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Data brief: Personal debt in Atlantic Canada

Inequality and Personal Debt in Atlantic Canada
Like most other parts of the world, Atlantic Canada is characterized by social inequality. Stagnating real wages, rising costs 
of living, and economic restructuring have triggered growing demands for a living wage, investment in public services and 
tax fairness (Conference Board of Canada, 2017; Saulnier 2018, 2019). There is considerable academic and public discourse 
about economic insecurity, but it focuses on income and expenditures, devoting comparatively less attention to how per-
sonal debt affects social inequality and the well-being of people and households in the region. 

In fact, the last comprehensive study of debt in Atlantic Canada was released over a decade ago in 2008. In its report, GPI 
Atlantic concluded that Atlantic Canadian households were accumulating debt at a rate faster than the national average, 
that a greater proportion of households in the region were in debt compared to other Canadian regions, and that the gap 
between asset and debt growth was highest in the region (Tran and Coleman 2008). This suggests that debt is a very im-
portant factor shaping Atlantic livelihoods.

During the spring of 2019, the Rural Futures Research Centre conducted a regional telephone survey of 1277 residents in 
all four provinces of Atlantic Canada (Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, Newfoundland and New Brunswick). The survey 
asked questions about work, employment, livelihood and community as part of a multi-year research project focused on 
generations and work in the region. Included in the survey was a segment about personal debt, wherein participants were 
asked whether or not they had personal debt, what kind of debt, their main source of debt, the amount owed, and estimat-
ed time for repayment. The findings from this segment of the survey, and the relationships to other aspects of community 
and work life are presented here. 

Results from the RFRC’s 2019 Survey of Atlantic Canadian Communities
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Survey Results: Personal Debt Levels and Sources

Of the participants surveyed, 65% reported having some form of personal debt which they were partially or fully responsi-
ble for paying off (see Figure 1). Excluding mortgages, the largest proportion of respondents said their main source of debt 
was a car loan or car payment (41.4%), followed by bank line of credit or bank loan (37.6%) (see Figure 2). 

Source: Seeing A Future Dataset 2019
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Of those respondents who reported having some debt, the greatest proportion (42%) said they owed between $5,000 to 
$24,999 (Figure 3). Another 24.9% said they currently owe $25,000 to $49,000. Among respondents who reported having 
personal debt, almost half (49.6%) estimated that they would be able to repay their debts (excluding mortgages) in the 
next 1-5 years. Another 20.7% estimated repaying their personal debt in the next 5-10 years, and 19.6% estimated they 
would be able to repay it in less than one year. 

Source: Seeing A Future Dataset 2019



3

Table 1: Personal Debt & Employment Status 
Personal debt

Currently employed Yes No Total 

Yes 81.9% 18.1% 100%

No 51.4% 48.6% 100%

Total 65.4% 34.6% 100%

n= 1249

Relatedly, when examining differences in full time and part-time employment, a larger percentage of Atlantic Canadians 
who reported working at a full-time job had personal debt (84.9%) compared to those who worked part time (73.5%). In 
Table 2, respondents’ plans to move from their current community are linked to having personal debt. A higher percentage 
of respondents who had personal debt answered “yes” or “maybe” to planning to leave their community (41%) than those 
who reported having no debt (29.2%). 

Table 2: Personal Debt and Plans to Leave Community 

Plans to Leave Community

Personal debt Yes/Maybe No Total 

Yes 41.0% 59.0% 100%

No 29.8% 70.8% 100%

Total 65.4% 34.6% 100%

n= 1249

Similarly, a higher percentage of respondents who reported having personal debt agreed that they had thought seriously 
about moving away to earn more money (13%) than those who reported no personal debt (7.2%). Certainly, there is a 
correlation with age here—older respondents are less likely to imagine moving away, and they are also less likely to have 
debts (see below).

Responses about personal debt were also linked to the community type that respondents currently reside in (i.e. urban, 
suburban or rural). Although there was little variation of reported personal debt across the three community types, there 
were some differences between urban, rural and suburban respondents’ main sources of debt (excluding mortgages). For 
example, when asked about main source of debt, 47.5% of rural respondents reported a car payment or car loan; while 
48.8% of suburban respondents, and 40.1% of urban respondents reported a bank line of credit or loan as their main 
source of debt. 

As shown in Table 3, the likelihood of having personal debt is linked to age. Respondents in their thirties and forties were 
most likely to report personal debt (85.3%), compared to younger respondents (62.5%) and those in their fifties and sixties 
(68.4%).  Only 43% of participants who were 70 and over reported having personal debt. 

Survey Results: Who Owes? 
Those who reported having debt were different from those who did not, in some noteworthy ways. For instance, as Table 
1 below shows, the majority of those who were employed during the survey had some form of personal debt (81.9%), 
whereas those who were not employed (including retirees), just a little over half (51.4%) had personal debt. 

Source: Seeing A Future Dataset 2019

Source: Seeing A Future Dataset 2019
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Table 3: Age and Debt 
Personal debt

Age Yes No Total 

16-29 62.5% 37.5% 100%

30-49 85.3% 14.7% 100%

50-69 68.4% 31.6% 100%

70 and over 43.0% 57.0% 100%
Total 65.4% 34.6% 100%

n=1249

Summary
Personal debt is an important component shaping Atlantic Canadians’ finances and livelihoods. Who has debt and what 
kind of debt are affected by geographic and demographic factors like, the type of communities we live in, our employment 
status, and age. Debt can also play a role in our plans and decisions to stay or leave our current communities. Therefore, 
further research on personal debt can provide a better understanding of social inequality in the region and provide insight 
into the various and unique economic challenges for Atlantic Canadians and their livelihoods. 

Source: Seeing A Future Dataset 2019

References
Conference Board of Canada. 2018. How Canada Performs. Accessed September 27th, 2019 at https://www.conference-

board.ca/hcp/provincial/society.aspx

Saulnier, Christine. 2018. “Working for a Living, Not Living for Work: Living Wages in the Maritimes 2018.” Report pre-
pared for the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives. Nova Scotia. Retrieved September 16th, 2019 from (https://
www.policyalternatives.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/Nova%20Scotia%20Office/2019/05/Living%20
wage%20for%20St%20Johns.pdf). 

Saulnier, Christine. 2019. “A Living Wage for St. John’s, Newfoundland and Labrador.” Report prepared for the Canadian 
Centre for Policy Alternatives. Nova Scotia. Retrieved September 16th, 2019 from (https://www.policyalternatives.
ca/sites/default/files/uploads/publications/Nova%20Scotia%20Office/2019/05/Living%20wage%20for%20St%20
Johns.pdf). 

Tran, Kimberley and Ronald Colman. 2008. “Financial Security and Debt in Atlantic Canada.” Report prepared for GPI 
Atlantic. Nova Scotia. 

This research was supported by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada


