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This analysis note focuses on people in the middle class, i.e., those with an after-tax 
income of between 75% and 200% of the median adjusted household income. More 
specifically, it paints a portrait of the middle class and its evolution over the past 50 
years, in Quebec and Canada.

•	 If market income alone was considered, the number of people belonging to the 
middle class would have declined over the past 50 years. Instead, government 
transfers and taxation have enabled the middle class to grow in Quebec, with 
66.8% of the population belonging to it in 2022, compared with 63.2% in 1976. 

•	 Quebec stands out among Canadian provinces for the size of its middle class. 

•	 In Canada, where the effects of government transfers and taxation are generally 
lower, the size of the middle class has remained stable over the period under 
review (around 63%). 

•	 Contrary to popular belief, the disposable income of the middle class has risen 
sharply (+50%) since the early 2000s, even when inflation is taken into account. 
This phenomenon has been observed in both Quebec and Canada.

•	 More people per household need to work to maintain middle-class living 
standards. Although the number of people per household is falling, the number of 
people with employment income per household is rising. 

•	 The face of the middle class is diversifying. The couple-with-children model is no 
longer as predominant. More single-parent families have entered the middle class, 
supported by more generous family allowances. 

•	 The middle class is aging at the same rate as the population, but it is also making 
way for young people (under 35) who have improved their chances of joining it.

•	 Increasingly, women are taking on the role of main household breadwinner. In 
Quebec, 62% of households whose main breadwinner was a woman were middle-
class in 2022, compared with 53% in 1976. A similar trend can be observed in 
Canada. 

•	 Immigrants today have as much chance of joining the middle class as native  
Canadians. 

Highlights 

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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•	 The educational level of the middle 
class is on the rise. The proportion of 
people with a university degree has 
doubled between 2000 and 2022. 

•	 Every second middle-class person 
now lives in a major urban centre. In 
rural areas, a significant proportion 
of the population has joined the 
middle class.

•	 Home ownership remains a hallmark 
of the middle class. In 1976, 76% 
of middle-class Canadians were 
homeowners. By 2022, this had risen 
to 79.1%. 

•	 Among renters, the probability of 
being middle class has gone down. 

•	 While managers are over-represented 
among the privileged class, the 
professional profile of the middle 
class appears diversified.

•	 Middle-class debt levels rose 
sharply between 1999 and 2019. The 
proportion of debt to disposable 
income for middle-class households 
rose from 82% to 120% in Quebec, 
and from 99% to 167% in Canada.

•	 The tax burden on the middle class 
has risen slightly. In Quebec, while 
income tax represented 15.6% of 
total adjusted income for the middle 
class in 1976, it rose to 17.6% in 2022.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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This analysis note is the second in a series exploring the middle classes in Quebec 
and Canada1. While the first note offers an overview of the knowledge surrounding 
the concept of the middle classes, this note aims to paint a portrait of this social class 
and its evolution over the past 50 years (1976 to 2022). 

The nature of this exercise inevitably requires a choice be made as to the definition 
of the concept under study. As highlighted in the first note of this series, it is not easy 
to make such a choice. While the concept of the middle class is often evoked in the 
public arena, there is no consensus as to its definition2 . A multitude of approaches, 
some economic, some sociological, others based on self-identification, seem to 
coexist in the literature.3

For the purposes of this report, we have chosen the definition used by the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in its most 
recent publications on the subject4, i.e., people whose income after taxes and 
government transfers is between 75% and 200% of the median adjusted household 
income. Adjusted household income takes into account the pooling of resources and 
economies of scale achieved by larger households. To obtain the adjusted household 
income, the sum of the incomes of all household members is divided by the square 
root of the household size.

The median is the midpoint of the distribution, dividing the population into two equal 
groups. It is preferable to using the mean, which is more sensitive to extreme values.

1. Data for Canada includes Quebec. 
2. The literature generally refers to “the middle classes” rather than “the middle class” to reflect the plurality 
of definitions. This note uses the term “middle class” as it presents a portrait corresponding to a precise 
definition. 
3. Roberson Edouard (2024). The Middle Classes in Canada and Quebec, Montréal, Observatoire québécois 
des inégalités. 
4. OECD (2019). Under pressure: the shrinking middle class. OECD Publishing. 

Introduction

This portrait focuses on 
the middle class, defined 
as those with an after-tax 
income of between 75% 
and 200% of the median 
adjusted household 
income.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
https://observatoiredesinegalites.com/en/the-middle-classes-in-canada-and-quebec/
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/under-pressure-the-squeezed-middle-class_689afed1-en.html
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This classic approach, widely used in international 
comparisons, has a number of advantages, not least of which is 
the ability to study changes in the middle class over time. The 
concept of income also facilitates the use of a large number 
of databases, with sample sizes that facilitate more in-depth 
analyses. As the main determinant of consumer spending, 
income also reveals a great deal about the standard of living of 
different social classes.

This note is based on an analysis of Statistics Canada survey 
data5:

•	 Survey of Consumer Finances;

•	 Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics;

•	 Canadian Income Survey;

•	 Survey of Financial Security.

5. This portrait presents the results of descriptive analyses carried out on 
microdata files in the laboratories of the Quebec Interuniversity Centre for 
Social Statistics. Only statistically significant differences and variations are 
commented on in the text of this note.  

To show the evolution of the middle class, this portrait 
presents data according to three cross-sections: 1976, 2000 and 
2022, where possible. The choice of these comparison years, 
which span an interval of almost 50 years, is explained by the 
availability of data: the oldest year of data available (1976) and 
the most recent year (2022), to which an intermediate year 
(2000) has been added. 

This panorama of the middle class provides an analysis of the 
socio-economic characteristics of the people who make up 
the middle class. It is an additional tool for the analysis kit on 
social inequalities in Quebec and Canada.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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In 2022, 66.8% of the Quebec population had an income after taxes and government 
transfers between 75% and 200% of the adjusted median household income, i.e., 
between $40,997 and $109,324. 

In Canada, 62.9% of the population fit this definition. As the median adjusted after-
tax income was higher in Canada than in Quebec in 2022 ($57,726 vs. $54,662), the 
thresholds for entering and exiting the middle class were also higher, at $43,295 and 
$115,452. 

The boundaries of the middle class vary according to household size. For example, 
a family comprising a couple with two children is made up of 4 people. The after-tax 
income of all household members must therefore be between $81,993 and $218,648 
in Quebec, and between $86,589 and $230,904 in Canada, for this household to be 
considered middle class.  

Table 1. Middle-class entry and exit thresholds based on after-tax income in 
Québec and Canada, 2022

Quebec Canada

Household 
size

Entry 
threshold

Exit 
threshold

Entry 
threshold

Exit 
threshold

Adjusted income $40,997 $109,324 $43,295 $115,452

Unadjusted income

Single person 1 $40,997 $109,324 $43,295 $115,452
Couple without children 2 $57,978 $154,607 $61,228 $163,274
Couple with 1 child 3 $71,008 $189,355 $74,988 $199,969
Couple with 2 children 4 $81,993 $218,648 $86,589 $230,904
Couple with 3 children 5 $91,671 $244,456 $96,809 $258,159
Single-parent family with 1 child 2 $57,978 $154,607 $61,228 $163,274
Single-parent family with 2 children 3 $71,008 $189,355 $74,988 $199,969
Single-parent family with 3 children 4 $81,993 $218,648 $86,589 $230,904

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Canadian Income Survey.

The middle 
class in 
Quebec and 
Canada in 
2022

Nearly two out of three 
people were middle class 
in 2022.   

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Changes in 
social class 
size

The size of the middle 
class remained stable in 
Canada, but increased in 
Quebec.

Contrary to the sense of downgrading felt by some members of the middle class6, 
the proportion of people belonging to the middle class has not regressed. On the 
contrary, while in Quebec the middle class accounted for 63.2% of the population in 
1976, by 2022 this proportion had risen to 66.8%. This represents an increase of 3.6 
percentage points or 5.7%. This increase was offset by a reduction in the size of the 
underprivileged and advantaged classes. Between 1976 and 2022, these classes fell 
from 30.2% to 27.6%, and from 6.5% to 5.6%, respectively, of the population. 

This increase in the size of the middle class has not, however, been observed in 
Canada as a whole, where the share of the population belonging to the middle class 
first fell from 63.6% in 1976 to 60.9% in 2000, then recovered to 62.9% in 2022. 

Figure 1. Evolution of the share of the population in each social class

 
Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour 
and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

6. Isabelle Maréchal (2022). Les moyens de la classe moyenne, documentary, Iprod inc. Canada. 

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Contribution 
of government 
transfers and 
taxation

Without redistribution, the 
middle class would have 
shrunk in Quebec and Canada.

Government transfers and taxation play a key role in stabilizing the size of the 
middle class. If market income alone was considered, the proportion of middle-
class households in Quebec would have fallen from 54% in 1976 to 48% in 2022. 
In Canada, this proportion would have fallen from 56% to 49%.

If we consider total income, adding provincial and federal government transfers 
(e.g. family allowances, solidarity tax credit, GST credit, etc.) to market income, 
the share of the population belonging to the middle class remains fairly stable 
over the period. 

Finally, when income taxes are taken into account, the size of the middle class 
increases. In Quebec, it rises from 63% in 1976 to 67% in 2022. Government 
transfers and taxation also have a positive impact on the size of the Canadian 
middle class. However, the size of the middle class, based on after-tax income, 
declines between 1976 and 2022.

 

Figure 2. Share of middle-class population by income type

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of 
Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Overall, redistribution favours the 
middle class, whose size increases, 
and the underclass, whose proportion 
decreases. It also reduces the size of the 
privileged class. 

The effect of government intervention 
on the size of social classes is growing 
in Canada and Quebec. The level of 
redistribution was greater in 2022 than 
it was in 1976. In 1976, redistribution 
increased the size of the middle class 
by 9.2 percentage points (p.p.) in 
Quebec and 8.1 p.p. in Canada. In 2022, 
government transfers and taxation 
increased the size of the middle class 
by 18.6 p.p. in Quebec and 14.1 p.p. in 
Canada. 

The effect of government transfers and 
taxation is much more marked in Quebec 
than in Canada, which explains why a 
higher proportion of the population were 
middle class in this province in 2000 and 
2022. 

Figure 3. Effect of government transfers and taxation on social class size (in 
percentage points)

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour 
and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Canada-wide 
comparison

Quebec’s middle class 
stands out in Canada.

If we compare the size of the middle class from one Canadian province to another, 
we find that Quebec and Prince Edward Island have the largest middle classes, 
proportionally speaking. The disadvantaged and advantaged classes are also smaller. 

Conversely, in Ontario, British Columbia and Alberta, the middle class makes up the 
smallest proportion of the population, while the underclass is the largest. The greater 
impact of redistribution through government transfers and taxation in Quebec 
explains this positioning. 

Excluding Quebec, the middle class would represent 62.4% of the population of the 
other Canadian provinces in 2022.

Figure 4. Size of social classes in Canadian provinces, 2022

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Canadian Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Across Canada, over 60% of the middle 
class is located in Ontario (38%) and 
Quebec (23.8%). This concentration 
of Canadian middle-class people in 
these provinces is explained by their 
significant demographic weight, these 
being the most populous provinces in 
the country. However, middle-class 
people are over-represented in Quebec 
(+1.2 percentage points) in relation to 
the province’s demographic weight, 
and under-represented in Ontario 
(-1.2 p.p.). Conversely, people in the 
underprivileged and advantaged classes 
are under-represented in Quebec (-1.6 
p.p. and -4.4 p.p. respectively), while 
they are over-represented in Ontario 
(+1.5 p.p. and +4.2 p.p.). 

Table 2. Social class distribution in each Canadian province, 2022

Province Demographic 
weight

Underprivileged 
class

Middle 
class

Privileged 
class

Ontario 39.2% 40.7% 38.0% 43.4%

Quebec 22.5% 20.9% 23.8% 18.1%

British Columbia 13.6% 13.8% 13.4% 14.2%

Alberta 11.8% 11.8% 11.7% 13.1%

Manitoba 3.5% 3.4% 3.5% 3.0%

Saskatchewan 3.0% 3.0% 3.0% 2.5%

Nova Scotia 2.6% 2.6% 2.6% 2.3%

New Brunswick 2.1% 2.1% 2.1% 1.8%

Newfoundland 
and Labrador 1.4% 1.4% 1.4% 1.2%

Prince Edward Island 0.4% 0.4% 0.5% 0.3%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Canadian Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Middle-class 
profile

Number of persons per household
The number of people per middle-class household is falling. 

While true that the number of people per middle-class household in Quebec and Canada 
exceeds that of households in the underprivileged and advantaged classes both in 1976 
and 2022, overall household size has decreased over the period. In 1976, middle-class 
households in Quebec and Canada averaged 4 persons. By 2022, this average had fallen to 
3.3 in Quebec and 3.5 in Canada. 

This trend follows that of the overall population in Quebec and Canada, where the average 
number of people per household has been declining since the 1950s7. This phenomenon is 
explained by the growth in the number of one- and two-person households.

  

Figure 5. Change in average number of persons per household by social class

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and 
Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

7. Statistics Canada (2024). The shift to smaller households over the past century, Catalogue no. 11-630-X.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Household type
The middle class is diversifying,  
with more and more single-parent families joining its ranks. 

The profile of Quebec and Canadian households has changed significantly over the 
last few decades. In particular, there has been a considerable reduction in the number 
of couples with children, an increase in the number of childless couples, and a rise in 
single-person households. 

Table 3. Population distribution by household type

Quebec Canada

1976 2022 Variance 
(p.p.) 1976 2022 Variance 

(p.p.)

Single persons 5.2% 15.5% 10.4 5.8% 12.1% 6.2

Couples without children 19.4% 31.5% 12.1 20.9% 31.4% 10.5

Couples with children 61.1% 33.8% -27.3 59.3% 34.7% -24.6

Single-parent families 4.1% 6.0% 1.8 4.0% 5.3% 1.4

Other 10.2% 13.2% 3.0 10.0% 16.5% 6.5

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances and Canadian 
Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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These changes in household composition have influenced the profile of the middle class. Whereas almost two out of every three 
middle-class households in Canada in 1976 consisted of a couple with children, the face of the middle class has greatly diversified 
over time. By 2022, only 38.1% of middle-class households in Canada corresponded to this model, with a similar proportion in 
Quebec. The proportion of single-parent families in the middle class, meanwhile, has jumped by more than 50% in both Quebec 
and Canada. 

Figure 6. Composition of the middle class by household type

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Relative to their demographic weight, single people and single-parent families are under-represented in the Quebec 
and Canadian middle classes. However, there has been a marked reduction in the under-representation of single-parent 
families among this social class. The representation gap has gone from -52.5% in 1976 to -22.4% in 2022, in Quebec, and 
from -58.2% to -35.6% in Canada over the same period.

Conversely, the over-representation of couples with children in the middle class has increased. In Quebec, the 
representation gap has jumped from +4.6% in 1976 to +14.1% in 2022. 

Figure 7. Gap in representation for each household type of people in the middle class compared with the 
population as a whole

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, 
Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Overall, households with children have improved their chances of joining the middle class. This is 
particularly true for single-parent families. In 1976, 69% of single-parent families in Quebec were 
underprivileged, and only 30% belonged to the middle class. In 2022, the majority of single-parent 
families (52%) were middle-class. A significant proportion of couples with children have also moved 
from the underclass into the middle class. A similar phenomenon has been observed in Canada, but on a 
smaller scale. 

Table 4. Distribution of household types within each social class, Quebec

Household type Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged 

class Total

Single persons

2022 54% 44% 2% 100%

2000 55% 42% 4% 100%

1976 56% 41% 3% 100%

Couples without children

2022 21% 70% 10% 100%

2000 21% 67% 11% 100%

1976 22% 66% 12% 100%

Couples with children

2022 19% 76% 5% 100%

2000 23% 71% 6% 100%

1976 29% 66% 5% 100%

Single-parent families

2022 48% 52% 0% 100%

2000 55% 45% 0% 100%

1976 69% 30% 1% 100%

Other

2022 26% 70% 4% 100%

2000 27% 69% 4% 100%

1976 25% 66% 10% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and 
Canadian Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Table 5. Distribution of household types within each social class, Canada

Household type Year Underprivileged 
class

Middle 
class

Privileged 
class Total

Single persons
2022 55% 41% 4% 100%

2000 57% 39% 4% 100%

1976 52% 43% 5% 100%

Couples without children
2022 21% 67% 12% 100%

2000 23% 65% 12% 100%

1976 24% 64% 13% 100%

Couples with children
2022 25% 69% 6% 100%

2000 28% 66% 6% 100%

1976 27% 69% 4% 100%

Single-parent families

2022 59% 40% 1% 100%

2000 61% 38% 1% 100%

1976 72% 27% 1% 100%

Other

2022 30% 65% 6% 100%

2000 28% 64% 8% 100%

1976 28% 60% 12% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and 
Canadian Income Survey.
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Purchasing power
Contrary to popular belief, the purchasing power of the middle class has increased. 

In Quebec and Canada, household disposable income has risen sharply since the early 2000s. After a slight decline between 1976 
and 1996, adjusted median after-tax income - i.e., disposable income that takes household size into account - has risen by around 
50% over the past 20 years, adjusted for inflation.

This phenomenon is not unrelated to the decline in household size. Declining fertility rates or the absence of children at home - 
whether because household members have never had children or because they have fewer - play an important role. 8

Household disposable income is therefore divided, over the years, by a decreasing number of household members, which partly 
explains the rise in living standards. Household living standards also depend on the number of providers in the household, so the 
increased participation of women in the workforce has contributed to this increase in purchasing power.

Purchasing power is the ability to buy goods and services with one’s total income. It therefore depends on two elements: income 
and prices. Purchasing power can be measured by adjusting disposable income to price trends. This is done in Figures 8 and 9. 

Figure 8. Adjusted median after-tax income (constant 2022 dollars)

Source: Statistics Canada. Table 11-10-0193-01 Upper income limit, income share and average market-adjusted income, total and after-tax, by income decile.

8. Statistics Canada (2024), op. cit.
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The purchasing power of the middle class has also increased. In Quebec, the average adjusted after-tax 
income of the middle class has risen from $44,800 in 1976 to $65,081 in 2022 (in constant 2022 dollars), an 
increase of 45%. In Canada, while it was $46,605 in 1976, it reached $69,762 in 2022, an increase of 50%.

Figure 9. Adjusted average after-tax income for the middle class (constant 2022 dollars)

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and 
Canadian Income Survey.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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The share of income captured by the middle class has also risen in Quebec, while it 
has fallen slightly in Canada. In the province, it represented 69.4% of adjusted after-
tax income in 1976, compared with 72.4% in 2022. Conversely, the share of adjusted 
after-tax income captured by the privileged class fell from 16.4% to 14% over the 
same period. 

In Canada, it is those in this wealthier class who have increased their share of income, 
to the detriment of the middle class. Once again, the effect of government transfers 
and taxation plays an important role. 

Figure 10. Evolution of the share of income captured by each social class

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour 
and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Number of earners per household
More people need to work in every household 
to maintain middle-class living standards. 

Among middle-class households, there has been a slight increase in the average number of people with 
employment income. In Quebec, this number has risen from 2.0 in 1976 to 2.1 in 2022, and in Canada, from 2.1 
to 2.3. This growth may seem small, but the analysis must take into account the reduction in household size. 
So, even though the number of people per household is falling (the average has gone from 4 to 3.3 in Quebec 
and from 4 to 3.5 in Canada), the average number of people with employment income is rising within the 
middle class. 

Figure 11. Change in average number of people with employment income per household by social class

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian 
Income Survey.
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This growth stems mainly from couple households with children, where the average number of people with employment income 
has risen from 2.1 in 1976 to 2.6 in 2022 in Quebec (and 2.5 in Canada). This may be explained by the increasing participation of 
women in the workforce, as well as by the rising proportion of young adults living with their parents9.

More providers are therefore needed in each household to maintain middle-class living standards.

Figure 12. Change in average number of earners per middle-class household by household type

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics 
Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and 
Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

9. Battams, N., and Mathieu, S. (2024). Young adults are more likely to live with their parents than ever before. In Family Matters 2024, The Vanier Institute of the Family
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Age groups
The middle class is aging, but young people are also entering.

The middle class is keeping pace with the demographic changes in the population, and aging at the same rate. In 1976, more than 
one in two middle-class people were under 35. By 2022, this had dropped to 30.6% in Quebec and 32.7% in Canada. 

Over the same period, the average age of those in the middle class rose from 30 to 43. The proportion of the Quebec middle class 
aged 50 and over has more than doubled, from 17.7% in 1976 to 44.2% in 2022. A similar trend can be observed in Canada.

One reason for this is the aging of the baby-boomer cohort. In 1976, this cohort was aged between 11 and 30. By 2000, they were 
between 35 and 54, and by 2022, between 57 and 76.

Figure 13. Composition of the middle class by age group

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
Note: the analysis presents data for people aged 15 and over. 
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Compared to their demographic weight, people aged 65 and over are under-represented in the middle class. As income 
generally declines at retirement age, a significant number of seniors do not meet the income-based definition of the 
middle class. 

However, there has been a marked reduction in the under-representation of people aged 65 and over among the middle 
class. The representation gap has gone from -33.2% in 1976 to -18.7% in 2022 in Quebec, and from -41.0% to -14.5% in 
Canada.

There has also been an increase in the over-representation of people under 35 in the middle class. The representation 
gap has risen from +3.0% in 1976 to +9.2% in 2022 in Quebec, and from +3.9% to +6.3% in Canada.

Figure 14. Representation gap for each age group of middle-class people compared to the overall population

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
Note: the analysis presents data for people aged 15 and over. 
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People aged 65 and over have greatly improved their chances of joining the middle class. In 1976, 
the majority of people in this age group (56% in Quebec and 58% in Canada) were in the lower social 
class. In 2022, the majority of those aged 65 and over (54% in both Quebec and Canada) are more 
likely to be in the middle class. 

In Quebec, the proportion of middle-class people under 35 has also risen, from 65% in 1976 to 72% in 
2022. At the same time, the proportion of these people considered to be in the underprivileged class 
fell from 29% to 21% over the period. This phenomenon was not observed in Canada. 

Table 6. Distribution of age groups within each social class, Quebec

Age group Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged 

class Total

Under 35

2022 21% 72% 7% 100%

2000 26% 67% 7% 100%

1976 29% 65% 6% 100%

35 to 49 years old

2022 22% 72% 6% 100%

2000 25% 67% 8% 100%

1976 25% 66% 9% 100%

50 to 64 years

2022 25% 66% 9% 100%

2000 30% 60% 10% 100%

1976 28% 62% 10% 100%

65 and over

2022 44% 54% 2% 100%

2000 42% 55% 3% 100%

1976 56% 42% 2% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics 
and Canadian Income Survey.
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Table 7. Distribution of age groups within each social class, Canada

Age group Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged 

class Total

Under 35

2022 27% 66% 7% 100%

2000 30% 62% 8% 100%

1976 28% 66% 6% 100%

35 to 49 years old

2022 25% 67% 8% 100%

2000 27% 65% 9% 100%

1976 23% 68% 9% 100%

50 to 64 years

2022 27% 63% 10% 100%

2000 30% 60% 11% 100%

1976 27% 62% 10% 100%

65 and over

2022 41% 54% 5% 100%

2000 43% 53% 4% 100%

1976 58% 38% 4% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income 
Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Gender of the household’s main income earner
More and more women are taking on the role of main breadwinner 
in middle-class households, but there’s still room for improvement. 

The preponderance of men as the household’s main income earner is becoming less and less a feature of the 
middle class. In 1976, 87.1% of middle-class households in Quebec had a man as their main income earner. By 
2022, this proportion had fallen to 60.6%. A similar phenomenon can be observed in Canada, but on a smaller 
scale. From 88.6% in 1976, the proportion of middle-class households whose main income earner was a man 
had fallen to 63.7% by 2022. 

Figure 15. Composition of the middle class by gender of the household’s main income earner 

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian 
Income Survey.
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Relative to their demographic weight, people in households where the main income earner is a woman are under-
represented in the middle class. Although women remain under-represented, this gap has narrowed significantly 
since 1976, indicating progress towards greater economic parity. The representation gap has gone from -16.8% in 
1976 to -7.2% in 2022, in Quebec, and from -26.5% to -9%, in Canada, over the same period. 

Figure 16. Gender gap in the representation of the main household income earner of middle-class people 
compared with the population as a whole

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian 
Income Survey.

The probability of being middle class for households whose main income earner is a woman has also risen in 
Quebec. One in two (53%) households whose main income earner was a woman were middle-class in 1976, while 
this proportion had risen to 62% by 2022. Conversely, this group’s share of the underclass has fallen, from 42% in 
1976 to 34% in 2022. 

In Canada, the proportion of households in which the female partner the main breadwinner has also risen within 
the middle class, from 47% in 1976 to 57% in 2022.
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Table 8. Distribution of people by gender of the household’s main income earner within each social class, Quebec

Gender of main supporter Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged class Total

Man

2022 23% 70% 7% 100%

2000 21% 71% 8% 100%

1976 28% 65% 7% 100%

Woman

2022 34% 62% 4% 100%

2000 45% 50% 5% 100%

1976 42% 53% 5% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

Table 9. Gender distribution of the main income earner in each social class, Canada

Gender of main supporter Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged class Total

Man

2022 25% 67% 9% 100%

2000 24% 67% 9% 100%

1976 26% 67% 7% 100%

Woman

2022 37% 57% 5% 100%

2000 45% 49% 6% 100%

1976 48% 47% 6% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Immigration status
Immigrants today have as much chance of joining the middle class 
as people born in Canada.  

In both Canada and Quebec, the immigrant population increased significantly between 2000 and 2022. Not 
surprisingly, the proportion of the middle class with an immigrant background has risen sharply.  

Indeed, the share of middle-class immigrants more than doubled in Quebec between 2000 and 2020, rising from 
8.1% to 19%. This share also increased in Canada, from 18.7% to 24.1%. 

Figure 17. Composition of the middle class by immigration status

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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In relation to their demographic weight, immigrants have markedly improved their representation within the middle 
class in Quebec, where the representation gap has fallen from -22.2% in 2000 to -0.3% in 2022. In Canada, the 
representation gap, already smaller in 2000 at -2.8%, reached -0.9% in 2022. This means that immigrants were no 
longer under-represented in the middle class in 2022. 

Figure 18. Representation gap by immigration status of middle-class people compared to the overall population

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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The chances of being middle class for immigrants have also increased. In Quebec, nearly 
two-thirds (66%) of immigrants were middle class in 2022, compared with nearly half (49%) 
in 2000. This represents an increase of 17 percentage points. As a result, the chances of being 
part of the middle class are now virtually equivalent for an immigrant and a Canadian-born 
person (66.1% vs. 66.3% in Quebec, and 62.6% vs. 63.4% in Canada). 

Table 10. Distribution of people by immigration status within each social class, Quebec

Status Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged 

class Total

Immigrants 2022 29% 66% 5% 100%

2000 43% 49% 8% 100%

Native
2022 27% 66% 6% 100%

2000 28% 65% 7% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian 
Income Survey.

Table 11. Distribution of people by immigration status within each social class, Canada

Status Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged 

class Total

Immigrants 2022 31% 63% 7% 100%

2000 43% 49% 8% 100%

Native
2022 28% 63% 8% 100%

2000 31% 61% 8% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian 
Income Survey.
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Level of education
Middle-class education levels are on the rise.

Educational levels in Quebec and Canada increased between 2000 and 2022. The proportion of people with no diploma has 
halved, while the proportion with a university degree has doubled. 

This is reflected in the level of education of the middle class, which has risen sharply since the 2000s. The proportion of 
middle-class people with a university degree has doubled in both Quebec and Canada. At the same time, the proportion of 
middle-class people with no qualifications at all has fallen sharply. 

Figure 19. Composition of the middle class by level of education

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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In relation to their demographic weight, people without a degree are under-represented in the middle class, while those with a 
post-secondary or university degree are over-represented. We can see that the representation gap for people without a diploma 
widened in Quebec and Canada between 2000 and 2022, from -16.4% to -19.2% and from -16.4% to -18.5%, respectively

In Quebec, the over-representation of people with a university degree within the middle class has increased, from +3.1% in 2000 to 
+7.5% in 2022, while the representation gap has remained stable in Canada (+6.5%). 

Figure 20. Representation gap by highest level of education achieved by middle-class people compared to the general 
population

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

This phenomenon is partly explained by a weakening of the effect of a degree on the chances of belonging to the upper social 
classes. In Quebec, 22% of university graduates were in the privileged class in 2000. By 2022, this proportion had shrunk to the 
benefit of the middle class (+6 p.p.) and the underprivileged class (+4 p.p.). In Canada, the proportion of university graduates in 
the privileged class has fallen from 21% in 2000 to 14% in 2022, to the benefit of the middle class (+2 p.p.) and the underprivileged 
class (+5 p.p.).

15.2%
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Table 12. Distribution of people by highest level of education achieved within each social class, Quebec

Education level Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged class Total

No diploma
2022 44% 54% 2% 100%

2000 45% 53% 3% 100%

High school diploma
2022 32% 64% 4% 100%

2000 29% 65% 6% 100%

Post-secondary diploma
2022 25% 70% 4% 100%

2000 20% 73% 7% 100%

University degree
2022 17% 71% 12% 100%

2000 13% 65% 22% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

Table 13. Distribution of people by highest level of education achieved within each social class, Canada

Education level Year Underprivileged 
class Middle class Privileged class Total

No diploma
2022 45% 52% 3% 100%

2000 46% 51% 3% 100%

High school diploma
2022 33% 62% 5% 100%

2000 31% 62% 7% 100%

Post-secondary diploma
2022 28% 66% 6% 100%

2000 25% 67% 7% 100%

University degree
2022 19% 67% 14% 100%

2000 14% 65% 21% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Housing tenure
Home ownership is increasingly associated with middle-class status. 

In 1976, 76% of middle-class Canadian households were homeowners. By 2022, this figure had risen to 
79.1%. Despite the fact that access to home ownership is becoming increasingly difficult across the country, 
it’s clear that home ownership continues to be a defining characteristic of the middle class. In Quebec, the 
proportion of middle-class households that are homeowners remains lower than in Canada, but has also 
risen, from 66.1% in 1976 to 74.4% in 2022. 

Figure 21. Composition of the middle class by housing type

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and 
Canadian Income Survey.
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Home ownership has increased the most among people aged 65 and over. Among the middle class, 
the proportion of the population aged 65 and over who own their own home has risen from 58.4% in 
1976 to 81.2% in 2022 in Quebec, an increase of 39%, and from 75% to 88% in Canada. 

Among the population aged 35 to 49, the proportion of homeowners has fallen in the Canadian 
middle class, from 83% in 1976 to 78% in 2022. This phenomenon has not been observed in Quebec. 

Table 14. Proportion of middle-class people who own their home, by age group

Quebec Canada

1976 2022 Difference 
(%) 1976 2022 Difference 

(%)

Under 35 65% 71% +9% 73% 74% +1%

35 to 49 years old 71% 72% +2% 83% 78% -6%

50 to 64 years 67% 79% +18% 80% 84% +5%

65 and over 58% 81% +39% 75% 88% +16%

Total 66% 74% +13% 76% 79% +4%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics 
and Canadian Income Survey.
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The disparities between renters and homeowners are also widening. In relation to their demographic weight, homeowners are 
over-represented in the Quebec and Canadian middle classes. Conversely, renters are under-represented. 

This gap is widening in both Quebec and Canada. The gap in the representation of renters within the middle class has risen from 
-9.0% in 1976 to -21.7% in 2022 in Quebec, and from -15.6% to -24.9% in Canada.

Figure 22. Representation gap by housing tenure between middle class and total population

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

In Quebec, as in Canada, the chances of being part of the middle class are deteriorating for renters, while improving for 
homeowners. In Canada, 47% of renters were middle-class in 2022, compared with 54% in 1976. The proportion of renters 
belonging to the underprivileged class has risen from 42% in 1976 to 51% in 2022. By 2022, only 2% of renters will belong to the 
advantaged class. 
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Similar variations are observed in Quebec, where tenant status is increasingly associated with factors of disadvantage.10

Table 15. Distribution of people by housing tenure within each social class, Quebec

Occupancy mode Year Underprivileged class Middle class Privileged class Total

Owner

2022 18% 74% 8% 100%

2000 19% 72% 9% 100%

1976 25% 67% 8% 100%

Tenant

2022 46% 52% 1% 100%

2000 48% 49% 3% 100%

1976 39% 58% 3% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

Table 16. Distribution of people by housing tenure within each social class, Canada

Occupancy mode Year Underprivileged class Middle class Privileged class Total

Owner

2022 22% 69% 9% 100%

2000 24% 67% 10% 100%

1976 25% 68% 8% 100%

Tenant

2022 51% 47% 2% 100%

2000 51% 45% 4% 100%

1976 42% 54% 4% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

10. Jean-Pierre Lessard (2023). Le logement locatif au Québec - Proposition pour une offre de logements de qualité, diversifiée, et présent sur tout le territoire du Québec, 
Aviseo, for CORPIQ and SHQ. 
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Size of region of residence
The chances of being part of the middle class depend less and less 
on the size of the region in which you live.

In Quebec and Canada, the proportion of the population living in large urban centres increased between 1976 and 2022. 
Not surprisingly, a growing share of the middle-class population is found in these centres of over 500,000 inhabitants. The 
proportion of middle-class people living in rural areas increased from 15.5% in 1976 to 19.1% in 2022 in Quebec, and from 
14.4% to 17.2% in Canada. 

It’s in intermediate-sized urban centres (less than 500,000 inhabitants) that we find a decreasing share of middle-class 
people. This share has fallen by 25% in Quebec and 34% in Canada. 

Figure 23. Composition of the middle class by size of region of residence

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Whereas people living in rural areas were under-represented in the middle class in 1976 (-16.4% in Quebec and 
-22.1% in Canada), and people living in large urban centres were over-represented (+7.4% in Quebec and +5.2% 
in Canada), these differences in representation were practically non-existent in 2022. 

Figure 24. Representation gap by size of region of residence for middle-class people compared with the 
population as a whole

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian 
Income Survey.

Similarly, the chances of being middle class seem less and less influenced by the size of the region of residence. 
In 1976, in Quebec, one in two people living in rural areas (53%) belonged to the middle class. By 2022, it was two 
out of three (67%), a difference of 14 percentage points. As a result, the chances of being part of the middle class 
are now equivalent for a person living in a rural region and a person living in a large urban centre (67% in Quebec 
and 63% in Canada).

7.4%
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In Canada, the probability of belonging to the underprivileged class has increased for people living in an intermediate urban 
centre (less than 500,000 inhabitants) or a large urban centre (500,000 inhabitants or more). In 1976, 27% of people living in an 
intermediate urban centre were in the underprivileged class, compared with 31% in 2022. In large urban centres, the proportion of 
people in the underprivileged class has risen from 24% to 29%. This phenomenon was not observed in Quebec.

Table 17. Distribution of people by size of region of residence highest level of education attained within each social class, 
Quebec

Size of region Year Underprivileged class Middle class Privileged class Total

Rural areas
2022 28% 67% 5% 100%
2000 34% 64% 2% 100%
1976 43% 53% 4% 100%

Urban centres of   0 to 
499,999 inhabitants

2022 29% 66% 5% 100%
2000 32% 63% 5% 100%
1976 30% 63% 7% 100%

Urban centres of 500,000 + 
inhabitants

2022 27% 67% 7% 100%
2000 27% 64% 9% 100%
1976 25% 68% 7% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

Table 18. Distribution of people by size of area of residence within each social class, Canada

Size of region Year Underprivileged class Middle class Privileged class Total

Rural area
2022 31% 63% 7% 100%
2000 42% 55% 3% 100%
1976 46% 50% 4% 100%

Urban centres of 0 to 
499,999 inhabitants

2022 31% 63% 5% 100%
2000 33% 61% 6% 100%
1976 27% 67% 6% 100%

Urban centres of 500,000 + 
inhabitants

2022 29% 63% 9% 100%
2000 27% 62% 11% 100%
1976 24% 67% 9% 100%

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Occupations
Managers are over-represented 
among the privileged class, but 
the professional profile of the 
middle class is diverse.

Like the general population, the 
occupations of middle-class people are 
varied. In 2000, one in four (25%) middle-
class Canadians and Quebecers worked 
in the sales or service sector. By 2022, 
this proportion had fallen to 22%. The 
business, finance and administration 
group is then among the most 
represented occupational groups among 
the middle class, followed by the trades, 
transport and machinery group. 

Between 2000 and 2022, the proportion 
of middle-class Quebecers and 
Canadians working in manufacturing 
and utilities (e.g. telephony, electricity, 
waterworks) declined, while the 
proportion working in the social 
sciences, education and public 
administration occupational group 
increased.

Table 19. Composition of the middle class by occupation

Quebec Canada

2000 2022 2000 2022
Management 7.5% 7.1% 8.1% 7.9%

Business, finance and administration 17.3% 16.3% 18.5% 16.4%

Natural and applied sciences 7.2% 9.1% 6.5% 8.6%

Health sector 6.1% 7.6% 5.2% 7.9%
Social sciences, education, public 
administration 6.1% 11.8% 6.7% 11.7%

Arts, culture, sports and leisure 3.1% 3.2% 3.0% 3.1%

Sales and service 24.9% 22.2% 25.1% 22.0%

Trades, transport and machinery 15.1% 15.7% 15.1% 15.7%

Natural resources and agriculture 2.7% 1.7% 3.3% 2.2%

Manufacturing and utilities 10.1% 5.4% 8.5% 4.6%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

Note: all categories exclude managers, who are included in the management group. 
Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and 
Canadian Income Survey.

Certain occupational groups are under-represented in relation to their demographic 
weight within the middle class. This is particularly true of managers and healthcare 
professionals, who are over-represented among the privileged class, and arts, culture, 
sports and recreation, sales and services, and natural resources and agriculture, who 
are over-represented among the underprivileged.
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In Quebec, while over-represented (+9.3%) among the middle class in 2000, arts, culture, sports and leisure occupations were 
under-represented (-5.4%) in 2022.

Figure 25. Representation gap by occupation for middle-class people compared with the population as a whole  

Note: all categories exclude managers, who are included in the management group. 
Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

-23.1%-24.4%
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As a result, the chances of being part 
of the Quebec middle class have 
deteriorated for occupations in the arts, 
culture, sports and leisure sector. In 
Quebec, 79% of people working in these 
professions were part of the middle 
class in 2000, whereas this figure fell to 
70% in 2022. The proportion of people 
working in this sector who are in the 
underprivileged class has risen from 13% 
in 2000 to 22% in 2022.  

In both Quebec and Canada, the chances 
of belonging to the middle class have 
improved markedly for those in natural 
resources and agriculture. Whereas 44% 
of people in these occupations were 
in the underprivileged class in 2000, a 
majority of them (69% in Quebec and 
68% in Canada) were in the middle class 
in 2022. 

For those working in occupations in 
the natural and applied sciences and 
business, finance and administration 
groups, the chances of belonging to the 
middle class have also risen markedly 
in Quebec and, to a lesser extent, in 
Canada.

Table 20. Distribution of people by occupation within each social class, Quebec

Occupational group Year Underprivileged 
class

Middle 
class

Privileged 
class Total

Management
2022 14% 67% 18% 100%
2000 11% 71% 17% 100%

Business, finance 
and administration

2022 13% 79% 8% 100%
2000 16% 74% 10% 100%

Natural and applied 
sciences

2022 9% 80% 11% 100%
2000 8% 75% 17% 100%

Health sector
2022 13% 73% 14% 100%
2000 8% 71% 20% 100%

Social sciences, 
education, public 
administration

2022 16% 76% 8% 100%

2000 10% 75% 16% 100%
Arts, culture, sports 
and leisure

2022 22% 70% 8% 100%
2000 13% 79% 8% 100%

Sales and service
2022 25% 70% 5% 100%
2000 26% 68% 6% 100%

Trades, transport 
and machinery

2022 18% 78% 4% 100%
2000 19% 77% 5% 100%

Natural resources 
and agriculture

2022 26% 69% 4% 100%
2000 44% 54% 2% 100%

Manufacturing 
and utilities

2022 20% 77% 3% 100%
2000 20% 74% 5% 100%

Note: all categories exclude managers, who are included in the management group. 
Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and 
Canadian Income Survey.
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Table 21. Distribution of households within social classes by occupation, Canada

Occupational group Year Underprivileged 
class

Middle 
class

Privileged 
class Total

Management
2022 16% 64% 20% 100%
2000 17% 64% 19% 100%

Business, finance and 
administration

2022 15% 74% 10% 100%
2000 17% 71% 12% 100%

Natural and applied sciences
2022 12% 73% 14% 100%
2000 11% 72% 17% 100%

Health sector
2022 15% 73% 12% 100%
2000 14% 71% 15% 100%

Social sciences, education, public 
administration

2022 16% 73% 11% 100%
2000 12% 71% 17% 100%

Arts, culture, sports and leisure
2022 24% 67% 9% 100%
2000 21% 66% 13% 100%

Sales and service
2022 28% 66% 6% 100%
2000 31% 63% 6% 100%

Trades, transport and machinery
2022 24% 71% 6% 100%
2000 23% 71% 5% 100%

Natural resources and agriculture
2022 24% 68% 8% 100%
2000 44% 52% 4% 100%

Manufacturing and utilities
2022 22% 74% 5% 100%
2000 22% 71% 7% 100%

Note: all categories exclude managers, who are included in the management group. 
Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.
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Wealth
The middle class 
 is increasingly indebted. 

In Quebec and Canada, the proportion 
of middle-class people holding or 
having held money in an RRSP fell 
slightly between 1999 and 2019, while 
the proportion of middle-class people 
holding an employer-sponsored pension 
plan rose. The proportion of middle-
class people holding a mortgage also 
increased, from 36% to 41% in Quebec, 
and from 42% to 43% in Canada. 

Figure 26. Proportion of middle-class people with certain assets

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Financial Security.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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 Middle-class debt levels rose sharply 
between 1999 and 2019. In Quebec, the 
proportion of debt to disposable income 
for middle-class households rose from 
82% to 120%. This means that in 2019, 
for every dollar of after-tax income, 
middle-class Quebecers owed $1.20. In 
Canada, the ratio of debt to disposable 
income rose even more sharply, from 
99% to 167%. 

Among the underprivileged, debt levels 
decreased in Quebec (from 188% in 1999 
to 166% in 2019), while they increased in 
Canada (from 175% to 194%). 

Figure 27. Debt to disposable income ratio for each social class

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Financial Security.
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Tax contribution 
The tax contribution 
of the middle class 
has risen slightly. 

In Quebec, income tax represented 
15.6% of total adjusted income for the 
middle class in 1976. This proportion 
rose to 20.5% in 2000, and reached 
17.6% in 2022. A similar trend has been 
observed in Canada, where the tax effort 
of middle-class households appears 
to be slightly lower. The tax effort of 
affluent households rose more sharply, 
from 20.6% in 1976 to 31% in 2022 in 
Quebec, and from 21.8% to 28.4% in 
Canada. 

Figure 28. Trends in the proportion of total adjusted income tax by social class

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour 
and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income Survey.

28.2%

30.9%

28.4%

31.0%
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Sensitivity 
analysis: 
which middle 
classes?

 A different definition of 
the middle class might 
have produced different 
results.

It’s worth asking to what extent the portrait painted of the Quebec middle class and 
the Canadian middle class would have been different if another definition of the 
middle class had been used. 

The following figure shows the size and evolution of the Quebec and Canadian 
middle classes, with a slight modification to the interval used to define the middle 
class. Instead of using a range of 75% to 200% of adjusted median household income 
to define the middle class, we propose a narrower range of 75% to 150%. This interval 
has been used in previous publications by the Observatoire québécois des inégalités11 
and in a series of publications by the Chaire de recherche en fiscalité et en finances 
publiques de l’Université de Sherbrooke12. 

If we adopt this definition, we see that the middle class comprises a smaller 
proportion of the population - around one in two people (50%) - and that the 
privileged class comprises more people, around one in five (20%). 

Nevertheless, similar trends can be observed. As with the 75% to 200% range, the size 
of the middle class in Quebec grew between 1976 and 2022 (from 49.2% to 54.6%), 
while in Canada it remained stable (at around 50%). 

In Quebec, the increase in the size of the middle class is offset by a reduction in 
the size of the underprivileged class (from 30.2% in 1976 to 27.6% in 2022) and the 
privileged class (from 20.5% to 17.8%).

11. Sandy Torres (2021), Evolution of economic inequalities in Canada and Quebec: trends and causes, 
Montreal, Observatoire québécois des inégalités.
12. Antoine Genest-Grégoire, Jean-Herman Guay and Luc Godbout (2017), Classes sociales et fiscalité : 
comment perçoit-on la classe moyenne? Des résultats confrontant la réalité et la fiction, Cahier de 
recherche 2017/05, Chaire de recherche en fiscalité et en finances publiques. 
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Figure 29. Evolution of population share within each social class

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Survey of Consumer Finances, Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics and Canadian Income 
Survey.
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Table 22. Composition of the middle class by selected characteristics

Quebec Canada

Range 
from 75% 

to 200

Range 
from 75% 

to 150

Variance 
(p.p.)

Range 
from 75% 

to 200

Range 
from 75% 

to 150

Variance 
(p.p.)

Under 35 30.6% 30.0% -0.7 32.7% 32.1% -0.5

35 to 49 years 25.2% 24.9% -0.3 24.8% 24.9% 0.1

50 to 64 years 24.2% 22.8% -1.3 23.4% 22.4% -1.1

65 and over 20.0% 22.3% 2.3 19.1% 20.6% 1.6
Main breadwinner 
is a man 60.6% 59.7% -0.9 70.5% 62.5% -8.0

Main breadwinner 
is a woman 39.4% 40.3% 0.9 29.5% 37.5% 8.0

Owner 74.4% 71.6% -2.9 79.1% 76.9% -2.2

Tenant 25.6% 28.4% 2.9 20.9% 23.1% 2.2

No diploma 14.3% 15.5% 1.2 12.3% 13.2% 0.9
High school 
diploma 19.5% 20.0% 0.5 24.4% 25.3% 0.9

Post-secondary 
diploma 35.7% 36.2% 0.5 30.3% 31.1% 0.9

University degree 30.5% 28.3% -2.2 33.0% 30.3% -2.7

Source: Observatoire analysis based on microdata from Statistics Canada’s Canadian Income Survey.

The picture painted of the middle 
class is not radically different if we 
adopt a definition of the middle 
class based on a range of 75% to 
150% of adjusted median household 
income. There is a slightly higher 
proportion of people aged 65 and 
over, of people in households where 
the main income earner is a man, 
and of renters. There is also a lower 
proportion of university graduates. 

That said, the choice of a definition 
based on a completely different 
approach could have led to a very 
different picture. It seems likely that 
an approach based on wealth or 
consumption, rather than income, or 
a sociological approach, would have 
produced different results.

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Conclusion

Redistribution policies 
support a strong middle 
class in Quebec and 
Canada.

This note paints a portrait of the middle class in Quebec and Canada, and its 
evolution over the past 50 years. This overview does not support the thesis of 
downgrading, which occupies a large part of the discussion on the future of the 
country’s middle classes. 

Contrary to popular belief, the purchasing power of the middle class has increased. 
In Quebec, as in Canada, the average adjusted after-tax income of middle-class 
people rose by almost 50% between 1976 and 2022, taking inflation into account. 
However, more people need to work in each household to maintain middle-class 
living standards. The middle class is also more indebted today than it was 50 years 
ago. 

The middle class has been able to maintain its strength largely due to government 
transfers and taxation. If market income alone was considered, the number of people 
belonging to the middle class would have declined over the last 50 years. However, 
the effect of redistribution has enabled the middle class to grow in Quebec, where 
66.8% of the population belonged to it in 2022, compared with 63.2% in 1976. 

In Canada, where the level of redistribution is generally lower than in Quebec, 
government transfers and taxation have not had the impact of increasing the middle 
class, but have nonetheless contributed to its stability. 

While the face of the middle class is diversifying - the couple-with-children model 
is no longer as prevalent, and women are increasingly taking on the role of main 
breadwinner - certain characteristics, such as home ownership, remain distinctive 
features of this social class. Relative to their demographic weight, homeowners are 
over-represented in the Quebec and Canadian middle classes. Conversely, renters 
are under-represented - and the gap is widening. 

Before concluding, in the absence of a scientific consensus on the definition of the 
middle class concept, it is essential to remember that this portrait has borrowed 
the definition of the middle class used by the OECD in its most recent publications, 
i.e., people whose income after taxes and government transfers is between 75% and 
200% of the adjusted median household income. Choosing another definition, based 
for example on the sociological approach or self-identification, could have led to a 
very different picture. 

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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Finally, while focusing on the middle class is an additional 
tool for analyzing social inequalities in Quebec and Canada, 
it’s important to note that “averaging” can also contribute to 
the invisibility of certain inequalities that characterize society. 
By focusing on the average - or averages - we run the risk of 
obscuring what happens at the extremes of the distribution. 
That’s why it’s worth supplementing your reading of this 
portrait by consulting other resources that, among other 
things, shed light on the least privileged and most privileged 
populations in our societies. 

http://www.observatoiredesinegalites.com
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