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Standard table symbols
The following symbols are used in Statistics Canada  
publications:

. not available for any reference period 

.. not available for a specific reference period 

... not applicable 
0 true zero or a value rounded to zero 
0s value rounded to 0 (zero) where there is a meaningful 
 distinction between true zero and the value that was rounded 
p preliminary 
r revised 
x suppressed to meet the confidentiality requirements  
 of the Statistics Act 
E use with caution 
F too unreliable to be published 
* significantly different from reference category (p < 0.05)

How to obtain more information
For information about this product or the wide range of services and data available from Statistics Canada, visit our website, 
www.statcan.gc.ca. 
 
You can also contact us by 
 
email at STATCAN.infostats-infostats.STATCAN@canada.ca 
 
telephone, from Monday to Friday, 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., at the following numbers: 

 • Statistical Information Service 1-800-263-1136
 • National telecommunications device for the hearing impaired 1-800-363-7629
 • Fax line 1-514-283-9350

 
Depository Services Program 

 • Inquiries line 1-800-635-7943
 • Fax line 1-800-565-7757

Note of appreciation
Canada owes the success of its statistical system to a 
long-standing partnership between Statistics Canada, the  
citizens of Canada, its businesses, governments and other 
institutions. Accurate and timely statistical information could not 
be produced without their continued co-operation and goodwill.

Standards of service to the public
Statistics Canada is committed to serving its clients in a prompt, 
reliable and courteous manner. To this end, Statistics Canada has 
developed standards of service that its employees observe. To 
obtain a copy of these service standards, please contact Statistics 
Canada toll-free at 1-800-263-1136. The service standards are 
also published on www.statcan.gc.ca under “Contact us” > 
“Standards of service to the public.”
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Canada goes urban

The 1861 Census, conducted a few years before Confederation, contained questions on the acres of land attached to a
dwelling, the number and type of animals owned as well as the horsepower of the equipment used on the property.

At that time, 3.2 million people lived in Canada, of whom 2.7 million (84%) lived in a rural area. Canada's economy was
based mainly on the primary sector—chiefly agriculture—but also on natural resources such as wood and coal.

By 2011, fewer than one in five (18.9%) people lived in a rural area. This shift reflected major changes in Canada's economy
and society over several decades.

The proportion of Canadians living in a rural area has steadily declined over the past 160 years, falling below the 50%
threshold between 1921 and 1931, mainly as a result of economic changes. Following a pause in the 1930s, probably as a
result of the Great Depression, the proportion of Canadians living in a rural area continued to decrease from the 1940s to the
early 1970s.

Since then, the decline has been less pronounced between censuses. While the number of Canadians living in rural areas
has been relatively stable, the population living in population centres has been rising steadily. Consequently, the proportion of
Canadians who live in rural areas has fallen.
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The proportion of Canadians living in a rural area is the third lowest among the G8 countries following the United Kingdom
and the United States. More than 30% of the population of Japan and Italy lived in a rural area in 2010 or 2011, compared
with 50% of the population in the emerging economies of South Africa and China and 70% in India.

Fewer young adults in rural areas

The age composition of the population also differs greatly between and rural areas and population centres.

Seniors do not necessarily represent a larger share of the rural population compared with other areas. In fact, small and
medium population centres often have a large share of seniors. For example, 15% of people living in rural Canada were
65 years of age and older in 2011, a proportion equal to the national average, while 17% lived in small and medium centres.

What makes rural Canada unique, however, is the small proportion of young adults aged 15 to 29 who live there. In 2011,
17% of people living in rural areas were aged 15 to 29, a proportion that was lower than the national average of 20%.

Pursuing postsecondary studies, looking for employment in the labour market and forming a relationship are factors that may
be behind the departure of young adults from rural areas.

The Atlantic provinces and the territories have the largest share of rural residents

In 2011, 18.9% of Canadians lived in a rural area. However, among provinces and territories the proportion ranged from 14%
in British Columbia and Ontario to 53% in Prince Edward Island. The Atlantic provinces and the territories had a larger share
of the population living in rural areas than Central Canada or the Prairies.

However, in every province and territory, the share of the population living in a rural area declined between 2006 and 2011 as
a result of lower population growth in those areas.

In 2011, the proportion of young adults aged 15 to 29 living in a rural area was below the provincial or territorial average
everywhere in Canada except Nunavut.

Regional variations in population composition are likely to have an impact, notably on services and infrastructure needs.

Statistics Canada, Catalogue no. 11-630-X 4



Definitions

Rural area: Generally, an area with a population under 1,000, although the definition is slightly different for censuses before
1981.

Population centre: An area with a population of at least 1,000 and a density of 400 or more people per square kilometre.
Population centres are classified into three groups, depending on the size of their population:

small population centres have a population between 1,000 and 29,999
medium population centres have a population between 30,000 and 99,999
large population centres have a population of 100,000 or over.

References

Statistics Canada. 2011. Canada's rural population since 1851, Census in Brief, Catalogue No. 98-310-X2011003.

Statistics Canada. 2014. Canada's rural population declining since 1851 (www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/91-003-
x/2014001/section01/04-eng.htm ) . Canadian Demography at a Glance, Catalogue No. 98-003-X.

Contact information

For more information on concepts, methods and data quality, please contact Laurent Martel (613-951-2352), Demography
Division.
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