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Purpose 

Human Resources and Skills Development Canada (HRSDC) is in the process of developing a national communications plan and advertising campaign that will promote the value of lifelong learning and the use of Government of Canada supports for access to post-secondary education. It will address the primary goals of increasing Canadians’ awareness of Government of Canada programs and services including the new Canada Learning Bond (CLB) and the enhanced Canada Education Savings Grant (CESG), that are associated with the Registered Education Savings Plan (RESP) to support the program objective of maximizing uptake of the program, as well as increase Canadians’ awareness of the value of planning and saving for post-secondary education (PSE).

Method
This study took place in March 2005 and consisted of telephone interviews with a randomly selected national sample of 2,811 Canadians, including an oversample of 500 extended family members and 1,706 parents. The sample was drawn from randomly selected households from across the country, based on a Random Digit Dial (RDD) method of sampling households and was stratified to provide for a minimum number of cases in each region (a minimum of 100). This type of stratification ensures that there are sufficient cases sampled to report on results by province, and involved an under sampling in Quebec and Ontario. The sample was also stratified to include extended family members, an over sample of low- and middle-income parents, and rural cases.

Findings

The following findings represent baselines measures that will enable HRSD to track changes in public opinion around PSE savings as communications/advertising activities unfold.

Perceived Importance of Saving for PSE

Although there are challenges in developing precise figures for a cost of a post-secondary education, at about $50,000 for a four-year university degree, Canadians’ estimate is probably not unrealistic. Similarly, Canadians are well aware that student loans are not automatically available to all students who attend PSE. Canadians overall and parents in particular largely agree (over eight in ten) that parents’ financial contribution is critical in supporting children’s decision to enter PSE. Further, the public supports government incentive measures to encourage parents to save for their children’s education.

The three underpinning messages related to the objective of increasing/maintaining the perception that it is important to save for a child’s PSE – getting a good education is vital to children’s future, workers with PSE will be in even more demand in the future, and the importance of starting to save as early as possible – already have significant resonance with most Canadians (although these notions tend to be endorsed to a lesser extent by lower income earners). 

While Canadians are less likely to specifically name trade or apprenticeship training when thinking about PSE, there is a consensus that PSE is important whether pursuing a career requiring a university degree or pursuing a career in the trades.

Awareness of Government Assistance

Despite the perceived importance of saving, there is a significant portion of Canadians, including parents, who are unaware of government incentive programs in this area, particularly the newer CLB initiative. RESPs have the highest profile – about four in ten Canadians indicated top-of-mind awareness of RESPs and a small minority names the CESG or more generically, “government matching/contribution” program in an unprompted question. Prompted awareness of RESPs is much higher at over 80 per cent (89 per cent among parents), although many in this group could not articulate anything specific about the Plan. 

Specific awareness of the CESG component of RESPs is much lower. Of those who are aware of RESPs, one in three mentioned the government contribution when asked to explain an RESP. In terms of overall prompted awareness, 25 per cent of Canadians have heard of the CESG (slightly higher among parents), but with a large proportion unable to say anything specific about the grant. An even smaller minority are aware of the Canada Learning Bond, even when prompted, and those who had heard of the CLB had very little specific knowledge. 

Awareness of both RESPs and the CESG is higher among the parent target group compared to other Canadians. However, awareness among the HRSD’s other target groups - low and middle income Canadians and rural Canadians is comparably lower and, if they are aware, have only a superficial understanding of program offerings. While the CLB is aimed at lower income households, respondents with lower levels of income were no more likely to be aware of the Bond than others.

For most parents, financial institutions and the Internet (typically a PSE institution or federal government web-site) would be the two most likely information sources if they were looking for information about PSE costs and financing (and also the most frequently mentioned sources among those who had, in fact, looked for information in the past). Lower income earners and rural dwellers were less likely to have looked for information about PSE financing. 

Financial institutions were also identified as the most likely source if people were looking for information about RESPs specifically and bank employees together with financial advisors were seen as most trustworthy sources of information about this product.

Understanding of RESPs/CESG

Non-subscribers level of knowledge of the contribution requirements and redemption of RESPs/CESG is mixed, with more confusion around the former than the latter. About one-half, for example, hold misperceptions about minimum contribution requirements and the need for annual contributions. Most, however, are familiar with the use of RESPs for all forms of PSE and the ability to withdraw funds if a child does not attend PSE. Those with lower levels of income and education are more apt to hold misconceptions about RESPs/CESG, as are those in BC and Quebec.

Encouraging Savings and Use of RESPs

The current baseline measure establishes post-secondary saving among parents of children under 18 at 60 per cent. Those who are saving, start saving early in the life of their child – at about two and a half years, on average. Just over half of those who are saving expect to cover most or all of their child’s education expenses, with the rest being covered by government loans, the student themselves or (most often) a mixture of both. Of those savers who provided a response, the total amount they intend to save is about $30,000. About one-half of parents with children over 12 have had a discussion with their child about education financing. though at the time of the survey only about one in four parents report that their child is currently saving for their education.

About two-thirds of parents who are saving are using an RESP. Those who use or expect to use an RESP name this as their major vehicle for PSE saving – that is, RESPs are cited more often than any other source of financing as covering most or all of PSE costs. Two-thirds of RESP subscribers say they have received the CESG. The CESG has an important positive impact on the decision to set up an RESP and (to a lesser extent) on the amount contributed. RESP subscribers express less difficulty in saving for their child’s education (though this also has to do with higher household incomes) and expect to save more on average than those who are saving but not using an RESP. 

Interest in RESPs is quite high among non-subscribers (two-thirds expressed interest). Among those who are not interested, affordability is certainly one, but not the only obstacle. Lack of relevance (e.g., the child is too old), perceived difficulty/complexity of RESPs and use of other saving instruments were also mentioned. 

Almost three-quarters of non-subscribers say they would be likely to open an RESP if the contribution threshold was $25 each month and this percentage remained similar even when the threshold was lowered to $10 per month. Different types and levels of incentives were tested with all options – including the current grant of 20 per cent of contribution and the CESG enhancements based on income – testing positively. The CLB lump sum incentive and flat annual government contribution not linked to contribution had the most positive influence on non-subscribers’ likelihood of opening an RESP. Increasing the proportionate government contribution to 30 and 40 per cent for the first $500 increased the likelihood of subscribing by 10 percentage points when the incentive moved from 20 to 30 per cent of contribution and only an additional four percentage points when the contribution proportion moved from 30 to 40 per cent.

Access and Government Role

Canadians support equitable access to PSE for those who are qualified. As indicated above, the general public support incentives to help parents to save and also for low and middle income families. Canadians give the government only a tepid rating of its effectiveness in making sure qualified people are able to afford to attend PSE – only about one in five feel the government does a good job in this regard. At least some of this has to do with lack of awareness of what the government is, in fact, doing – those who are aware of RESPs, for example, are more apt to say the government is doing a good job in ensuring access to PSE.
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