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1. Introduction 
 
The Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG) was introduced in 1998 in order to 
encourage Canadians to save for the post-secondary education (PSE) of their children.  At 
the time, the CESG provided a grant of 20% on the first $2,000 of contributions to a 
Registered Education Savings Plan (RESP) for children up to the age 17.1  The first 
formative evaluation of the CESG, completed in April 2003, indicated that the CESG 
encouraged adults to save for the PSE of children, as savings in RESPs increased 
considerably since the introduction of the grant.2  However, the evaluation also noted that 
awareness of and participation in the program was significantly lower among low-income 
families and increased with income levels. 
 
As a response to the finding of low participation on the part of low-income families, 
modifications to the CESG and the creation of the Canada Learning Bond (CLB) were 
announced in 2004.  The CESG was enhanced so that for low-income families3, a 40% 
grant is paid on the first $500 paid into an RESP; and for middle-income families, the 
grant is 30% (these two grants are commonly referred to as the “additional” CESG (A-
CESG)).   
 
A second formative evaluation4 of the revised Canada Education Savings Program 
(CESP), completed in 2009, was undertaken to examine the preliminary impacts of these 
two new measures.  Evaluation findings suggested that, although there has been a gradual 
increase in the accumulation of RESP assets and in the share of eligible children in 
receipt of the CESG, there has not been a significant change in the share of low-income 
RESP subscribers since the inception of the A-CESG and CLB.  However, the formative 
evaluation provided only a limited examination on the issue of saving for PSE.   
 
This study is a part of the overall work being conducted for the summative evaluation to 
quantify if the CESP is achieving its objective, which is “…ensuring that families can 
better save for their children’s future education by providing stronger incentives through 
the CESP.” 5 The study uses data from Statistics Canada’s Canadian Financial Capability 
Survey (CFCS), described in Section 3.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 As of 2007, the Government of Canada provides a grant on the first $2,500 saved each year. 
2 The first formative evaluation synthesis report can be found at: 
http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/eng/cs/sp/hrsdc/edd/reports/2003-002509/SP-AH-200-04-03E.pdf. 
3 A definition of low- and middle-income families can be found in Section 2 – Program Description.   
4 The second formative evaluation synthesis report can be found at: 
http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/eng/publications_resources/evaluation/2009/sp_951_05_10e/sp_951_05_10-
eng.pdf. 
5 1998 Federal Budget, page 68. 
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1.1 Study Objectives 
 
This report is part of a series of quantitative reports that aims to assess the impacts and 
effects of the CESP on the savings of families.  The following summative evaluation 
questions are examined by this study: 
 
1) Why are some families saving for PSE while others are not saving? 
2) What are the characteristics of families who save versus families who do not save? 
3) What are RESP take-up rates? 

o What is the socio-economic and financial literacy profile of RESP 
participants? 

4) What is the total amount of PSE savings in RESPs? 
5) To what extent are families who are in debt putting money into RESPs? 
6) To what extent are Canadians saving for PSE outside of an RESP? 

o What sources of savings are they using? 
7) What other PSE funding strategies do students use? 

1.2 Report Outline 
 
Section 2 of the report provides a summary of the CESP (eligibility criteria, maximum 
allowable contributions, etc.) as well as a summary of RESP rules and how the different 
components of the CESP were implemented over the years.  Section 3 examines the data 
and the methodology used in the report, while Section 4 presents a descriptive analysis of 
different aspects of PSE savings.  In Section 5, statistical analysis is used to assess the 
influence of various factors on saving for PSE – specifically on saving for PSE (in 
general) and saving for PSE using RESPs. 

1.3 Strengths and Limitations  
 
The first limitation of this study is that the CFCS dataset does not include any 
information on whether or not individuals received the A-CESG or the CLB.  As well, 
there is no way of determining what share of RESPs is made up of the components of the 
CESP (i.e. CESG, A-CESG and CLB), and there is no precise information on RESP 
amounts in the Public Use Microdata File. 
 
A second limitation of this study is that there is only one year of data in the CFCS.  
Therefore, it is not possible to examine the impact of any changes in the CESP over time 
– most notably since the introduction of the A-CESG and CLB. 
 
The third limitation is that it is not possible to estimate the sensitivity of annual savings to 
the grants provided by the CESP.  It is also not possible to perform any regression 
discontinuity analysis by family income levels using the Public Use Microdata File, as 
income levels are only given for a range of incomes.  Even with the complete microdata 
file, there would likely be insufficient observations close to the different CESP income 
cut-offs to measure any impacts on assets (there is no information on annual savings or 
annual RESP contributions in the CFCS – only on asset levels).  
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The fourth limitation is that not all evaluation questions outlined above can be answered 
completely.  In particular, questions 4, 6 and 7 can only be partially answered due to data 
limitations of the CFCS.  Nevertheless, this study provides a comprehensive examination 
of the other evaluation questions that is not possible with other data sources. 
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2. RESP and CESP Rules 
 
 
This section presents the general rules of RESPs and the CESP.  Prior to the introduction 
of the CESG in 1998, families could save for the PSE of their children using an RESP.   

2.1 Registered Education Savings Plans (RESPs) 
 
An RESP allows contributions to grow tax-free until beneficiaries (children) attend a PSE 
institution.  Once a beneficiary begins attending a PSE institution, monies out of the 
RESP are paid out as contribution withdrawals and Education Assistance Payments 
(EAPs) to the beneficiary.  Before the introduction of the CESG, the EAP included the 
accumulated earnings in the RESP.  Since the CESG was introduced, the EAP also 
includes the CESG, the A-CESG, the CLB, provincial grants (Alberta and Quebec), and 
the accumulated return on those amounts.  The EAP is taxable to the beneficiary 
attending PSE.  Since many PSE students have little or no income, the EAP is often 
withdrawn tax-free or at a low tax rate. 
 
There are three types of RESPs – an Individual Plan, a Family Plan and a Group Plan.  
An Individual Plan is opened for a specific child.  A Family Plan is for one or more 
children, where the subscriber is a parent, grandparent or sibling.  Unused amounts can 
be redirected to other beneficiaries within the plan.6  A Group Plan is offered mainly by 
scholarship trust companies or foundations, where beneficiaries are grouped into cohorts.   
 
If a beneficiary does not attend a PSE institution, there are a number of different options 
available to the subscriber to get their contributions back.  Firstly, the subscriber may 
wait a few years in case the beneficiary decides to attend PSE.  Secondly, the subscriber 
can name a sibling under the age of 21 as a new beneficiary.  Thirdly, contributions can 
be withdrawn at any time without tax consequences.  Once all of the RESP beneficiaries 
turn 21 years of age and are not attending PSE, and the plan has been in existence for at 
least ten years, the subscriber may be able to withdraw the income earned in the RESP as 
an Accumulated Income Payment.  In that case, the subscriber could transfer up to 
$50,000 into a Registered Retirement Savings Plan (RRSP) or receive the RESP earnings 
withdrawn directly as income subject to income taxes and to an additional charge7.   
 
Over the years, the RESP annual contribution limit per beneficiary has increased from 
$1,500 in 1990 to $4,000 in 1997, and then to no maximum limit since 2007 (as Table 1 
shows).  Although there is no longer an annual contribution limit, there is a lifetime 
contribution limit per beneficiary, which has been $50,000 since 2007 (it was $31,500 in 
1990).  These increases in the contribution limit were announced in order to recognize the 
rising costs of PSE.    

                                                
6 The CLB is non-transferable. 
7 The additional charge is 20 percent in addition to regular income taxes.  This additional charge is put in 
place to ensure that the RESP fiscal measure is not used for tax-deferral purposes unrelated to either 
education or retirement savings. 
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Table 1 – RESP Contribution Limits – 1990 to 2010 

 
Period 

Annual Contribution 
Limit per Beneficiary 

Lifetime Contribution 
Limit per Beneficiary 

1990 to 1995 $1,500 $31,500 
1996  $2,000 $42,000 
1997 to 2006 $4,000 $42,000 
2007 to present No limit $50,000 
Source:  1996, 1997, 1998 and 2007 Federal Budgets. 
 
Although the maximum contribution limits increased in the 1990s, there were only a 
small percentage of taxpayers using RESPs before 1997.  According to the 1997 report of 
the National Roundtable on Student Assistance, only 1.6% of all PSE students were 
making use of RESP funds to finance their PSE.  As a result of these findings, some rules 
were relaxed in the 1997 Federal Budget.   
 
First, the government announced changes regarding the rules for redirecting RESPs 
among siblings.  The modifications provided greater flexibility to Group Plans to allow 
reallocation of RESPs among siblings under 21 years old in case one child does not 
attend PSE (as already possible with Family Plans).   
 
Second, the government recognized that it was not always possible to redirect RESPs to 
other siblings.  Before the 1997 Federal Budget, this situation could be seen as 
problematic, since RESPs were designated for PSE only.  Consequently, subscribers lost 
all investment returns if their children did not pursue PSE.  Since this was discouraging 
parents from starting an RESP, the federal government allowed subscribers to use RESP 
returns for other purposes, such as the transfer of up to $40,000 into an RRSP or 
receiving the RESP investment directly. 
 
A few other rules were implemented in the 1998 Federal Budget.  Prior to 1998, once a 
beneficiary started attending PSE full-time, there was no limit on EAP withdrawals.  
EAPs could be withdrawn entirely during the first 13 weeks of PSE enrolment.  Since 
then, a maximum EAP withdrawal amount has been set at $5,000 during the first 13 
weeks of PSE enrolment.  After the beneficiary has completed 13 consecutive weeks in a 
PSE program, there is no limit on the EAP withdrawal up until $20,000, at which time 
proof of expenses must be provided.8   
 
In the 2007 Federal Budget, the federal government relaxed some rules regarding EAP 
use by part-time students – part-time students became eligible to access up to $2,500 
from their RESP for every 13 weeks of enrolment.  Prior to then, part-time students were 
only allowed to access their RESP if they were spending at least 10 hours per week in a 
PSE program for 13 weeks, which is the definition of a full-time student.     
 
                                                
8 Nevertheless, if there is a 12–month period in which the beneficiary is not enrolled in PSE for 13 
consecutive weeks, the $5,000 maximum applies again. 
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All of these changes over the years have contributed to increasing the RESP take-up rate 
and total RESP contributions.  Along with these changes, the federal government has 
announced grants to help families saving for their children’s PSE.  

2.2 Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG) 
 
The 1998 Federal Budget announced the implementation of the CESG to encourage 
families to increase savings for the PSE of their children.  At that time, the CESG 
provided a grant of 20% on the first $2,000 of annual RESP contributions for children up 
to the age of 17.  The maximum CESG was $400 per year and the maximum lifetime 
CESG amount was $7,200 ($400 times 18 years) per beneficiary.  Since 2007, the CESG 
provides a grant of 20% on the first $2,500 of annual RESP contributions, equivalent to a 
maximum annual CESG amount of $500.  Unused contribution room for one year can be 
carried forward.9    
 
To be eligible for the CESG, a beneficiary must be a Canadian resident at the time of the 
RESP contribution and possess a valid Social Insurance Number (SIN).  Contributions 
must be made prior to the end of the calendar year in which the beneficiary turns 17 years 
of age.  To be eligible to receive the CESG when the beneficiary reaches the age of 16 
and 17, certain minimum contributions had to have already been made before the end of 
the calendar year in which the beneficiary turned 15.10   

2.3 Additional CESG (A-CESG) and Canada Learning Bond 
(CLB) 

 
The government announced two key enhancements to the CESP in the 2004 Federal 
Budget – the A-CESG and the CLB.11  The A-CESG and CLB came into effect on 
January 1, 2005, although the CLB was retroactive to January 1, 2004. 
 
The A-CESG amount contributed by the government depends on the net family income 
of the beneficiary’s primary caregiver(s): 
 
• If net family income12 was below $41,545 in 2011 (below the Canada Child Tax 

Benefit threshold), the A-CESG was 20 cents for every dollar on the first $500 of 
annual contributions in the RESP (i.e. a maximum of $100); and 

• If net family income was between $41,545 and $83,088 in 2011, the A-CESG was 10 
cents for every dollar on the first $500 of annual contributions in the RESP (i.e. a 
maximum of $50). 

 

                                                
9 The CESG amount could reach up to $800 in a single year before 2007 and $1,000 since then. 
10 This required either a minimum of $100 in annual RESP contributions made and not withdrawn in any 
four years or a total of $2,000 in RESP contributions made and not withdrawn. 
11 A subscriber must apply for the A-CESG and the CLB in order to receive it. 
12 Net family income is based on the calculated income of parents for the Canada Child Tax Benefit. 
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These net family income thresholds have been indexed every year since 2004, following 
the Canada Child Tax Benefit indexation.13  It should be noted that the unused A-CESG 
cannot be carried forward (as is the case with unused CESG contribution room). 
 
The CLB was introduced to help lower-income families to start saving early in RESPs for 
their children’s future PSE.  To be eligible for the CLB, the beneficiary’s primary 
caregiver(s) must be receiving the National Child Benefit Supplement and the child must 
be born on or after January 1, 2004.  To receive the CLB, an individual must open an 
RESP, but contributions are not required.  As well, an additional $25 is initially paid to 
cover the cost of opening an RESP. 
 
The amount of the CLB is equal to the sum of the following amounts, and can add up to a 
lifetime maximum of $2,000 per child: 
 

• $500 for the year in which a child is born or their family becomes eligible for the 
National Child Benefit Supplement, provided that the beneficiary is less than 15 
years of age (note that all beneficiaries who are currently eligible for the CLB are 
those who are less than 9 years old in 2012); and 

• $100 in each subsequent year, until the beneficiary reaches 15 years of age. 
 
Entitlements for the CLB accumulate and are held until the child turns 21 years of age, so 
even if parents do not open an RESP for a child right away, they receive their full 
entitlement in a lump sum when they do open one and apply and qualify for the CLB. 
 
 

                                                
13 The family net income amounts are updated each year based on the rate of inflation. 
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3. Data and Methodology 
 
The CFCS, conducted between February and May 2009, sheds light on Canadians’ 
knowledge, abilities and behaviour concerning financial decision-making (i.e. how they 
understand their financial situation, the financial services available to them, and their 
plans for the future – including saving for PSE using RESPs).  The survey collects 
information pertaining to respondents’ approaches to day-to-day money management and 
budgeting, longer term money management and general financial planning.  Information 
for the survey was collected via telephone interviews from 15,519 Canadian respondents 
18 years of age and older in the ten provinces.14 
 
Given that this study is interested in examining savings for PSE, only individuals who are 
financially responsible for children under the age of 18 are considered in the analyses that 
follow.  After making this restriction, there remain 4,637 observations.  The distribution 
of the number of children under 18 in this restricted sample is presented in Table 2.   
 

Table 2: Number of Children Under 18 Years of Age Living in Household 
Number of Persons in 
Household Under 18 

Frequency (un-weighted) Percentage (weighted) 

None* 492 10.4 
One 1,661 37.0 
Two 1,762 37.5 
Three 545 11.5 
Four or more 168 3.4 
No response 9 0.2 
TOTAL 4,637 100.0 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada.  Sample restricted to 
respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.   
* Child for whom respondent is financially responsible lives outside respondent’s household.15 
 
Note that, as in most surveys, respondents did not always provide answers to every 
question asked.  Therefore, the sample sizes for some of the analyses differ slightly (all 
tables are based on weighted calculations).16   
 
The sections that follow make use of both descriptive statistics and statistical estimation 
analyses.  The descriptive sections provide answers to the different evaluation questions 
described in Section 1.1, while the statistical estimation sections include two regressions 
to measure the influence of various factors on saving for PSE (in general) and saving for 
PSE using an RESP. 
                                                
14 The survey response rate was 56.3 percent. 
15 The percentage of households in this category might seem low given divorce numbers in Canada.  The 
Vanier Institute of the Family estimates that nearly 40% of marriages end in divorce, with the proportion 
being even higher in common-law unions.  However, over 75% “re-partner” after a divorce or separation.  
16 The statistical weights for each observation ensure estimates are representative of the population of 
interest.  These weights take into account the sampling technique used and the different response rates 
across the population surveyed. 
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4. Descriptive Statistics 
 
This section uses descriptive statistics to provide insight into questions pertaining to PSE 
saving.  It examines why some families are not saving for PSE and provides a profile of 
PSE savers.  This section also looks at RESP take-up levels, the amount of savings 
households have in RESPs, the profile of RESP participants, and other ways Canadians 
save for PSE. 
 

4.1 Overview of Saving for Post-Secondary Education (PSE) 
 
In general, 70% of families save for their children’s PSE, among whom 66% use RESPs.  
Therefore, overall, 46% of families financially responsible for children under the age of 
18 have RESPs (the take-up of the program).   
 

4.1.1 What is the Total Amount of PSE Savings in RESPs? 
 
Table 3 shows the distribution in the values of households’ RESPs.  Half of these families 
have RESPs that amount to less than $10,000, including 31.8% with less than $5,000.  
This amount can appear somewhat low, given that the cost of pursuing an undergraduate 
degree away from home has recently been estimated at around $80,000.17  
 

Table 3: Value of Household RESPs in 2009 
RESP Value Percentage 
Less than $5,000 
$5,000 - $9,999 
$10,000 - $14,999 
$15,000 - $19,999 
$20,000 - $24,999 
$25,000 or more 

31.8 
21.6 
14.8 

7.9 
7.5 

16.4 
Total (%) 
Sample Size 

100.0 
1,440 

Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics 
Canada. Sample restricted to respondents who are financially 
responsible for children under 18.   

 
Note that these savings amounts do not take into account the time left before children 
actually start university, during which savings will grow and families will have time to 
continue saving.18 Also note that RESP savings were never intended to cover all PSE 

                                                
17 For further information, see TD Canada Trust Education and Finance (2011), “Parents struggle to pay for 
kids’ post-secondary studies”, Toronto. 
18 The size of the sample and the grouped structure of the data on RESP amounts preclude an examination 
of RESPs on a per child basis.  However, Table 5A presents some results on RESP take-up and amounts by 
the number of children in the household.   
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costs.  However, there are only 23.9% who have RESPs of $20,000 or more, roughly 
enough to cover four years of tuition fees at current costs.19    
 

4.2 Why Are Some Families Not Saving For PSE? 
 
The CFCS asked the 4,637 respondents who were financially responsible for children 
under the age of 18, “Are you currently saving or have you already saved to support the 
cost of your children’s PSE”?  Of the roughly 30% who replied “no”, the CFCS goes on 
to ask them “Are there any particular reasons why you are not currently saving for your 
children’s PSE”?  Table 4 illustrates the findings from this latter question (respondents 
were allowed to provide more than one reason). 
 
 

Table 4: Why Are Some Families Not Saving for PSE? 
Reason for Not Saving for Children’s PSE Percentage  
Do not earn enough money to save for PSE 38.1 
Other financial obligations prevent saving for PSE 37.7 
Currently unemployed and cannot afford to save 10.8 
Someone else is saving for child 8.4 
Child should pay their own way 8.0 
Do not expect child to attend PSE 3.2 
Other 21.0 
No response 2.4 
Sample size 1,450 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada.  Sample 
restricted to respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.   
Note: Percentages do not add to 100, as respondents could provide more than one 
reason. 

 
Among those not saving for their children’s PSE, 38.1% indicated that they do not earn 
enough money to save for PSE, 37.7% said that other financial obligations prevent them 
from saving, and 10.8% said they could not afford to save as they were unemployed.  In 
total, 67.8%20 of non-savers gave at least one of these three reasons for not saving, 
indicating that inadequate household financial resources is the main reason for not saving 
for PSE.  Note that very few (3.2%) do not save for PSE because they do not expect their 
child to attend PSE. 
 
 
 

                                                
19 Statistics Canada estimates that average annual tuition fees in Canada for an undergraduate degree were 
$5,366 in 2011-12 (http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/educ50a-eng.htm).  Therefore, tuition for a four-year 
undergraduate degree would amount to over $21,000. 
20 These three reasons do not add to 86.6 percent (38.1+37.7+10.8), as respondents were allowed to provide 
more than one reason for not saving for PSE.  
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4.3 Profile of PSE Savers Versus Non-Savers 
 
This section examines the profile of PSE savers and non-savers, as well as those who 
save for PSE using RESPs.  As previously indicated, the CFCS asked respondents if they 
were financially responsible for children under the age of 18.  Of those who replied yes, 
the CFCS goes on to ask “Are you currently saving or have you already saved to support 
the cost of your children’s PSE”?  Of the roughly 70% who replied “yes”, the survey 
goes on to ask them “How are you currently saving to support your children’s PSE”?  
About 66% indicated that they contributed to an RESP account (or roughly 46% of all 
families responsible for children under the age of 18).21     
 
To provide a further picture of PSE saving and RESP use, the take-up of RESPs among 
families is examined, along with the distribution of RESP savings among families that 
have an RESP.  The analyses are presented in three separate sub-sections: by 
demographic characteristics, by budget characteristics, and by assets and financial 
knowledge.  Tables 5A to 5D present the distribution of PSE and RESP savers by 
different characteristics, including the weights (%) of the different characteristics in the 
sample (column 1), the proportion who save for PSE (column 2), the proportion of PSE 
savers who use RESPs (column 3), the percentage of all eligible households who use 
RESPs (column 4) and the proportion of RESP savers with more than $10,000 in their 
RESP (column 5).22   
 

4.3.1 By Demographic Characteristics 
 
Saving for PSE and Use of RESPs Among Savers 
 
Table 5A indicates that parental education plays a prominent role in determining whether 
or not a child will have PSE savings set aside for them.23  Close to 80% of parents with a 
university degree save for PSE compared to about 45% of parents with less than a high 
                                                
21 The possible choices were: “contribute to an RESP account”, “purchase GICs, government savings bonds 
or corporate bonds”, “contribute to a dedicated savings plan or account”, “purchase mutual funds, stocks, 
etc.”, “contribute to a trust fund”, “my spouse has made provisions”, “another family member has made 
provisions”, “I have been given money from a family member or friend to be used for this purpose 
(includes inheritance)”, “nothing at all”, “other – specify”.  The interviewer could mark up to three 
responses.  Note that there is another question in the survey that asks all respondents: “Do you or anyone in 
your family currently have any RESPs?”  This question is in the asset section of the survey and directly 
follows questions on RRSPs.  Aggregate estimates are similar with this question, but with a lower response 
rate among those who save for their children’s PSE.  Therefore, the other question was used to examine 
RESP use. 
22 The statistical significance of the difference between groups is not examined here, due to space 
considerations.  Statistical significance is assessed in the multivariate analysis instead.  For the interested 
reader, the statistical significance varies with p1, p2, n1, n2 and their respective weight.  For more details, 
see:  http://stattrek.com/ap-statistics-3/difference-between-proportions.aspx     
23 Throughout the paper, statements outlining how different characteristics affect savings or RESP use 
should be taken with caution.  What causes savings is difficult to grasp and the methods used in this paper 
cannot determine this.  Instead, the analysis in this paper provides insights into the main characteristics of 
households who save for PSE and who use RESPs.     
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school degree.  The percentage of parents who save for PSE increases steadily with their 
level of education.  Additional proof that parental education plays an important role in 
not only saving for PSE, but also in how parents save for PSE is given in Table 5A.  
Among parents with a university degree (graduate or undergraduate) who save for their 
children’s PSE, around 80% use RESPs compared to less than 42% of those with less 
than a high school degree.  As with PSE savers in general, the percentage of PSE savers 
who use RESPs also increases steadily with their level of education.  This suggests that 
those with a higher level of education are likely more informed about the financial 
options available to them, thereby explaining their greater use of RESPs. 
 
The PSE savings distribution of survey respondents indicates that a lower share of 
respondents from Quebec save for their children’s PSE than residents of other provinces.  
This is somewhat expected, as Quebec has a publicly-funded college system (CEGEP) 
and lower university tuition fees for Quebec residents (both points noted in the 2003 
CESP formative evaluation).  Therefore, since the funding requirements for PSE are not 
as high as in other provinces, the percentage of people saving for PSE is also not as high.  
Among those who are saving, a greater share of people in Ontario and the Western 
provinces use RESPs than people in Quebec and the Atlantic provinces.  Ontario has both 
the highest percentage of PSE savers and RESP users. 
 
Another finding from Table 5A is that a lower share of younger survey respondents (i.e. 
those under 35 years of age) save for their children’s PSE.  These families are more likely 
to have younger kids and more time ahead of them to save for their PSE.  In addition, 
younger parents are likely to have lower incomes, as well as having had less time to build 
up their financial wealth and repay their own student loans.  Thus, they are less likely to 
have the resources to save for PSE.  For similar reasons, single respondents are less likely 
to save for PSE, as they are not able to rely on the additional income of a spouse for PSE 
saving.  Among those who save for PSE, a higher share of middle-age parents (35-44) 
and couples use RESPs. 
 
There are some differences in the saving behaviour of parents by immigrant status.  A 
lower share of recent immigrants saves for PSE, as they are more likely to have lower 
incomes.  However, among those who save, there is little difference in RESP use between 
recent immigrants and those born in Canada.  A higher share of immigrants who have 
been in Canada for more than 10 years use RESPs than those born in Canada.  This could 
be an indication that they are more informed about government programs. 
 
The final finding from Table 5A is that a higher share of households with one or two 
children saves for PSE.  Devoting financial resources to save for PSE could become 
harder as more children are present in the household.  Among PSE savers, a greater 
proportion of households with two or three children use RESPs.  It remains unclear what 
is behind this finding. 
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Table 5A: Distribution of PSE and RESP Savers in 2009, by  
Demographic Characteristics (%) 

  
Weight in 

Sample 

 
Save for 

PSE 

Use RESPs 
(Among 

PSE Savers 
Only) 

Use 
RESPs 

(Among 
All 

Families) 

> $10,000 in 
RESP Assets 

(Among 
RESP Users)  

Education      
    Less than high school 8.4 45.2 41.8 18.6 N/A 
    High school degree 18.1 63.4 48.9 30.1 48.7 
    Some PSE 10.4 64.9 60.7 39.2 37.5 
    College degree 29.3 71.7 64.9 46.4 43.1 
    Undergraduate degree 21.6 78.1 78.2 60.9 47.7 
    Graduate degree 12.2 80.6 81.0 65.2 54.3 
Region      
    Atlantic 6.6 69.9 60.3 42.0 43.7 
    Quebec 22.3 60.6 60.1 36.3 29.9 
    Ontario 40.0 73.9 70.5 51.8 51.9 
    Prairies 18.5 73.1 64.8 47.3 46.6 
    British Columbia 12.7 68.0 65.7 44.6 55.7 
Age      
    Under 35 29.0 64.4 62.6 40.2 17.5 
    35-44 42.0 72.3 70.2 50.6 49.4 
    Over 44 29.0 71.3 63.2 44.9 67.6 
Marital Status      
    Married or common law 85.8 71.9 68.4 49.0 46.9 
    Widowed, divorced or separated 7.7 58.9 53.5 31.2 44.8 
    Single, never married 6.5 54.5 42.0 22.8 N/A 
Immigrant Status      
     Born in Canada 73.3 69.6 63.9 44.3 45.3 
     Born outside Canada 26.7 70.3 72.1 50.3 50.4 
         Immigrated < 10 years ago 9.3 65.3 64.9 41.6 N/A 
         Immigrated 10+ years ago 17.4 72.8 75.5 54.6 55.7 
# Children in household under 18      
    None* 10.4 64.3 56.7 36.4 47.2 
    One 37.0 70.4 63.1 44.2 37.9 
    Two 37.5 74.2 70.7 52.3 49.9 
    Three 11.5 63.5 69.6 44.1 56.7 
    Four or more 3.4 51.1 61.2 31.1 N/A 
Total (%) 100.0 69.8 66.1 45.9 46.6 
Sample size 4,637 4,624 3,142 4,592 1,440 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada.  Sample restricted to respondents 
who are financially responsible for children under 18.  Note that some respondents did not answer all 
survey questions, so sample size varies slightly for each question.  * Child for whom the respondent is 
financially responsible is living outside of the respondent’s household. 
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RESP Take-Up and Savings  
 
Table 5A also shows that demographic characteristics have an impact on RESP take-up, 
i.e. the use of RESPs among all families financially responsible for children under 18 
(column 4).  Most notably, 60-65% of parents with a university degree have RESPs 
compared to less than 20% of parents with less than a high school degree.  This 
percentage increases steadily with education level.  As mentioned earlier, this 
encompasses the fact that higher levels of education are associated with a higher 
likelihood of saving for PSE and a higher likelihood of using RESPs to do so. 

 
There is regional variation in the take-up of RESPs.  Quebec has the lowest take-up at 
36.3%, Ontario the highest at 51.8% and other regions have take-up percentages in the 
forties.  The distribution of families with RESP values above and below $10,000 is close 
to half and half in all regions except Quebec, where less than 30% of families with 
RESPs have over $10,000 in them.  
 
Take-up of RESPs is highest among the 35 to 44 age group.  The distribution between 
families with RESPs below and above $10,000, by age group, gives an indication of the 
increase in the value of RESPs as families (and therefore children) age, due to additional 
savings and investment gains.24  The proportion of families with RESPs above $10,000 
goes from 17.5% to 49.4% to 67.6% as survey respondents age. 
 
RESP take-up is higher among couples (49.0%) than among those separated (31.2%) or 
never married (22.8%).  It is also higher among Canadians who immigrated over 10 years 
ago (54.6%) than people born in Canada (44.3%).  Take-up is higher in families with two 
children (52.3%) and lowest in families with four or more children (31.1%). 
 

4.3.2 By Budget Characteristics 
 
Saving for PSE and Use of RESPs Among Savers 
 
Turning to the profile of savers for PSE by budget characteristics, Table 5B shows that a 
greater percentage of higher income households save for their children’s PSE, but that 
saving occurs at all income levels.  At the high end, over 80% of families with a 
household income above $100,000 save for PSE.  At the lower end, 46.2% of families 
with income below $20,000 save, and almost 50% of those with annual income between 
$20,000 and $42,999 save.  This indicates that saving for PSE is common at all levels of 
income (to varying degrees) and that there are other determining factors.  Among those 
who save for PSE, a greater share of high-income families use RESPs.  About 74% of 
families with an annual income above $100,000 and who save for PSE were using 
RESPs, roughly 20 percentage points higher than for families with an annual family 
income below $43,000. 
 

                                                
24 There are likely other factors involved here, but this picture remains insightful.   
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Table 5B: Distribution of PSE and RESP Savers in 2009, by  
Budget Characteristics (%) 

  
Weight in 

Sample 

 
Save for 

PSE 

Use RESPs 
(Among 

PSE Savers 
Only) 

Use 
RESPs 

(Among 
All 

Families) 

> $10,000 in 
RESP Assets 

(Among 
RESP Users)  

Household Income      
    Less than $20,000 5.8 46.2 52.8 24.0 N/A 
    $20,000 - $42,999 12.7 49.8 53.9 26.6 29.2 
    $43,000 - $65,999 19.3 62.9 57.0 35.7 31.9 
    $66,000 - $99,999 24.4 72.8 65.1 47.2 38.9 
    $100,000 or more 37.9 81.6 73.8 60.1 55.8 
Household Income and Education      
    < $43,000, no university degree 14.8 46.3 47.1 21.6 35.1 
    < $43,000 with university degree 3.6 58.3 74.6 43.1 N/A 
    > $100,000, no university degree 18.9 78.5 65.9 51.5 55.3 
    > $100,000 with university degree 19.0 84.6 81.3 68.7 56.3 
Have a Household Budget      
    Yes 57.1 72.1 66.3 47.7 44.0 
    No 42.9 66.8 65.6 43.6 50.5 
Stay within Household Budget      
    Always 16.1 74.4 61.4 45.5 49.9 
    Usually 34.4 74.0 68.3 50.5 41.7 
    Rarely or never 6.6 57.4 70.3 40.2 N/A 
Total (%) 100.0 69.8 66.1 45.9 46.6 
Sample size 4,637 4,624 3,142 4,592 1,440 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada.  Sample restricted to respondents 
who are financially responsible for children under 18.  Note that some respondents did not answer all 
survey questions, so sample size varies slightly for each question. 

 
Examining income and education together confirms that both remain important factors. 
Regarding saving for PSE, cross-tabulations seem to indicate that income is a stronger 
determinant than having a university degree.  Regarding RESP use among savers, cross-
tabulations seem to indicate that having a university degree is a more important 
determinant than income.    
 
A higher share of families who make a budget save for their children’s PSE.  However, 
further investigation shows that this is only true if these families usually (or always) stay 
within their budget.  This could be an indication that good planning helps people save for 
PSE. 
 
RESP Take-Up and Savings  
 
Table 5B also shows the take-up of RESPs by budget characteristics.  At the high end of 
the income distribution, households with incomes above $100,000 have a take-up rate of 
60.1%.  The take-up rate diminishes gradually with income, reaching 24.0% for 
households with income of less than $20,000.  The distribution of families with RESP 
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assets above and below $10,000 follows a similar trend, with the percentage of families 
with assets above $10,000 increasing with income. 
 
Making a budget and staying on budget plays a similar role in RESP take-up as it does 
for saving for PSE in general.  Take-up is slightly higher for households who make a 
budget and those who always or usually stay within their budget. 
    

4.3.3 By Assets and Financial Knowledge 
 
Saving for PSE and Use of RESPs Among Savers 
 
In general, households with a higher level of annual income and financial assets are more 
likely to save for their children’s PSE.  They are also more likely to use RESPs.  These 
findings are as expected, given that higher income and asset levels tend to be correlated 
with a higher level of education and, consequently, greater use of RESPs as shown 
previously. 
 
Table 5C shows that households with an RRSP are more likely to save for their children’s 
PSE (78.1% vs. 48.5%).  This remains true for all income categories (results not shown) 
suggesting that, given a pre-existing saving habit, saving for PSE is more likely.  The 
likelihood of having savings for PSE increases steadily with RRSP assets.  This also 
suggests that greater wealth increases different forms of saving, including saving for PSE.  
Among families who save for PSE, a higher percentage of families use RESPs among 
those who have RRSPs (70.7% vs. 47.4%).  Moreover, families with higher values of 
other financial assets are more likely to save for PSE.   
 
Finally, a higher share of families who reported being more informed on financial issues 
and having better financial knowledge save for their children’s PSE and use RESPs.25  
This was also the case for families who were financially preparing for retirement.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
25 The two survey questions are: 1) “How do you rate yourself on each of the following areas of financial 
management, staying informed on financial issues? very good, good, fairly good or not very good?” and; 2) 
“How would you rate your level of financial knowledge? very knowledgeable, knowledgeable, fairly 
knowledgeable or not very knowledgeable?” 
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Table 5C: Distribution of PSE and RESP Savers in 2009, by  
Assets and Financial Knowledge (%) 

  
Weight in 

Sample 

 
Save for 

PSE 

Use RESPs 
(Among 

PSE Savers 
Only) 

Use 
RESPs 

(Among 
All 

Families) 

> $10,000 in 
RESP Assets 

(Among 
RESP Users)  

Have an RRSP      
    Yes 71.8 78.1 70.7 55.1 49.1 
    No 28.2 48.5 47.4 22.9 29.7 
Value of Assets in RRSP      
    $1 - $25,000 29.7 68.5 67.4 46.2 21.9 
    $25,000 - $49,999 12.2 75.1 74.9 56.3 45.6 
    $50,000 - $99,999 13.4 82.9 70.5 58.3 53.5 
    $100,000 or more 16.5 89.4 80.0 71.5 71.7 
Home Ownership      
    Own home, no mortgage 15.5 83.8 68.2 57.0 69.2 
    Own home, with mortgage 61.8 72.6 68.0 49.3 43.6 
    Do not own a home 22.7 53.0 56.6 29.9 27.7 
Value of Other Financial Assets      
    $1 - $29,999 40.2 75.1 67.5 50.7 34.7 
    $30,000 - $74,999 12.4 75.0 67.1 50.3 50.1 
    $75,000 or more 17.2 88.3 67.5 59.6 67.8 
Financially Preparing for Retirement      
    Yes 76.5 76.7 67.7 51.8 48.0 
    No 23.5 47.7 58.8 27.9 34.7 
Informed on Financial Issues (self-
reported)      
    Very Good 12.3 79.5 66.2 52.5 62.2 
    Good 35.2 73.8 67.2 49.4 49.7 
    Fairly Good 32.9 71.0 65.5 46.4 39.9 
    Not Very Good 19.7 56.0 64.5 35.9 33.6 
Financial Knowledge (self-reported)      
    Very knowledgeable 6.1 79.6 70.1 55.6 58.9 
    Knowledgeable 29.7 73.4 68.5 50.1 52.3 
    Fairly knowledgeable 46.0 71.1 64.9 46.1 42.8 
    Not very knowledgeable 18.2 58.4 62.4 36.2 32.7 
Total (%) 100.0 69.8 66.1 45.9 46.6 
Sample size 4,637 4,624 3,142 4,592 1,440 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada.  Sample restricted to respondents 
who are financially responsible for children under 18.  Note that some respondents did not answer all 
survey questions, so sample size varies slightly for each question. 

 
 
RESP Take-Up and Savings  
 
Table 5C also shows the take-up of RESPs by asset characteristics and financial 
knowledge.  Families with RRSPs are much more likely to have RESPs.  Take-up among 
families with RRSPs is 55.1%, more than twice as high as families without RRSPs 
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(22.9%).  Take-up also increases with the value of RRSP assets held.  Moreover, having 
RRSP assets and the amount in RRSP savings increases the likelihood that families will 
have more than $10,000 in their RESPs.  This trend seems to indicate that, not 
surprisingly, wealthier families are more likely to have RESPs.  Families with savings 
habits appear to be more likely to save using both RRSPs and RESPs.  An indication of 
this is that RESP take-up is higher among those with RRSPs at every household income 
level (results not shown). 
 
Owning a home is another way to save.  And in fact, RESP use is higher among families 
who own their home.  Over half of families who own a home have an RESP, compared to 
only 29.9% of those who don’t own a home.  The likelihood of using RESPs also 
increases if families own other types of financial assets.  
 
Self-assessed financial knowledge and being informed on financial issues are both 
associated with higher take-up rates of RESPs and they also increase the likelihood that 
families will have more than $10,000 in their RESPs.  Take-up rates vary gradually from 
36.2% among those who report being not very financially knowledgeable to 55.6% 
among those with the highest level of financial knowledge.  This indicates that financial 
knowledge does matter when it comes to saving for PSE in RESPs.   
 
More on Financial Knowledge 
 
Survey respondents were also asked additional questions regarding their financial 
knowledge and habits (presented in Table 5D).  Respondents who thought they knew 
enough to choose their own investments and who knew the required savings to reach their 
desired standard of living in retirement were also more likely to save for PSE and use 
RESPs.26  This was also the case among those that sought financial advice in the last 12 
months, especially those who sought financial advice on education planning for their 
children.  These results appear to indicate that financial knowledge and getting financial 
advice may be determining factors in saving for PSE in general and using RESPs.  In 
particular, among those who got financial advice, RESP take-up was 57.6%.  Take-up 
increased to 73.2% among those who got financial advice on education planning for their 
children.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
26 The relevant survey questions were: “I know enough about investments to choose ones that are suitable 
for my circumstances” (agree or disagree) and; “Do you have a good idea of how much money you will 
need to save to maintain your desired standard of living when you retire?” 
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Table 5D: Distribution of PSE and RESP Savers in 2009, by Additional  
Financial Knowledge Variables (%) 

  
Weight in 

Sample 

 
Save for 

PSE 

Use RESPs 
(Among 

PSE Savers 
Only) 

Use 
RESPs 

(Among 
All 

Families) 

> $10,000 in 
RESP Assets 

(Among 
RESP Users)  

Know Enough to Choose 
Investments      
    Agree 54.8 75.3 68.1 51.2 50.0 
    Disagree 45.2 63.7 63.0 40.0 40.2 
Know Savings Required for Desired 
Retirement      
    Yes 42.0 80.8 69.7 56.1 53.4 
    No 58.0 62.8 63.2 39.6 38.6 
Received Financial Advice      
    Yes 49.6 80.6 71.6 57.6 45.3 
    No 50.4 59.5 58.1 34.4 48.4 
Received Financial Advice on 
Educational Planning for Children      
    Yes 22.6 90.4 81.1 73.2 41.0 
    No 77.4 64.0 59.6 38.0 49.8 
Total (%) 100.0 69.8 66.1 45.9 46.6 
Sample size 4,637 4,624 3,142 4,592 1,440 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada.  Sample restricted to respondents 
who are financially responsible for children under 18.  Note that some respondents did not answer all 
survey questions, so sample size varies slightly for each question. 

 

4.3.4 Summary – What Are the Characteristics of Families Who Save 
for PSE and use RESPs? 

 
This section has highlighted the following six defining characteristics of households with 
PSE savings (characteristics which also apply to those who use RESPs)27: 
 

• Higher levels of education 
o The percentage of families with PSE savings and who use RESPs 

increases steadily with education level.  RESP take-up varies from 18.6% 
to 65.2% with education. 

 
• Higher levels of annual income and assets 

o The percentage of families with PSE savings and who use RESPs 
increases steadily with income and asset levels.  RESP take-up varies from 
24.0% to 60.1% for the different income categories.  

o A higher share of couples have PSE savings and use RESPs, given that 
they often have the additional income of a spouse to rely upon. 

                                                
27 An attempt to corroborate these findings is provided in the multivariate analysis section. 
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• Other savings habits 
o Among families with RRSPs, the proportion saving for PSE (78.1%) and 

using RESPs (55.1%) is substantially higher than for those who don’t have 
any RRSPs (48.5% and 22.9% respectively).  This holds true for all 
income categories, indicating the importance of having other savings 
habits. 

o The proportion of families who save for PSE and use RESPs is also higher 
among those with other financial assets and who own their home.  

 
• Better financial knowledge 

o A higher share of those who have better financial knowledge save for PSE 
and use RESPs.  RESP take-up varies from 36.2% to 55.6% with the level 
of financial knowledge.   

o RESP take-up is 57.6% among those who received financial advice in the 
previous 12-month period.  Take-up increases to 73.2% among those who 
received financial advice on education planning for their children.   

 
• Not Quebec residents 

o The proportion of families saving for PSE and who use RESPs is lower 
among Quebec residents.  This is not surprising given that tuition fees in 
Quebec are significantly lower than elsewhere in Canada.  

 
• Not a large family 

o The proportion of families saving for PSE and using RESPs is lower in 
large families, particularly in families with four or more children.  
Devoting financial resources to save for PSE is more difficult with 
additional children, as they add additional expenses to the household 
budget.    

 

4.4 Are Families Who Are In Debt Putting Money Into RESPs? 
 
Table 6 presents the take-up of RESPs by debt levels and by debt type.  Findings indicate 
that take-up increases steadily with debt levels.  This is likely due to the effect of income, 
as debt levels often increase with income, and take-up of RESPs rises with income.  
Multivariate regression analysis in Section 5 will help determine the debt effect more 
clearly, as the effect of income and debt will be separated. 
 
When examining the type of debt, families with mortgages stand out as having higher 
take-up than families with other types of debts only or no debts.  Interestingly, a higher 
share of families with no debt, or only mortgage debt, had more than $10,000 in their 
RESP.  The opposite holds true for families with other types of debt.  This is an 
indication that families with non-mortgage debt are contributing less to their RESPs, even 
if they are almost as likely to have RESPs as other families. 
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Table 6: RESP Use Among Households with Debt in 2009 
  

Weight in 
Sample 

(%) 

 
RESP 

Take-Up 
(%)  

RESP of 
less than 
$10,000 

(%) 

RESP of 
more than 

$10,000 
(%) 

Value of debt     
    $0 14.6 39.9 38.5 61.5 
    $1 - $49,999 28.7 40.9 58.8 41.2 
    $50,000 - $99,999 12.0 44.6 47.2 52.8 
    $100,000 - $149,999 11.3 47.5 56.9 43.1 
    $150,000 - $199,999 9.0 47.7 52.9 47.1 
    $200,000 - $249,999 9.1 53.4 57.6 42.4 
    $250,000 or more 15.3 56.1 55.3 44.7 
Sample Size 3,937 3,919          1,365 
Debt type     
    Mortgage only 15.4 51.6 45.0 55.0 
    Mortgage and other types 51.4 48.1 59.3 40.7 
    Other types only (no mortgage) 20.7 40.3 51.2 48.8 
    No debts 12.6 39.9 38.5 61.5 
Sample Size 4,492 4,459         1,437 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada. Sample restricted to 
respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.   
Note:  Other types of debts include student loans, payday or other loans, outstanding credit card 
balances, outstanding balances on lines of credit, or other debt and liabilities (excluding 
mortgages).  Information on the amount of RESPs or debts was not provided by all respondents 
who indicated that they had RESPs or debts. 

 

4.5 To What Extent Are Canadians Saving For PSE Outside Of 
An RESP? What Sources Of Savings Are They Using? 

 
Among families who save for their children’s PSE, about one-third do not use RESPs.  
Table 7 presents the means used to save for PSE by households not using RESPs.  Most 
of these households (64.2%) contribute to a savings plan or account.  Other less popular 
means include Guaranteed Investment Certificates (GICs) and bonds (11.3%) and mutual 
funds or stocks (7.2%) – which are also accessible through an RESP.  It would be 
important to understand why these households are not using RESPs, given their 
significant number.28    
 
It is important to note that for RESP participants, the questions in the CFCS do not permit 
an examination of PSE savings outside RESPs.  The questions do not distinguish if the 
different financial products used to save for PSE are inside or outside an RESP.  In 
addition, the survey does not indicate the value of savings for PSE held outside RESPs.  
 

                                                
28 This issue will be explored in more detail in forthcoming case studies and in a survey completed for the 
overall summative evaluation of the CESP. 
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Table 7: Other Means Used to Save for PSE by 
Households not Using RESPs in 2009 

 Percentage 
Savings plan/account 64.2 
GICs or bonds 11.3 
Mutual funds or stocks 7.2 
Other family member made provisions 5.3 
Trust fund 3.1 
Other 9.5 
Sample Size 1,075 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada. Sample 
restricted to respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.   
Note: Respondents could provide more than one answer. 

 

4.6 What Other PSE Funding Strategies do Students Use? 
 
The CFCS does not examine this evaluation question directly, but does ask parents what 
other means they intend to use to help their children during PSE, which will ultimately 
become part of the PSE funding strategies of students.29  Table 8 provides a snapshot of 
the responses to this question for all households and for those households not currently 
saving for PSE.  
 

Table 8: Other Means Parents Plan to Use to Help their Kids During PSE 
Other Means Parents Plan to Use to Help with PSE Costs Proportion (%) 

of All 
Households 

Proportion (%) 
Among Households 
Not Saving for PSE 

Providing free room and board 81.0 76.2 
Helping from employment or pension income 62.6 59.7 
Providing free use of a car 59.8 50.9 
Co-signing a student loan 56.2 56.3 
Helping with loan family will take 24.5 26.7 
Helping from sale of assets 15.7 14.7 
Nothing at all 3.9 4.6 
Other 2.7 3.8 
Sample Size 4,493 1,401 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada. Sample restricted to 
respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.   
Note: Respondents could provide more than one answer. 
 
The majority of households plan to help their children financially by providing funds 
from their employment or pension income (62.6%), by taking a loan (24.5%) and/or from 
the sale of assets (15.7%).  Other ways commonly cited included providing free room and 
board (81.0%), providing free use of a car (59.8%) and co-signing for a student loan 
(56.2%).  Only 3.9% of households do not plan to help their children at all during PSE.  
This signifies that most students will be able to count on some help (financial or not) 
                                                
29 This analysis will contribute to answering the evaluation question, even if only partially.  
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from their parents during PSE and that having dedicated savings for PSE is not the only 
way to help.  Results were fairly similar for households who were not currently saving for 
their children’s PSE. 
 

4.7 Other Relatives Saving for Children’s PSE 
 
Although this paper focuses on CFCS respondents who were financially responsible for 
children, other respondents (i.e. those not financially responsible for children under 18 
years of age) also had money invested in RESPs.  These other respondents include young 
adults 18 and over who did not use all of their RESP assets during their studies and 
people saving for the PSE of someone else’s child (usually relatives – i.e. grand-parents, 
uncles, aunts, etc.).  It is impossible to perfectly distinguish the two groups in the CFCS, 
but it can be estimated using a person’s age. 
 
Close to 5% of respondents 35 years of age and older that were not financially 
responsible for children had an RESP (results not shown). 30  These RESPs were most 
likely for relatives (other than one’s own children).  However, it should be noted that in 
some cases, it could be for respondents’ own children if they were not financially 
responsible for them.  This situation can arise in some divorces and separations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
30 Age is grouped in categories in the survey data.  Many respondents in the 25 to 34 year old group could 
be young adults with RESPs for their own studies, and not contributors to an RESP for other children.   
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  5. Multivariate Analysis 
 
This section uses regression analysis to estimate the defining characteristics of families 
who save for PSE and those who use RESPs.  This will assist in validating findings from 
the previous section.  The advantage of multivariate regression analysis is that it 
disentangles the effects of different characteristics on households’ savings behaviour.31   
 
The multivariate regression methodology uses Probit estimation with robust standard 
errors to take into account heteroskedasticity.  The results estimate the influence of 
different characteristics on: 1) the probability of saving for PSE; and 2) the probability of 
saving for PSE using RESPs (RESP take-up).  Regression results are presented in 
Tables 9 and 10, respectively.  
  

5.1 Saving For PSE 
 
Table 9 shows the effect of different socio-economic characteristics on the likelihood that 
a household saves for their children’s PSE.  Two regression specifications were used to 
ensure robustness of the results, as adding variables on amounts of RRSPs and debts 
significantly reduced the sample size.32  The likelihood of saving for PSE is similar in 
both samples: 70% vs. 68%. 
 
Results indicate that education and income do matter.  Having a PSE degree increases the 
likelihood of saving for PSE by 4 to 9 percentage points (compared to having a high-
school degree).  Similar effects are found for income.  The likelihood of saving for PSE 
in higher income categories increases by 5 to 13 percentage points (compared to 
households in the $20,000-$43,000 income range).  At the high end, having a household 
income over $100,000 increases this likelihood by 13 percentage points.  When RRSPs, 
home ownership and other financial assets are not taken into account (i.e. not included in 
the regression), the effects of income on PSE savings are even larger (results not shown). 
 
Having a household budget and usually (or always) staying within budget has a 
significant effect on saving (9 to 12 percentage points).  Merely making a budget and not 
respecting it is not enough.  This indicates that good planning can help people save.  
Regarding financial literacy, respondents who reported being financially knowledgeable 
were also more likely to save for PSE.33   

                                                
31 Note that the effects of different characteristics presented in the regression analysis are only correlations 
and should not be interpreted a causal effects.  In other words, one cannot say that marriage causes higher 
RESP take-up, but one can say that married people are more likely to have RESPs.  
32 The same variables were used in the two regressions, with the second regression adding the value of 
RRSPs and the value of debts (including zero values).  These two additional questions reduce the sample 
size from 4,277 to 3,218 households, likely because some survey respondents were more reticent to answer 
these types of questions.  As the sample reduction seems significant, both regression results are shown for 
robustness.   
33 The relevant survey question is: “How would you rate your level of financial knowledge? Very 
knowledgeable, knowledgeable, fairly knowledgeable or not very knowledgeable?”. 
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Table 9: Determining Characteristics of the Probability of Saving for PSE 

 Regression 1 Regression 2 
(Adding Value of 

RRSPs and Debts) 
 Marginal 

Effect 
Standard 

Error 
Marginal 

Effect 
Standard 

Error 
Education     
    Less than high school -0.034 (0.035) -0.064 (0.043) 
    High school degree (reference)  (reference)  
    Some PSE 0.009   (0.032) 0.005   (0.038) 
    College degree 0.043***   (0.023) 0.042   (0.028) 
    Undergraduate degree 0.056** (0.026) 0.057*** (0.031) 
    Graduate degree 0.088* (0.030) 0.065*** (0.037) 
Household Income     
    Less than $20,000 -0.002 (0.039) 0.031 (0.041) 
    $20,000 - $42,999 (reference)  (reference)  
    $43,000 - $65,999 0.045 (0.028) 0.081** (0.031) 
    $66,000 - $99,999 0.084* (0.028) 0.097* (0.032) 
    $100,000 + 0.128* (0.029) 0.125* (0.035) 
Region     
    Atlantic 0.017 (0.027) 0.073** (0.029) 
    Quebec -0.118* (0.025) -0.086* (0.029) 
    Ontario (reference)  (reference)  
    Prairies 0.014 (0.022) 0.037 (0.026) 
    British Columbia -0.050 (0.033) -0.008 (0.039) 
Age     
    Under 35 (reference)  (reference)  
    35-44 0.011 (0.021) 0.002 (0.025) 
    Over 44 0.004 (0.024) -0.047 (0.030) 
Marital Status     
    Married or common law (reference)  (reference)  
    Widowed, divorced or separated -0.004 (0.027) 0.014 (0.030) 
    Single, never married -0.002 (0.037) -0.002 (0.043) 
Immigrant Status     
     Born outside Canada 0.063** (0.024) 0.057*** (0.029) 
     Immigrated < 10 years ago -0.049 (0.042) -0.013 (0.049) 
# Children in household under 18     
    None1 -0.044 (0.032) -0.042 (0.039) 
    One (reference)  (reference)  
    Two 0.036*** (0.019) 0.014 (0.023) 
    Three -0.043 (0.029) -0.064*** (0.036) 
    Four or more -0.133* (0.054) -0.148** (0.064) 
*, **, ***, represent statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels respectively. 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada. Sample restricted to 
respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.    
1 None indicates that the child for whom the respondent is responsible is living outside of the 
respondent’s household. 
Note: Weighted probit regression results with robust standard errors.  Dependant variable is 
saving for PSE (yes/no).  
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Table 9: Determining Characteristics of the Probability of Saving for PSE (continued) 

 Regression 1 Regression 2 
(Adding Value of 

RRSPs and Debts) 
 Marginal 

Effect 
Standard 

Error 
Marginal 

Effect 
Standard 

Error 
Have a Household Budget -0.045 (0.034) -0.016 (0.039) 
Have and Stay within Household Budget 0.120* (0.034) 0.094** (0.038) 
Home Ownership 0.101* (0.027) 0.098* (0.032) 
Have an RRSP 0.157* (0.023) 0.106* (0.028) 
RRSP value     
    $0 - $25,000   (reference)  
    $25,000 - $49,999   0.048 (0.034) 
    $50,000 - $99,999   0.100* (0.032) 
    $100,000 or more   0.158* (0.031) 
Have Other Financial Assets 0.156* (0.020) 0.155* (0.023) 
Have a Mortgage 
Have Other Types of Debts 

-0.082* 
-0.038*** 

(0.021) 
(0.020) 

-0.089* 
-0.027 

(0.031) 
(0.024) 

Value of Debts     
    $0 - $50,000   (reference)  
    $50,000 - $99,999   -0.010 (0.037) 
    $100,000 - $199,999   0.002 (0.034) 
    $200,000 or more   0.045 (0.034) 
Financial Knowledge (self-reported)     
    Very knowledgeable 0.067*** (0.036) 0.030 (0.045) 
    Knowledgeable 0.057** (0.024) 0.057*** (0.029) 
    Fairly knowledgeable 0.050** (0.023) 0.066** (0.028) 
    Not very knowledgeable (reference)  (reference)  
Number of households in sample 4277 3218 
Proportion Saving for PSE 0.699 0.679 
*, **, ***, represent statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels respectively. 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada.  Sample restricted to 
respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.   
Note: Weighted probit regression results with robust standard errors. Dependant variable is 
saving for PSE (yes/no). 
 
Home ownership, having RRSPs and other financial assets are also strong determinants.  
They each increase the likelihood of saving for PSE by 10 to 16 percentage points.  The 
effect of RRSPs is even higher when its value exceeds $50,000.  These three forms of 
saving are an indication of saving habits of households and wealth.  It is therefore not 
surprising to find that households who save in general are the ones that are more likely to 
save for their children’s PSE.  However, these saving habits are also related to 
households’ means and are not necessarily realistic goals for all households.  For 
example, not all households can afford a house.   
 
Having a mortgage reduces the likelihood of saving for PSE by 8 to 9 percentage points. 
The effect of other types of debt and the total amount of debt is not clear.  Mortgages 
could be significantly reducing households’ available financial resources for PSE saving.  
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However, the results show that the benefits of home ownership seem to offset the effect 
of having a mortgage.  In any case, it is easier to save for PSE once the mortgage is paid 
off.  
 
After taking into account all of the above factors, region and immigration status still play 
a role, whereas age and marital status do not.  Immigrants were more likely to save for 
PSE, even after taking into account all other characteristics, with a difference of 6 
percentage points.  Regionally, Quebec households were less likely to save than 
households in Ontario, with a difference of 9 to 12 percentage points.  This regional 
difference is likely due to the lower tuition fees for PSE in Quebec.  Other regional 
differences were not robust.   
 
The number of children in a household seemed to play an important role in saving for 
PSE.  In particular, after taking into account other characteristics, households with 4 or 
more children were less likely to save for PSE (compared to households with one child).  
The difference was 13 to 15 percentage points.  Tighter budgets constraints in larger 
families could help explain this effect.  However, these are likely the families who would 
benefit the most from saving for PSE, as children are likely to attend PSE at the same 
time and put pressure on family finances. 
 

5.2 RESP Take-Up 
 
Table 10 illustrates the impact of different socio-economic characteristics on the 
likelihood households with children have RESPs.  As in Table 9, the same two regression 
specifications are used to ensure results are robust across specifications and samples.  
RESP take-up is similar in both samples: 46% vs. 45%. 
 
Education has a strong influence – compared to having a high school degree, having 
some PSE increases the likelihood of using RESPs by 10 percentage points, while having 
a PSE diploma increases it by 14 to 28 percentage points.  These effects are larger than 
the ones on the likelihood of saving for PSE.  In other words, the effect of parental 
education is larger on RESP take-up than on the decision to save for PSE.  This could be 
an indication of the perceived complexity of RESPs compared to other ways of saving 
(attenuated by education), or an indication that parents with PSE are more confident their 
children will go to PSE and use this money wisely, and that they will not have to cancel 
their RESP.  More research would be necessary to examine these findings. 
 
Income also matters.  Results show that households with income greater than $100,000 
are more likely to use RESPs, 9 to 10 percentage points more than households in the 
$20,000-$43,000 range.  Results for the other income groups were not robust.  However, 
when RRSPs, home ownership and other financial assets are not taken into account (i.e. 
not included in the regression), the effects of income on RESP take-up are larger and 
become statistically significant in the 3 highest income groups (results not shown).  This 
seems to indicate that the effect of wealth and having other saving habits is a more 
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important determinant of RESP use than income, even if all these factors are 
interconnected. 
 
Owning a home and having RRSPs are also strong determinants, but the effect of having 
other financial assets is not robust.  Owning a home increases the likelihood of using 
RESPs by 6 to 8 percentage points.  Having an RRSP increases it by 19 to 23 percentage 
points, and by even more when its value exceeds $25,000.  For example, having over 
$100,000 in RRSPs increases the likelihood of using RESPs by 39 percentage points.  
The effect of having a mortgage was not robust, and the effects of other types of debt and 
the total amount of debt were not clear.   
 
With respect to having and staying within a household budget, the clear effect found for 
saving for PSE does not seem to be present for RESP take-up.  This would indicate that 
even if following a budget helps to save for PSE in general, it is not a determining factor 
in the use of RESPs. 
 
Having financial knowledge helps to increase the likelihood of RESP use, which could be 
an indication of the perceived complexity of RESPs compared to other forms of savings.  
More research on this issue could be insightful. 
 
Even after taking into account all of the characteristics discussed above, demographic 
characteristics still play a role.  Compared to Ontario, households in Quebec are less 
likely to use RESPs (by 14 to 15 percentage points).  Again, this is likely due to the lower 
tuition fees in the province.  Immigrants to Canada are more likely to use RESPs (by 12 
to 13 percentage points), but this effect disappears for recent immigrants.  Single 
individuals (that were never married) are less likely to use RESPs than couples (by 10 to 
11 percentage points).  This difference is surprising given that there was no effect when 
examining saving for PSE.  There is also an age effect – people over 44 years of age were 
less likely to use RESPs than those under 35 (by 6 to 11 percentage points). 
 
Finally, there are family size differences.  Even after taking into account all of the 
characteristics above, families with two children were more likely to use RESPs (by 6 to 
8 percentage points), compared to families with one child (the reference group).  
However, the negative effect for families with four or more children was not robust.  This 
was surprising given the negative effects found for these families regarding saving for 
PSE. 
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Table 10: Determining Characteristics of the Probability of Using RESPs 
 Regression 1 Regression 2 

(Adding Value of 
RRSPs and Debts) 

 Marginal 
Effect 

Standard 
Error 

Marginal 
Effect 

Standard 
Error 

Education     
    Less than high school -0.003 (0.043) -0.018 (0.050) 
    High school degree (reference)  (reference)  
    Some PSE 0.098*   (0.038) 0.103**   (0.044) 
    College degree 0.142*   (0.029) 0.141*   (0.034) 
    Undergraduate degree 0.238* (0.030) 0.215* (0.036) 
    Graduate degree 0.279* (0.034) 0.269* (0.041) 
Household Income     
    Less than $20,000 0.011 (0.053) 0.065 (0.059) 
    $20,000 - $42,999 (reference)  (reference)  
    $43,000 - $65,999 0.003 (0.037) 0.018 (0.043) 
    $66,000 - $99,999 0.048 (0.037) 0.066 (0.043) 
    $100,000 + 0.106* (0.037) 0.091** (0.045) 
Region     
    Atlantic -0.023 (0.030) -0.006 (0.036) 
    Quebec -0.147* (0.025) -0.141* (0.029) 
    Ontario (reference)  (reference)  
    Prairies -0.018 (0.025) -0.015 (0.029) 
    British Columbia -0.051 (0.035) -0.059 (0.042) 
Age     
    Under 35 (reference)  (reference)  
    35-44 -0.009 (0.024) -0.040 (0.027) 
    Over 44 -0.058** (0.027) -0.111* (0.032) 
Marital Status     
    Married or common law (reference)  (reference)  
    Widowed, divorced or separated -0.062*** (0.032) -0.044 (0.036) 
    Single, never married -0.113* (0.041) -0.101** (0.048) 
Immigrant Status     
     Born outside Canada 0.128* (0.028) 0.123* (0.033) 
     Immigrated < 10 years ago -0.123* (0.043) -0.128** (0.050) 
# Children in household under 18     
    None1 -0.052 (0.036) -0.055 (0.042) 
    One (reference)  (reference)  
    Two 0.064* (0.022) 0.075* (0.026) 
    Three 0.020 (0.033) 0.029 (0.039) 
    Four or more -0.062 (0.055) -0.135** (0.061) 
*, **, ***, represent statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels respectively. 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada. Sample restricted to 
respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.    
1 None indicates that the child for whom the respondent is responsible is living outside of the 
respondent’s household. 
Note: Weighted probit regression results with robust standard errors. Dependant variable is using 
RESPs (yes/no). 
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Table 10: Determining Characteristics of the Probability of Using RESPs (continued) 
 Regression 1 Regression 2 

(Adding Value of 
RRSPs and Debts) 

 Marginal 
Effect 

Standard 
Error 

Marginal 
Effect 

Standard 
Error 

Have a Household Budget 
Have and Stay within Household Budget 

-0.026 
0.059 

(0.039) 
(0.038) 

-0.000 
0.039 

(0.042) 
(0.042) 

Home Ownership 0.078* (0.029) 0.057*** (0.034) 
Have an RRSP 0.228* (0.023) 0.186* (0.030) 
RRSP value     
    $0 - $25,000   (reference)  
    $25,000 - $49,999   0.102* (0.039) 
    $50,000 - $99,999   0.085** (0.039) 
    $100,000 or more   0.204* (0.038) 
Have Other Financial Assets 0.046** (0.023) 0.032 (0.026) 
Have a Mortgage 
Have Other Types of Debts 

-0.064* 
0.004 

(0.025) 
(0.023) 

-0.051 
0.017 

(0.036) 
(0.028) 

Value of Debts     
    $0 - $50,000   (reference)  
    $50,000 - $99,999   -0.034 (0.040) 
    $100,000 - $199,999   -0.032 (0.036) 
    $200,000 or more   0.014 (0.038) 
Financial Knowledge (self-reported)     
    Very knowledgeable 0.067 (0.046) 0.031 (0.054) 
    Knowledgeable 0.075* (0.029) 0.074** (0.035) 
    Fairly knowledgeable 0.051*** (0.027) 0.068** (0.033) 
    Not very knowledgeable (reference)  (reference)  
Number of households in sample 4259 3213 
Proportion Taking-Up RESPs 0.462 0.452 
*, **, ***, represent statistical significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% levels respectively. 
Source: 2009 Canadian Financial Capability Survey, Statistics Canada. Sample restricted to 
respondents who are financially responsible for children under 18.   
Note: Weighted probit regression results with robust standard errors. Dependant variable is using 
RESPs (yes/no). 
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6. Conclusions 
 
 
The analysis of the CFCS offered some unique insights into PSE saving behaviour.  The 
findings will help the overall summative evaluation of the CESP. 
 
In general, 70 percent of families save for their children’s PSE, among whom 66 percent 
use RESPs.  Therefore, overall, 46 percent of families financially responsible for children 
under the age of 18 have RESPs.  
 
Why are some families saving for PSE while others are not saving? 
 
Of the roughly 30% of families with children who do not save for PSE, most cited 
insufficient financial resources as the reason.  Few respondents indicated that they do not 
save for PSE because they do not expect their children to attend PSE.   
 
What are the characteristics of families who save versus families who do not save? 
 
The defining characteristics of PSE savers include having higher levels of education, 
income and assets, having other saving behaviours and having higher levels of financial 
knowledge.  In particular, the proportion of families saving for PSE varies from 45% to 
80% with their level of education or income.  However, cross-tabulations seem to 
indicate that income is a stronger determinant than having a university degree.  The 
proportion of families who save for PSE is higher among those that also have RRSPs.  
This remains true for all categories of income, indicating the importance of having pre-
existing saving habits.  Financial knowledge seems to also be an important factor, 
including getting financial advice.  Finally, the proportion of families saving for PSE is 
lower in large families, in particular in families with four or more children, indicating 
that devoting financial resources to save for PSE could become harder as more children 
are present in the household.  These results were confirmed by multivariate regression 
analysis. 
 
What are RESP take-up rates?  What is the socio-economic and financial literacy profile 
of RESP participants? 
 
In general, the profile of PSE savers is similar to the profile of RESP participants.  In 
particular, the percentage of families with RESPs increases steadily with their level of 
education or income, with RESP take-up varying from 20% to 65%.  However, cross-
tabulations seem to indicate that having a university degree is a more important 
determinant than income.  RESP take-up is also higher among those who have RRSPs 
(55% vs. 23%).  This remains true for all categories of income, indicating the importance 
of having pre-existing saving habits.  Finally, financial knowledge also seems to be an 
important factor, including getting financial advice.  RESP take-up varies from 36% to 
56% with the level of financial knowledge.  Furthermore, RESP take-up is 58% among 
those who received financial advice in the previous 12-month period.  This proportion 
increases to 73% among those who received financial advice specifically on educational 
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planning for their children.  These defining characteristics were confirmed by 
multivariate regression analysis.   
 
What is the total amount of PSE savings in RESPs? 
 
Among RESP participants, roughly half have less than $10,000 in their RESP and less 
than a quarter have more than $20,000.  These amounts may seem fairly low when 
compared to current PSE costs.  However, many of these RESPs have not finished 
growing, as new contributions and investment returns continue to accumulate.  
Moreover, RESP savings were never intended to cover all PSE costs. 
 
To what extent are families who are in debt putting money into RESPs? 
 
Families in debt also use RESPs.  Results suggest that families with non-mortgage debt 
seem to have less money in their RESPs, even if they seem to be just as likely to use 
RESPs. 
 
To what extent are Canadians saving for PSE outside of an RESP?  What sources of 
savings are they using? 
 
Among families who save for their children’s PSE, about one third are not using RESPs.   
Instead of using RESPs, these families are usually saving for PSE using savings plans or 
accounts, GICs, bonds, stocks or mutual funds.  All of these financial products  could 
also be held inside an RESP.  Other lines of evidence for the CESP summative 
evaluation will be used to understand why these households are not using RESPs, given 
their significant number. 
 
What other PSE funding strategies do students use? 
 
Most students will be able to count on some other forms of help from their parents during 
PSE.  Almost all parents plan to help their children during PSE, with less than 4% not 
planning to help at all.  The majority of parents plan to help students financially during 
PSE, to co-sign a student loan and to provide free room and board.  Having dedicated 
saving for PSE is not the only way parents plan to help their children for PSE.   
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