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Introduction:  

 

Poverty is a devastating social condition that has negative implications for mental health1,2,3,4, physical 

health5,6,7, community cohesion8,9, and the economy.  

Single industry towns pepper Ontario. Some of these are based on resource extraction (Sudbury (nickel 

and copper), Elliot Lake (uranium), Cobalt (cobalt), Timmins (zinc and gold, etc.), some are based around 

product refinery (e.g., Hamilton (steel)), some are based around shipping (e.g., Sault Ste. Marie (railroad 

and seaway)), and some are based largely around manufacturing (St. Thomas, Oshawa, Cambridge, and 

Woodstock (automotive)). What’s problematic for a single industry town is that if it hasn’t diversified 

the job pool, when a large employer decides to close down their operation, individuals and families 

often have no option but to move to find employment. In the meantime, the unemployed face their 

usual expenses while relying on financial support from social programs to pay their bills. 

In March of 2009, Daimler closed their Sterling Truck plant in St. Thomas, with resulting job losses for 

700 employees and additional impacts for supplier companies.10 

In 2011, Ford will be closing their St. Thomas Assembly plant, resulting in 1400 job losses. One 

automotive industry analyst estimates that about 2500 jobs will be lost in the auto parts supply industry 

resultant from this plant closure, and as many as 10,000 jobs in total may be lost in the aftermath of the 

plant closure. 11 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 McLeod and Shanahan, “Poverty, Parenting and Children’s Mental Health.” 

2
 Patel and Kleinman, “Poverty and common mental disorders in developing countries.” 

3
 Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn, “Moving to Opportunity: an Experimental Study of Neighbourhood Effects on Mental 

Health.” 
4
 Weich and Lewis, “Poverty, unemployment, and common mental disorders: population based cohort study.” 

5
 Patrick et al., “Poverty, Health Services, and Health Status in Rural America.” 

6
 U. Helmert, A. Mielck, and S. Shea, “Poverty, health and nutrition in Germany.” 

7
 Wagstaff, “Poverty and health sector inequalities.” 

8
 Kawachi and Kennedy, “Health and social cohesion: why care about income inequality?.”  

9
 Coburn, “Income inequality, social cohesion, and the health status of populations: the role of neo-liberalism.” 

10
 Canadian Auto Workers, “CAW Local 1001 Members Approve Closure Agreement at St. Thomas Truck Plant.” 

11
 Canadian Press, “St. Thomas plant closure may doom 10,000 jobs.” 
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Community Matters: An Overview 

 

 

Community Matters was a collaborative effort of several community agencies, led by the Elgin-

St. Thomas United Way. In 2005, 17 small United Ways received Trillium funding to do extensive 

community consultations to identify unmet needs and gaps in the community. The United Way was 

doing this in order to move from the traditional role of fundraising and allocations to a year round focus 

on Community Impact.  

In 2005, eight community consultations were held, followed by town hall meetings in each 

municipality in Elgin County. Four priority issues were identified: Transportation, Medical & Mental 

Health, Youth, and Poverty. The mandate of the Community Matters Collaborative Group was to 

develop new or enhanced programming around these four priority areas.  

The agencies that were involved in the collaborative were: Salvation Army, Canadian Red Cross, 

YWCA St. Thomas-Elgin, St. Thomas-Elgin Ontario Works, Canadian Mental Health Association, Elgin-St. 

Thomas Youth Employment Counselling Centre, Mennonite Community Services, St. Thomas & District 

Labour Council, West Elgin Community Health Centre, Thames Valley District School Board, and Elgin-St. 

Thomas Public Health. 

Three action groups were then created; Food Security Action Group, Transportation Action 

Group, and Housing & Homeless Action Group. The Collaborative then worked with other community 

groups that were already addressing four priority areas: Elgin Adult Council for Education, Training & 

Employment, Elgin Health Services Council, Mental Health and Addictions Network, and Focus Fairview.  

The funding for the Collaborative has since expired, but many groups established by the 

Community Matters Collaboration have stated that they plan to remain active in their work for the 

community. To view past newsletters and accomplishments of the Community Matters initiative, please 

view the website at www.communitymatters.moonfruit.com. 

The Elgin-St. Thomas United Way is grateful to the many agencies, community volunteers, and 

residents who attended meetings and shared input, experience and resources to make this project 

possible. All of you demonstrated care, compassion, and the commitment to make constructive change 

happen in your community for those who need it most. 

To request any additional copies of this 2010 Social Report, please contact the Elgin-St. Thomas 

United Way at 519-631-3171 or via email at office@stthomasunitedway.ca. 
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Community Indicators: 
The Ministry of Finance estimates the population in 2006 to be 88,65812. The estimate as of 2009 was 

90,07212. Population growth is occurring more slowly in this region than in Ontario (4.6% compared to 

6.6%, population growth from 2001 Census to 2006 Census).13  

Age Distribution: 
Elgin County has a lower proportion of persons of working age (from aged 20 to 54) than does Ontario.14 

This means that Elgin County already has a relatively smaller labour force labour pool than Ontario. This 

may be because of the tenuous nature of jobs in the manufacturing industry and out-migration for work, 

or it may be because Elgin is an attractive place for families and retirees, which would increase the 

presence of young dependents and older persons.  

New Residents: 
In 2006, 1420 residents of Elgin reported living in a different country five years previous, 955 had lived in 

another province or territory five years previous, and 13,055 had lived within the same province but 

moved to Elgin from another Ontario municipality outside of the county. Just under two thirds (48,255 

of 79,140) had lived in the same address for the last five years.15  

Household & Family Structure: 
More than half (55%) of the population aged 15 and over are legally married, and just over one quarter 

(27%) are single.16 The remainder are separated, divorced, or widowed, making them effectively socially 

single as well as potentially financially single. Households reliant on a single income are more financially 

fragile in the event of a job loss. 

In terms of family structure, 13.9% of families in Elgin County live in lone-parent families (3420 families). 

The communities with the highest proportion of lone-parents families are St. Thomas, with 18% (1880 

families), followed by Aylmer, with 15.4% (415 families). 

Single person households number 7395, or 23% of all households in Elgin. The communities with the 

highest proportions of single-person households are again St. Thomas with 27.9% (4105 households) 

and Aylmer, with 24.9% (670 households).  

 

 

                                                           
12

 Source: Population Estimates 1986-2008. Ontario Ministry of Finance. Extracted from intelliHEALTH Ontario July 

26, 2010. 
13

 Maaten and Bocking, St. Thomas and Elgin County Community Profile: 2006 Demographic Report. 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 92-591XWE..” 
16

 Maaten and Bocking, St. Thomas and Elgin County Community Profile: 2006 Demographic Report. 
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Labour Force Information: 
In 2006, manufacturing jobs accounted for nearly one quarter of all jobs in Elgin County – 10,855 of 

45,140.17  

 

 

17 

Sales and service positions are most prevalent in Elgin County, with 9275 in these occupations in 2006. 

This was followed by trades, transport and equipment operators and related occupations, with 8870, 

and occupations unique to processing, manufacturing, and utilities with 6925. 17 

                                                           
17

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 92-591XWE..” 
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Industry:  

18 

September 2010 Results from Elgin-Middlesex-Oxford Employer Survey: 
“Of the employers who participated, 47.1% indicated their employment remained the same, the other 

52.9% either increased or decreased staff. 

The total number of positions added, both full and part time, was 112, while the number of positions 

lost was 16, for a net gain of 96 jobs. 

The number of manufacturing positions added, both full and part time, was 59, while 2 jobs were lost, 

for a new gain of 57. 

Jobs gained: Retail Clerks, Sales, Hospitality (part time), Support Workers, Shop Floor Assembly, Plant 

Management, Supervisor 

Jobs Lost: Nursing, Support Workers (part time), Shop Worker, IT”19 

 

 

 

                                                           
18

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 92-591XWE..” 
19

 Elgin Middlesex Oxford Workforce Planning and Development Board, “Labour Market Facts” 
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Place of Work:  

 

   
20

 

 

Mode of Transportation to Work: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
20

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 92-591XWE..” 

Place of Work Residents 

(out of 

43200 

total) 

% of 

Total 

Home 3745 8.66% 

Outside Canada 200 0.46% 

No Fixed 

Address 

3805 8.8% 

In Municipality 

of Residence 

13395 31% 

Different 

municipality 

within the 

County 

9520 22.03% 

Different County 12470 28.87% 

Different 

Province 

65 0.15% 

Mode of 

Transportation 

Residents 

(out of total 

39260) 

% 

Total 

Car, truck, van 

as driver 

32110 81.79% 

Car, truck, van 

as passenger 

3690 9.4% 

Public transit 240 0.61% 

Walked or 

Bicycled 

2855 7.27% 

All other modes 360 0.92% 
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Transportation: 

St. Thomas has a bus system and a paratransit system. From Monday to Friday, it runs from 7:15 a.m. to 

6:45 p.m. The Saturday hours of operation are 9:15 a.m. to 6:45 p.m. There is no Sunday or holiday 

service, leaving those without cars to rely on rides from others or taxis. Exact change fare is $2.50, while 

tickets can be purchased in advance for $2.00 each (adults), or $1.50 (students, children, and seniors). A 

monthly pass is $60.00 for adults, and $50.00 for students, children, and seniors. Paratransit services are 

available for residents who are holders of an Accessible Parking Permit from the Ontario Ministry of 

Transportation.21 

There are some volunteer driver programs within the County, but there are specific criteria that clients 

must meet to be eligible for service, and transportation is sometimes only provided for very specific 

trips, such as medical appointments.22 A directory of transportation services available in Elgin County is 

available at www.communitymatters.moonfruit.com or by visiting the Elgin-St. Thomas United Way at 

300 South Edgeware Road, St. Thomas. 

Ontario Works Claimants: 

 

St. Thomas Ontario Works is a social 

assistance program that provides 

employment assistance and financial 

support for basic needs.23  

As demonstrated in this chart24, the 

quarterly caseload average for this agency 

has increased dramatically since 2006. 

For more information about Ontario 

Works services in St. Thomas and Elgin 

County, visit the City of St. Thomas’ 

Website at http://www.city.st-

thomas.on.ca. 

  

 

 

                                                           
21

 City of St. Thomas, “Transit & Paratransit”. Accessed November 16, 2010.  
22

 Elgin St. Thomas Transportation Services Directory Brochure, Community Matters, 2009.  
23

 Thehealthline.ca, “St. Thomas-Elgin Ontario Works”. Accessed November 2, 2010. 
24

 Information provided from St. Thomas Elgin Ontario Works 

St. Thomas Elgin Ontario Works (STEOW) 

Employment & Income Support Service Provision 

Quarterly Caseload Averages 

January to March 2006 886 

April to June 2006 860 

July to September 2006 836 

October to December 2006 819 

January to March 2007 861 

April to June 2007 863 

July to September 2007 863 

October to December 2007 876 

January to March 2008 1077 

April to June 2008 1100 

July to September 2008 1105 

October to December 2008 1123 

January to March 2009 1417 

April to June 2009 1467 

July to September 2009 1508 

October to December 2009 1540 

January to March 2010 1662 

April to June 2010 1664 
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Housing  

In 2006, 23.6% of households were rented dwellings.25 Single-detached houses accounted for 

76.7% of dwellings.26 

 

Market 

As of August, 2010, there were approximately 500 properties listed for sale on the MLS website 

within Elgin County.27 

Affordability 

In 2006, the average value of an owned dwelling in Elgin County was $196,257.28  

Statistics Canada uses the proportion of household income spent on housing costs as a measure 

of housing affordability. If the proportion of household income spent on housing is greater than 

30%, the household is considered to be at increased risk of financial hardship. Of the 31,510 

households in Elgin County, 22.2% are spending 30% or more of their household income on 

housing costs. The communities with the highest proportion of households spending 30% or 

more of their income on housing costs are West Elgin at 25.7% and St. Thomas at 24.3%. 

The group with the highest percentage of households spending 30% or more of their income on 

housing costs is one person households (40.7%), followed by lone-parent households (38.3%). 

The median monthly payment for rented dwellings in 2005 was $655, while the median 

monthly payments for owner-occupied dwellings was $959.29 

Income and Earnings 

In 2005 in Elgin County, 9.8% of the population were in low-income before taxes. Children are 

even more likely to be in low-income before taxes, at a rate of 10.3%.30 

                                                           
25

 Ibid. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 Source: http://www.mls.ca 
28

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 92-591XWE..” 
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Census of Population, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 97-563-XCB2006040.” 
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Median earnings in 2005 in Elgin County for people 15 and over who worked full year full time 

(53.3% of the population 15 and over with income) were $41,077. 

Income by Household & Family Type 

In 2005, the median after-tax household income for all households in Elgin County was 

$49,711.31 Households with the highest median after-tax household income were couple 

households with children, with a median after-tax income of $69,317. Households with the 

lowest median after-tax household income were one person households, with $24,444. 

The median after-tax family income in 2005 of all census families in Elgin County was $66,410. 

Two-parent families had a median after-tax income of $60,771. Lone-parent families had a 

median after-tax income of $36,763 and female lone-parent families had a median after-tax 

income of $34,824.  

Low Income Households 

In 2005, the prevalence of low income after-tax in Elgin County was 5% for all economic 

families, 17.9% for lone-parent families, and 18.5% for persons 15 and over not in economic 

families. The highest rate among all municipalities for low income after-tax among persons in 

economic families was in St. Thomas, at 6.8%. For persons aged 15 and over not in economic 

families, the highest rate of low income after-tax was in St. Thomas, at 22.1%. These rates are 

all lower than the provincial rates for the same groupings. 

For a map of low-income rates across Elgin County, see Appendix A. For an explanation of Low 

Income Measures in Canada, see Appendix B. 

Income from Government Transfers 

In 2005 in Elgin County, 12.5% of total income came from government transfers, compared to a 

rate of 9.8% in Ontario, indicating that the population in Elgin is more reliant on government 

income. It should be noted that Old Age Security and Guaranteed Income Supplement, 

retirement income plans for senior citizens, are both forms of government transfer income. 

Other forms of government transfer income include Employment Insurance and Ontario Works.  

Transportation 

Of the 39,260 who have a usual place of work or no fixed workplace address, the vast majority 

(91.2%)  either drove themselves or rode with another person in a car, truck or van; while 7.3% 

walked or biked and fewer than 1% used public transit.32 

Food Security 

According to Elgin-St. Thomas Public Health, there are seven food banks across the county.33 

Each food bank has criteria to meet with respect to eligibility, including in some cases proof of 

address. Additionally, all but two food banks have hours that are firmly in the middle of a 

                                                           
31

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 92-591XWE..” 
32

 Ibid. 
33

 Elgin-St. Thomas Public Health, “Food Banks.” 
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regular business day and operate only on one to three select days of the week, such that it 

could be difficult for someone working daytime retail who may qualify as working poor to be 

able to access services.  

The cost of a Nutritious Food Basket to feed a reference family of four for one week, purchased 

in Elgin County in May 2009 was $170.69 (Elgin-St. Thomas Public Health, 2009).  

Mental Health 

In Elgin County, 10.7% of people 12 and older have a mood disorder, a rate which is significantly 

higher than that of Ontario.34 71.6% of people 12 and older have very good or excellent self-

perceived mental health, and 22.4% of people 12 and older have quite a lot of life stress.  

Alcohol Use 

In Elgin County, 17.9% of people 12 and older who drink alcohol are considered heavy 

drinkers.35,36  

Smoking Rates 

In Elgin County, 26.1% of people 12 and older are daily or occasional smokers, a rate that is 

significantly higher than the Ontario rate.  

Physical Health 

In 2007-2008, 46.2% of the population in Elgin-St. Thomas was physically inactive during leisure 

time, and 55.4% of the population was overweight or obese.37 

                                                           
34

 Statistics Canada, “CANSIM table 105-0502.” 
35

 A heavy drinker is defined as a person having consumed 5 or more drinks on any one occasion at least 12 times 

in a 12 month period. 
36

 Statistics Canada, “CANSIM table 105-0502.” 
37

 Statistics Canada, “CANSIM table 105-0502.” 
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Living & Working Conditions  

Statistics regarding living and working conditions are similar to those found in Oxford County 

and the rest of Ontario. Elgin County’s rate of high school graduation is slightly lower than 

Oxford County and the rest of Ontario. 

The unemployment rate in Elgin County is higher than Oxford County and the rest of Ontario, 

while the long term unemployment rate is lower than the rest of Ontario.  

                                                           
38

 Statistics Canada 2010 Health Profile, Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 82-228-XWE 

Living and Working Conditions, June 2010
38

       

  Elgin Oxford Ontario 

  % % % 

High school graduates aged 25 to 29 82.8 81.8 89.7 

Post secondary graduates aged 25 to 54 51.8 50.9 63.5 

Unemployment 13 9.6 9 

Youth unemployment, aged 15 to 24 22.4 17.8 17.6 

Long term unemployment 2.8 2.2 3.3 

Low income 9.2 7.9 14.7 

Children aged 17 and under living in low income families 10.5 8.8 17.9 
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Education 

EQAO Achievement39
 

 

EQAO, Ontario’s Education Quality and Accountability Office, conducts annual testing at grade 3 

and grade 6 on reading, writing and mathematics. These ratings are used to assess school 

performance in these areas. In 2010, the Fraser Institute released a report on Ontario’s schools 

that provided composite scores based on EQAO scores. The highest score achievable is 10. The 

results for area schools are presented in the table below, along with the rank out of 2742 

schools, and the five-year trend in scores for each school. Because not all schools participate in 

EQAO, not all schools are represented in this report. 

 

Table 1. EQAO Composite Scores and Rank 

School Rank Score 5-year 

Trend 

Southwold 212 8.4 ↑ 

Summers’ Corners 1038 6.6 — 

Edward Street 1610 5.7 n/a 

Mitchell Hepburn 1655 5.6 n/a 

Dunwich/Dutton 1886 5.2 — 

New Sarum 1991 5.0 — 

Elgin Court 2229 3.8 — 

Forest Park 2342 4.0 — 

Monsignor Morrison 2458 3.6 — 

Lockes 2583 2.9 ↓ 

Myrtle Street 2651 2.3 — 

Aldborough  2670 2.1 ↓ 

Standing Stone  2735 0.0 — 

                                                           
39

 Cowley, Easton, and Thomas, Report Card on Ontario's Elementary Schools 2010. 
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Educational Attainment  

Less than High School 

In 2006, nearly one third (29.8%) of Elgin County residents aged 15 and over had not graduated 

high school.40 This is 7.6 percentage points higher than Ontario’s rate, which is 22.2%. Bayham 

has the highest percentage of people who have not completed high school, at 46.5%; followed 

by Aylmer at 40.1%, Malahide at 39.5% and West Elgin at 37.1%.  

 

 

Post-secondary Education 

One fifth (20.6%) of Elgin County residents aged 15 and over had earned a college/non-

university degree or diploma.41 Central Elgin had the highest percentage of people who had 

attained this level of education, at 24.0%; followed by Southwold and St. Thomas, which both 

had rates of 22.2%. Bayham had the lowest percentage with this level of education, with 15.2%; 

followed by Malahide at 15.8%.  

                                                           
40

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Community Profiles. 2006 Census. Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 92-591XWE..” 
41

 Ibid. 

Note: Due to rounding, percentages may not add up to 100. All information from Statistics Canada.  
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Under one tenth (8.7%) of Elgin County residents had a university degree/diploma, compared 

to 20.5% of Ontario residents.42 The highest percentage with this level of education was in 

Central Elgin, with 13.9%; followed by Southwold with 10.8% and St. Thomas with 9.0%.  

Attendance at School 

Of the 29.8% of the Elgin County population with no certificate, diploma or degree, 20.8% of 

those (or 4170 people) had attended school full- or part-time in 2006, and 90.9% of those 

school attendees were aged 15–24.43 

Proximity to Colleges and Universities 

The St. Thomas-Elgin Campus of Fanshawe College has 350 full time students and 2000 

part time students in various programs44. The nearest colleges/universities are Fanshawe 

College and the University of Western Ontario in London; Lambton College in Sarnia; Ridgetown 

College in Ridgetown; Conestoga College, Wilfrid Laurier University and University of Waterloo 

in in Kitchener-Waterloo; Mohawk College and McMaster University in Hamilton; University of 

Guelph in Guelph; the Ontario Police College in Aylmer, and St. Clair College and the University 

of Windsor in Windsor.  

The challenge for prospective college and university students in Elgin County is that 

there are few institutions of higher education within the county limits aside from the police 

college, which is a vocation-specific college open to a select few. Beyond the challenge of rising 

tuition fees, Elgin County residents face having long commutes (upwards of 40 minutes one 

way) or relocation and the associated cost of living while away. This may be directly responsible 

for the lower rates of post-secondary education within the county. 

Crime and Public Safety45 

In 2008, there were 1685 criminal charges laid by the St. Thomas 

Police Service, a rate of 1901 per 100,000 persons.46 In all, 540 

adult males and 164 adult females were charged, in addition to 95 

young offender males and 35 young offender females.  

Violent Crime 

There were 291 violent crime charges laid in 2008, a rate of 323 

per 100,000 persons, which was less than half the provincial average rate of 732 per 100,000 

persons.  

                                                           
42

 Ibid. 
43

 Statistics Canada, “2006 Census of Population, Statistics Canada catalogue no. 97-560-XCB2006033.” 
44

 Fanshawe College, “St. Thomas Elgin Campus” 
45

 St. Thomas Police Services, St. Thomas Police Services 2008 Annual Report; Sudbury Community Foundation, 

Greater Sudbury's Vital Signs 2009. 
46

 St. Thomas Police Service figures are used as a proxy for rates for Elgin County, as the area is served by a number 

of different law enforcement services. 
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Property Crime 

There were 1455 property crime charges laid in 2008, a rate of 1615 per 100,000 persons, 

which was about two thirds of the provincial average of 2530 per 100,000 persons. 

Health Indicators: 

Table: Information from Statistics Canada Health Profile, Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 82-228-XWE 

Table: Information from Statistics Canada Health Profile, Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 82-228-XWE 
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Seniors: 

The County of Elgin provides care for seniors at three long term care homes: Bobier Villa in Dutton, Elgin 

Manor in St. Thomas, and Terrace Lodge in Aylmer. 47 There are at least seven retirement homes in Elgin 

County48, and several apartments with supports for more independent seniors. Adult Day Programs are 

run at various locations. For specific information, consult the Community Care Access Centre at 

http://www.ccac-ont.ca/ or by phone at 519-631-9907.  

 

 

                                                           
47

 County of Elgin, <http://www.elgin-county.on.ca> 
48

 “Retirement Residents”, The Health Line, <http://thehealthline.ca/listServices.aspx?id=307>, 2010 

Table: Information from Statistics Canada Health Profile, Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 82-228-XWE 
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Appendix A: Map of Low-income Rates in Elgin County 

 

Source: Mapping Opportunities for Physical Activity and Healthy Eating in Elgin-St. Thomas (Report). 

Reprinted with permission from Elgin-St. Thomas Public Health. 

 

 

Appendix B: Low-income Measures 

There have been many measures developed to quantify assess a person or household as poor 

or non-poor. Canada has not officially embraced any measure of poverty as an official measure, 

however Statistics Canada had developed the before-tax and after-tax Low-income Cut Offs 

(LICOs) and the post-tax Low-income Measure (LIM); and Human Resources and Skills 

Development Canada (now Human Resources Development Canada) developed the Market 

Basket Measure (MBM) to measure low-income. These are the three most commonly used 

measures of low-income in the country. 
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Relative Measures of Low Income 

 

LICO 

The Low-income Cut Off (LICO) has been used in Canada since 1967, when Statistics Canada 

first released it in its analysis of the 1961 census data (self-reported 1960 income data).  This 

measure reports the income level at which a certain size and composition of family will spend 

twenty percentage points more of their household income on food, clothing, footwear and 

shelter than the average family. LICOs are, in effect, measures of proportionate expenditure 

disparity rather than of low income.  

LICOs are calculated based on data about the spending habits of Canadians. This was first 

collected through the Family Expenditure Survey (FAMEX), which was later modified and 

renamed the Survey of Household Spending (SHS).  The latest set of expenditure data that the 

LICO uses as its base is from 1992. LICOs were initially only calculated based on before-tax 

income, but since 1971 they have also been calculated based on after-tax income.  

LICOs are calculated for five different categories of community size and seven categories of 

family size.   

LIM 

The Low Income Measure (LIM) was developed in 1991, as a more ‘pure’ relative measure of 

low income.  It represents one half of median post-tax income adjusted for the number of 

adults and children in the family. Unlike the LICO, this measure is not adjusted for differences in 

community size.  

Adjustment for family sizes is done based on the number of adults and number of children in 

the household, rather than referring to the LIM for each category of family size (as is done for 

the LICO). LIM values are calculated using the following equivalence scale: 

• the oldest person in the family receives a factor of 1.0; 

• the second oldest person in the family receives a factor of 0.4; 

• all other family members aged 16 and over each receive a factor of 0.4 

• all other family members under age 16 receive a factor of 0.3.  

These equivalence values are used to determine where a family fits within the LIM structure. 

Essentially, given the LIM value (low income threshold) for a single person household, the low 

income threshold for any household can be calculated for households up to six persons using 

the equivalency scale. 
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LIMs are calculated for both before-tax income and for after-tax income.  

Absolute Measures of Poverty 

Absolute measures of poverty establish a certain income level as necessary to provide a basic 

standard of living. Any income level beyond a certain threshold is seen as adequate or more 

than adequate to provide basic necessities, while an income level below that threshold is 

understood to be below that which is needed to provide for the basic necessities (i.e., below 

the poverty line).  

MBM 

The Market Basket Measure (MBM) was developed in 2003 by the Department of Human 

Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC), now known as Human Resources 

Development Canada (HRDC). This measure was developed by assessing the costs of what were 

considered essential goods and services, and the MBM thresholds take into account community 

size, location, and household size and composition.  

The MBM was developed to go beyond a subsistence standard of living by incorporating in its 

measure costs for the kinds of resources that are required for a family to participate in the 

community.  It is designed to complement the LICO and the LIM.  

The MBM incorporates a “basket” of goods and services that include: food for a nutritious diet 

(using the 1998 Health Canada Nutritious Food Basket as a base), clothing for work and social 

occasions (as defined by the Social Planning Council of Winnipeg’s 2000 Acceptable Living Level 

clothing list), housing (the median rental unit in each community size in each province and 

territory), basic transportation for work/school/shopping and participation in community 

activities (transportation, using public transportation if available in a community), and to pay 

for other necessary expenses.  The “other necessary expenses” are derived using data from the 

SHS: the average total annual expenditures on these “other expenses” are a proportion of 

expenditures on food and clothing for families in the second lowest decile of after-tax income.  

The MBM uses data on prices of a basket and does not reflect expenditures.  Rather, it 

represents the costs seen as necessary to provide a basic standard of living outside of what 

might be considered poverty. It does not reflect actual expenditures of people, meaning that if 

households have other necessary expenses that might put them into a position where they 

could be considered “poor,” the MBM may not necessarily find them to be earning less than 

what’s required to provide that basic market basket. 

The MBM is calculated for each province, for particular large cities in those provinces, and then 

for areas within certain population boundaries within those provinces. This makes it far more 

sensitive to the economies of different political geographies. ,  
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The MBM is based on disposable income after taxes, payroll taxes, and other mandatory payroll 

deductions (e.g., pension plan).   

The MBM is also calculated for a reference family of two adults and two children.   

Considerations with Measures of Low Income 

 

LICOs   

There are reasons for and against the use of LICOs as a measure of low income.  

PROS: 

• LICOs have the longest history of any low income measure produced by Statistics 

Canada, and you can therefore examine long-term trends using readily available LICOs. 

• LICOs are also a commonly used measure in social research, and are therefore readily 

understood. 

• LICOs are related to housing cost proportion relative to the average housing cost 

proportion. So, if you’re looking at describing low income in terms of relative proportion of 

housing cost, LICO is the appropriate measure to use. 

CONS: 

• LICOs incorrectly assume that communities of comparable size have costs of living of 

comparable magnitude. This can pose significant problems in terms of reliability as a low 

income measure. For example, while Vancouver and Montréal are both cities in the highest 

community category, rents and goods pricing are not consistent between the two cities, with 

the average rent in Vancouver being substantially higher than the average rent in Montréal 

(average rent in Vancouver is $975 , compared to $650 in the Montréal CMA ). The basic needs 

costs of any family in Vancouver would be substantially higher than the basic needs costs of a 

comparable family in Montréal. 

• We know that there is appreciable variability between housing costs in different 

communities, which means that although LICOs are the same for cities in the same size 

category, they aren’t necessarily comparable in terms of accounting for proportionate housing 

costs. 

• Spending patterns may have substantially changed since 1992, so that base year might 

be producing measures that already incorporate error. 
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• Housing expense proportion disparity does not necessarily equal low income. 

LIM 

Considerations when using the LIM: 

• The before and after tax LIMs are more appropriate measures of income disparity than 

the LICO, but may perhaps be poorer measures of the ability to subsist and thrive than LICOs.  

• The LIM only reflects conditions where a household income equals less than 50% of the 

household income of similar family.  

• The LIM is still a relative measure. That is to say, it tells nothing about what kind of 

income is actually required to subsist and thrive out of poverty.  

MBM 

Considerations when using the MBM: 

• The MBM provides a threshold that suggests whether a household’s disposable income 

is sufficient or insufficient to provide a basic expected standard of living. Disposable income is 

not necessarily an easy thing to determine given a household’s income. 

• The MBM is calculated for a reference family of two adults and two children. This is not 

representative of many households that may experience low-income or material and social 

deprivation. 

• The MBM was designed to complement other measures, not replace them. 

Recommendation: 

In order to get a more comprehensive picture of low income, income inequality, and material 

and social deprivation in any Canadian community, it may be necessary to consider all three of 

the measures presented above in concert with one another.  
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