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Tuition fees increasing faster than inflation, limiting access to education  

• Using data from Statistics Canada’s Tuition and Living Accommodation Costs (TLAC) 
Survey, the Postsecondary Student Information System (PSIS), the Survey of Household 
Spending (SHS), and the Pan-Canadian Education Indicators Program (PCEIP), trends were 
analyzed over time to determine the impact tuition fees have on household spending.  

• The results show that since the early 1990s, tuition fees have increased significantly 
faster than other goods—including housing, transportation and shelter. Households are 
spending a much higher proportion of their income on post-secondary education, with lower-
income households bearing these increases to a greater extent.

For decades, students and education advocates 
across Canada have been vocal about rising tuition 
fees and their impact on access to education and 
training. This analysis highlights just how much 
tuition fees have increased in comparison to 
inflation and other household expenses. Throughout 
the 1980s, the cost of a university or college 
education increased at about the same pace as 
other goods—as measured by the Consumer Price 
Index (CPI). However, Figure 1 shows that in the 
1990s the cost of tuition fees started to grow 
significantly faster than the cost of everything else. 
This trend has continued for thirty years. 

Canada relies heavily on the education and training 
at colleges and universities, but the costs to 
access this education are staggeringly higher than 
they were a generation ago. The rising costs of 
tuition fees has not impacted participation rates 
in education, given that during the same period 
enrollment in post-secondary education has 
increased. Increasingly, the Canadian labour market 
requires post-secondary education—over 70% of 
jobs require some type of training or education 
beyond high school. As tuition  
fees increase, students are 
either paying more out of 
pocket or taking on more debt 
in pursuit of the education and 
training needed to secure good-
paying jobs.  

Looking specifically at the last ten years, the 
extraordinary growth of tuition fees has been 
consistent. Between 2000 and 2020, average 
undergraduate tuition fees have increased by 115% 
and average graduate tuition fees have increased 
by 89%. Meanwhile, overall consumer prices 
have increased by just 44%. It is important to 
highlight that these increases to tuition fees, as 
illustrated in Figure 1, are indexed alongside CPI, 
and therefore the cost difference seen between 
these two indicators is in addition to any increases 
accounted for by average inflation. Students, like 
everyone else, are already paying more for food, 
housing, transportation, and all other expenses 
as prices inflate year after year. It is on top of 
these increasing living expenses that students are 
financing skyrocketing tuition fees. 
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Figure 1 – Indexed average tuition fees and CPI, 1980 – 2020
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Figure 2 shows that since 1993, average residence 
costs have increased by 274% and average meal 
plan costs have increased by 197%, while overall 
consumer prices have increased by 160%. In addition 
to tuition fees, residence and meal plan costs are 
also increasing faster than inflation. Currently, 
residence costs across the country average $8,765 
per year, and meal plans average $6,174. Looking 
specifically at the University of Manitoba, where 
residence costs were $8,765 and the provincial 
minimum wage is  is $11.95, it would require 733 
hours of work, or over 18 weeks of full-time work at 
minimum wage to pay just for residence. Previous 
generations of students were able to finance their 
post-secondary education with summer jobs, saving 
enough money in the 4-month summer break to 
pay for their tuition fees, residence, and meal plans. 
However, it is clear that this is no longer attainable, 
leaving many students to finance their education by 
taking on greater amounts of debt.  
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Figure 2 - Indexed average campus living and accommodation 
costs and CPI, 1993-2020  
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Most Expensive University Residence Costs, 2021 Most Expensive University Meal Plan Costs, 2021 

University of Manitoba $8765

Royal Roads University $8517

Carleton University $8480

University of Saskatchewan $6174 

University of Western Ontario $5950

Wilfrid Laurier University $5560

The amount of income required to pay average 
tuition fees for one family member for a household 
at the median income level increased from 4.2% to 
9.1% of household income between 1990 and 2019. 
In the span of a generation, the cost of sending 
someone to post-secondary education has more 
than doubled the amount of the family budget it 
requires. If a family were to send two people to 
post-secondary education, it would require over 
18% of the household’s income and that number of 
course increases for any households making less 
than a median income. 

This ratio of average tuition fees to median income 
has consistently remained low in Quebec, never 
rising above 5.5% between 1990 and 2019. This 

is largely due to provincial policy to keep post-
secondary education affordable. Nova Scotia on 
the other hand, with no strategic efforts to ensure 
affordability, saw the highest increases during this 
time with the ratio rising from 6.2% to over 14.2%. 
Newfoundland and Labrador provide an example 
where—once deregulated in the 1990s—tuition fees 
rose significantly in relation to income (with the 
ratio increasing up to 10% at one point), but with a 
concerted effort to make post-secondary education 
affordable with a low tuition fee strategy had the 
ratio drop back down to 4.6% in 2019. However, with 
the latest provincial budget cutting funding for the 
maintenance of Memorial University’s tuition freeze, 
tuition fees will increase in Newfoundland and 
Labrador in future years.   
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For more than twenty years, the percentage of 
total household spending allocated to tuition 
fees has grown faster than spending on housing, 
transportation, or food. Between 1997 and 2009 
saw increases in average household spending for 
tuition fees (111.9%), housing (51.6%), transportation 
(67.0%) and food (32.5%). The increases between 
2010 and 2019 were: 50.4% (tuition fees), 46.3% 
(housing), 20.4% (transportation), and 19.3% (food). 

As the country responds to a housing affordability 
crisis, it is significant to see that the increases in 
spending on tuition fees remain even higher than 
the increases for housing. And, while the increases 
in housing and tuition fees were similar this past 
decade, the increases to tuition fees are stacked on 
top of the previous decades’ increases of 111.9%—a 
rate that was more than double the increase to 
housing at the time.   

Looking at household spending for the top and 
bottom income quintile shows that rising tuition 
fees have a bigger impact on low-income families. 
Between 2010 and 2019, the average spending on 
university tuition increased by 85.5% for the bottom 
income quintile and increased by 30.9% for the top 
income quintile. Although many provinces provide 
grants for low-income students, these grants do not 
sufficiently address rising costs, and low-income 
households are left paying disproportionately 

higher shares of their income for tuition fees. These 
increases mean that they are either choosing to go 
without other household budget items or relying 
more on debt to finance education. Grant programs 
are important policy tools, however, this data on 
spending clearly shows that in their current form 
they have not eliminated the challenges faced by 
low-income students or fully met their objective 
of ensuring that any Canadian with the skills and 
ability can access post-secondary education.  
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Figure 3: Ratio of average tuition fees to median income by province, 1990–2019 
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1997-2009 Increase in average  
household spending for: 

2010-2019 Increase in average household 
spending for: 

Tuition fees 111.9% 

Housing  51.6%

Transportation 67.0%

Food 32.5%

Tuition fees 50.4%  

Housing  46.3%

Transportation 20.4%

Food 19.3%
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Our country relies on the education and training that is provided by 
post-secondary education to build the future we all hope for. However, 
over the last generation, the cost of this education has increasingly 
been downloaded onto students through tuition fee increases. As 
tuition fees rise, young Canadians—particularly those from low-income 
and middle-income households—will need to take on even more debt 
or may choose to not attend. As the cost of living hits unprecedented 
highs, the risk that some of the nation’s greatest minds miss education 
opportunities increases.  

As households feel the pressure of rising inflation on food, housing, and 
transportation, students—and their families—will feel this burden to an 
even greater extent. It is not simply the cost of housing that is creating 
a generational economic crisis for young people, it is also a result of the 
dramatic increases to education and training over the last thirty years.  

Policy options to address rising inflation and the cost of living need 
to include solutions to rising tuition fees. Canada needs a national 
strategy to ensure the affordability of post-secondary education before 
accessibility is further compromised, or students and their families are 
saddled with even more unmanageable debt loads.  

The Rising Costs of 
Post-secondary Education

Policy Implications: 

The Education for All campaign is a joint initiative between:


