population growth, natural increase, international migratory increase and
interprovincial migratory increase, by province or territory, 2014

At the national level, approximately
two-thirds of population growth
is currently due to international
migratory increase (Chart 2) while
the other third is due to natural
increase—notably because of a low
fertility rate fluctuating around an
annual average of approximately
1.6 children per woman.
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Source: Statistics Canada, Population Estimates Program, 2014.

Chart 3

Natural increase (in percentage) by province or region, 1972 to 2014
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Source: Statistics Canada, Population Estimates Program, 1972 to 2014.
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However, natural increase no longer
contributes to population growth in
the Atlantic provinces. For the first
time since 1921 (the first year of
available data on this topic), some
provinces, all located in the Atlantic
region, have had negative natural
increases in the past few years. 3
In 2014, Newfoundland and
Labrador, Nova Scotia and New
Brunswick saw more deaths than
births, resulting into a negative
natural increase for the Atlantic
region since 2013 (Chart 3).
Elsewhere, the contribution of
natural increase to population
growth remains positive, but varies
across provinces and territories.
For example, natural increase is
still the main factor in Nunavut’s
population growth (Chart 2), as the
fertility rate in this territory is close
to three children per woman on
average.4
The contribution of natural increase
to the population growth of the
provinces and territories should
decrease in the next two decades,
mainly due to population aging—
an increasingly larger amount and
proportion of the population will be
concentrated in older age groups,
when mortality is high.
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A c c o r d i n g l y, t h e p o p u l a t i o n projection scenarios suggest that
the number of deaths will most
likely increase more quickly than
the number of births in the coming
years. The increase in the number of
births will be limited by persistently
low fertility rates and a smaller
proportion of women of childbearing
age, particularly in certain provinces
or territories that are characterized
by weak international migration
and by net negative interprovincial
migration.5
In the vast majority of Statistics
Canada’s6 most recent populationprojection scenarios, natural increase
could nonetheless remain positive
in all provinces west of Quebec
over the next two decades.
Conversely, the natural increase
would continue to decline in the
Atlantic provinces (according to all
projection scenarios) and in Quebec
(according to most projection
scenarios) in the next 20 years.
Such results suggest that to remain
positive in the coming years,
population growth in these provinces
would rely solely on international or
interprovincial migration. Moreover,
to ensure that their populations
keep growing, these provinces will
have to attract more and more
migrants from year to year if they
want to make up a natural-increase
deficit that will likely grow. In most
years since 1971, these provinces
have posted significant losses in
interprovincial migration and, in the
case of Atlantic provinces, weak
gains in international migration
(including 2014).
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International migratory
increase: An important
source of growth in the
Prairie provinces

migratory increase is higher in the
Prairie provinces (expressed in
percentage) than in other regions of
the country.

One of the most significant changes
in recent years was the international
migratory increase in the Prairie
provinces. The major increase
in the population growth rate of
Saskatchewan and Manitoba in
recent years is primarily attributable
to international migratory increases,
as these two provinces have been
attracting proportionally more
international immigrants than in
the past. Alberta’s international
migratory increase has also been
above the national average in recent
years. Since 2011, and for the first
time since 1972, the international

At the same time, fewer immigrants
than in the past are choosing to
settle in Ontario, which partially
explains the slowdown in that
province’s population growth.
Hence, the international migratory
increase in Ontario was more
than 1% in the early 2000s, the
highest rate for all the provinces and
territories. This rate, however, was
lower in 2014 at 0.7% (Chart 4).
For the first time since 1972,
Ontario’s international migratory
increase rate was not above the
national average in recent years.

Chart 4

International migratory increase (in percentage) by province or region,
1972 to 2014
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Source: Statistics Canada, Population Estimates Program, 1972 to 2014.
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British Columbia has a pattern
similar to Ontario’s: while migratory
increases were above average for
most of the 1990s and 2000, they
have decreased recently and have
been closer to the national average
since 2010.
Despite these recent changes,
international migratory increase
remain the main source of population
growth in Ontario. The same
holds true for Quebec and British
Columbia.
Finally, Alberta’s strong population
growth in recent years has been the
result of a combination of strong
natural increase, strong international
migratory increase and strong
interprovincial migratory increase
(Alberta was the main beneficiary
of migratory exchanges between the
provinces and territories in recent
years).

Increasingly different
populations
The disparity in the sources of
population growth from one province
or territory led to differences in the
population profile of provinces and
territories.
Po p u l a t i o n c o m p o s i t i o n b y
birthplace, which depends on the
magnitude of international and
interprovincial migratory increases,
is a case in point. According to the
2011 National Household Survey,
approximately 1 in 2 individuals
living in British Columbia (51%) and
Alberta (46%) were born outside
these provinces (i.e., abroad or
in another Canadian province or
territory) (Chart 5).
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This proportion was also relatively
high in the three territories,
particularly in Yukon (64%), as
the territories often attract a large
number of workers from other
provinces.

born in another province, due
to the current and past influx of
interprovincial migrants.

In Ontario, this proportion was 37%
in 2011 (most of these individuals
were born outside Canada).

While natural increase trends are
mostly predictable (because they
are partially linked to changes in the
age structure of the population), the
trends associated with international
and interprovincial migratory
increases are more difficult to
predict because they are more likely
to be associated with changes in the
economy. Many studies have shown
the links between migration and the
labour market.7

Of all the provinces, Alberta (26%)
and British Columbia (22%) had
the highest proportion of individuals

If the various components of
p o p u l a t i o n g r o w t h ( f e r t i l i t y,
mortality, immigration, emigration

Conversely, 9% of the population
living in Newfoundland and Labrador
was born outside that province.
This proportion was also lower in
Quebec than elsewhere (17%).

Chart 5

Distribution of the population of the provinces and territories by place of birth,
2011
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Source: Statistics Canada, 2011 National Household Survey.
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and interprovincial migration)
remained steady in the coming
years, however, the age structure
and ethnocultural diversity of the
various provinces and territories
could become increasingly different.
In addition, the population share of
the provinces and territories could
change considerably in the next
50 years, making for a very different
Canada than today’s or at the time
of Confederation.
For example, the population of all
the provinces and territories will
age over the next two decades.
The proportion of individuals aged
65 and over in Canada could increase
from 16% in 2014 to 24% in 2034,
according to Statistics Canada’s
most recent population projections8
(Chart 6).
The provincial differences in the
proportion of individuals aged 65
and over, however, could increase. In
2014, 7 percentage points separated
Alberta—the province with the
lowest proportion of seniors
(11%)—and Nova Scotia and New
Brunswick, which had the highest
proportions (slightly above 18%).
Based on the most recent population
projections, this difference could
increase to 13 percentage points
in 2034. Hence, the proportion
of seniors in Newfoundland and
Labrador could reach 31%, or
almost 1 in 3 people, compared
with 18% in Alberta. This is because
weak population growth is often
synonymous with a more rapidly
aging population.
By comparison, in 1944, only
4 percentage points separated
Quebec, the province with the
youngest population in Canada, and
Prince Edward Island, the province
with the oldest population.
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The differences in the population’s
ethnocultural diversity could
also increase, given that certain
provinces attract more international
immigrants, and others fewer.
If current immigration levels in
Canada were to continue, the
proportion of individuals in the
population who were born abroad
could increase from 22% in 2011 to
close to 27% in 2031, or more than
1 in 4 people (Chart 7).
In 2011, 28 percentage points
separated Ontario, the province
with the highest proportion of
people born abroad (30%), and
Newfoundland and Labrador, the
province with the lowest proportion
(2%). In 1991, the gap between
these two provinces was smaller
(23 percentage points).

This difference could grow to
32 percentage points in 2031—at
that time, one-third of Ontario’s
population could possibly be born
abroad (34%) compared with 3%
of Newfoundland and Labrador’s
population.
The same trend would apply to
the proportion of the population
belonging to a visible minority.
In 2011, 19% of Canada’s population
(or close to 1 in 5 people) reported
belonging to a visible minority, up 5%
from 1981. In 2031, this percentage
could increase to 31%, or nearly
1 in 3 people, assuming that the
source countries of immigration—
often Asian countries—remain the
same as today’s (Chart 8).

Chart 6

Actual proportion (1924 to 2014) and projected proportion (2024 and 2034) of
seniors aged 65 and over in the total population and difference between the
provinces with the highest and lowest proportions
percent
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Chart 7

Actual proportion (1971 to 2011) and projected proportion (2021 and 2031)
of individuals born abroad and difference between the provinces with the
highest and lowest proportions
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Chart 8

Actual proportion (1981 to 2011) and projected proportion (2021 and 2031)
of individuals belonging to a visible minority and difference between the
provinces with the highest and lowest proportions
percent
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In 2011, the difference separating
British Columbia (27%) and
Newfoundland and Labrador
(1%) was 26 percentage points;
this difference could increase to
over 37 percentage points in 2031.
Moreover, Ontario could become
the Canadian province with the
highest proportion of individuals
belonging to a visible minority
(40%), while Newfoundland
and Labrador and Prince Edward
Island could have the lowest
proportions (3%).

Impact of demographic
changes on the population
share of provinces and
territories
Finally, if the differences in the
population growth of the provinces
and territories continue, they could
considerably alter the population
share (or demographic weight) of
Canada’s regions.
In 1871, a few years after
Canadian Confederation, 44% of
the population lived in Ontario,
32% in Quebec and 21% in the
Atlantic provinces. The Prairie
provinces, British Columbia and
the territories represented barely
3% of the population living in what
was Canadian territory at the time
(Chart 9).
M o r e r e c e n t l y, i n 1 9 6 1 , t h e
population share of the Atlantic
provinces was higher than that
of British Columbia (10% versus
9%) and only 5 percentage points
separated the population shares of
Quebec (29%) and Ontario (34%).
In 2014, the Atlantic provinces
made up 7% of Canada’s entire
population. Nearly 2 in 5 Canadians
lived in Ontario (39%), and the
difference between this province
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shed light on how these changes
will affect the various regions of the
country if current trends continue.
Certain recent trends will probably
have an impact on many other
aspects of Canadian society, such as
ethnocultural and linguistic diversity.

Chart 9

Population share of Canada’s regions, 1871, 1961, 2014 and 2063
percent
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Sources: Statistics Canada, Censuses of Canada, 1871 and 1961; Population Estimates Program, 2014; Population
Projections for Canada, Provinces and Territories, 2063.

and Quebec (23%) had increased
to 16 percentage points. Lastly, in
2008, the population share of the
provinces west of Ontario9 became
higher (31%) than the share of the
provinces east of Ontario (30%)10
for the first time in the history of
the country.
If the recent demographic trends
remain steady until 2063, or nearly
200 years after Confederation,
the population share of the Prairie
provinces (24%) could exceed that
of Quebec (21%). The Atlantic
provinces’ weight could represent
less than 5% of Canada’s population,
while the population share of
Ontario could decrease slightly.
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Conclusion
Throughout Canada’s history,
changes in population growth
and age structure have had many
repercussions for Canadian society,
for example on infrastructure
needs, social programs, and the
political influence of the various
regions of the country.
As demographic trends—some
recent, such as negative natural
increases or the significant
con t r i b utio n o f int er na t io na l
immigration to population growth
of some regions—will continue to
have an impact on Canada in the
coming years, it is important to

In the Atlantic region, population
growth could remain weak—even
negative—in the coming years,
particularly due to ever-declining
natural increases. As a result, these
regions could see their populations
age more quickly than elsewhere,
with less ethnocultural diversity.
Conversely, the population share of
the Prairie provinces could continue
to increase if population growth
remains as high as is it has been in
recent years. In these provinces,
significant natural increases
very often go hand in hand with
international migration, and, in
Alberta, interprovincial migration
could result in faster population
growth than elsewhere in the
country. These provinces could
therefore continue to have youngerthan-average populations and show
an increasing ethnocultural diversity
in the coming years.
Laurent Martel is Chief of the
Demographic Analysis and Projections
Section in Statistics Canada’s Demography
Division.
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Data sources, methods and definitions
Data sources
Demographic estimates are released on a regular basis,
making it possible to follow the changes in population growth
and age structure of the provinces, territories and a few other
sub-regions. Postcensal estimates are based on the most recent
census available (in this case, the 2011 Census), are adjusted
for net census undercoverage, and take various population
growth components into account.
Population projections are released every five years by
Statistics Canada. They paint a picture of how population growth
and age structure might evolve, based on various plausible
evolution scenarios. Statistics Canada consults its various
partners when developing its population projections—the
provinces and territories in particular—on the methods, and
when formulating the assumptions on various components of
population growth. This paper also uses the projections of the
diversity of the Canadian population 2006-2031 as computed
by Demosim, the microsimulation model.
Finally, data from the Census of Population and the National
Household Survey were used, particularly in the section on
the ethnocultural characteristics of the Canadian population.
The descriptive analysis of this article is based on various
indicators: population growth; natural increase; international

migratory increase; interprovincial migratory increase;
the proportion of individuals born in or outside the province of
residence; the proportion of individuals aged 65 and over, born
abroad or belonging to a visible minority; and the population
share (in percentage) of the provinces and territories.

Definitions
Natural increase is the difference between births and deaths.
This is how a population grows or declines when there is
no migration.
International migratory increase is the difference between
immigrants and emigrants and also includes net non-permanent
residents. 1
Interprovincial migratory increase is the difference between
in migrants and out migrants in each province or territory.
It is the balance of internal migration exchanges between these
provinces and territories.
1. Other more marginal components are also included in this net
figure, such as returning emigrants and net temporary emigration.

Notes
1.

With the exception of 2010, when the population of
Prince Edward Island and Saskatchewan grew slightly
more than Alberta’s.

2.

This level (1.3%) was also observed in 2012, 1983
and 1982.

3.

This has been the case in Newfoundland and Labrador
since 2011, in Nova Scotia since 2013, and in New
Brunswick since 2014.

4.

In Nunavut, and to a lesser extent, in Yukon and
the Northwest Territories, the high fertility rate is
related to the fact that the First Nations and Inuit
tend to have higher fertility rates than the non
Aboriginal population. See Morency et al. (2015)
for population projections by Aboriginal identity
in Canada.

5.

For example, the proportion of women aged 20 to
34 among the total female population was 18% on
average in the Atlantic provinces in 2014, compared
with 23% in the Prairie provinces.
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6.

See Statistics Canada (2014).

7.

See Coulombe (2006). Moreover, Statistics Canada
periodically provides a picture of interprovincial
migration (see Willbond 2014).

8.

These findings were produced using scenario M5
of Statistics Canada’s population projections. Other
scenarios are available in the most recent population
projections, but may have different results. Scenario
M5 was selected since its underlying assumptions are
the closest to current trends in population growth
components, and interprovincial migration in particular.

9.

Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta and British Columbia
together.

10. Newfoundland and Labrador, Prince Edward Island,
Nova Scotia, New Brunswick and Quebec.
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