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Population Change and
the Housing Market in Alberta

Kevin McQuillan

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The collapse of oil prices in 2014 seriously weakened the Alberta economy and led to a drop in
migration to Alberta from other provinces and other countries. The number of young Albertans
leaving the province increased as well. Recent global events, including the war in Ukraine, led

to an oil price turnaround that has boosted the Alberta economy and, once again, made the
province a desirable destination for residents of other provinces as well as newcomers to Canada.
In 2023-24, the population growth rate reached 4.4 per cent, boosting the province’s population
to nearly five million.

While welcome, the rapid growth of the population has brought new challenges. Chief among
them is the need to provide affordable housing for the new arrivals. Meeting the housing
challenge has been exacerbated by a shortage of skilled labour in the construction trades as

well as zoning restrictions and land availability. It is further complicated by the varying needs

of different classes of migrants. The housing needs and desires of Canadians moving to Alberta
from other provinces are quite different than those of international students or temporary foreign
workers. Nevertheless, the housing industry in Alberta has responded well, creating new dwellings
at a faster pace than in other provinces experiencing high rates of population growth.

The years ahead are likely to bring new challenges for the housing sector. Criticism of federal
immigration policies has already led to major changes. The number of student visas has been
reduced and the Temporary Foreign Worker Program has been tightened up. These changes are
likely to significantly reduce the rate of population growth. Planning for the future will require
housing industry leaders to carefully monitor both demographic trends and government policies.



The collapse of oil prices in 2014 signalled trouble for the Alberta economy and quickly led to
widespread layoffs in the oil and gas sector as well as in other industries reliant on activity in

the energy sector. The economic downturn that followed influenced demographic trends as well.
Interprovincial migration, typically a contributor to population growth in Alberta, turned negative
with more people leaving the province than arriving. Of special concern was the growing exodus
of young people. Alberta became less attractive to newcomers to Canada as well and the
province’s birth rate declined.

Fittingly for Alberta, however, no sooner were stories about the province’s decline published
when things rapidly turned around. The war in Ukraine and other shifts in the international
environment produced a turnaround in oil prices, and economic and demographic indicators
turned upward. While this was good news for the province, it also led to a new challenge:
providing affordable housing for a growing population. The housing problem is not limited to
Alberta, of course; faster population growth and obstacles to new construction affect other parts
of the country as well, especially in the large cities. But Alberta’s buoyant economy and strong
attraction for people from across the country and around the world have intensified the issue.

In this short review, we will look first at the striking demographic changes that are reshaping
Alberta’s population. Then we will turn to data on housing starts to see how the real estate
industry is responding to the growing demand for housing.

THE PATH OF POPULATION CHANGE IN ALBERTA, 2014-2024.

Figure 1 shows the remarkable changes in Alberta’s population from the economic decline
triggered by the collapse of oil prices in 2014 to the most recent year for which data are available.
The height of the bars shows the total mid-year population of the province; the figures atop

the bars indicate the annual growth rate. The years from 2014 to 2019 were marked by economic
recession with the annual rate of economic growth averaging -0.12 per cent (Business Council

of Alberta 2021). Despite the economic turmoil, Alberta’s population continued to grow, though
at a modest pace. The rate of increase began to pick up in the pre-COVID-19 years but then fell
to a low of just 0.6 per cent in 2020-21.

Figure 1: Size and Annual Growth Rate of the Alberta Population: 2014-2024

Mid-Year Population

5,000,000
4.4%

4,800,000
3.8%

4,600,000 1.8%

0
4,400,000 15% i ‘=

1.3%
1.0%

11%
4,200,000 1.7% ’

4,000,000
3,800,000

3,600,000
2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

Source: Statistics Canada Table 17-10-0005-01



A gradual end to the pandemic and a changed international environment brought higher energy
prices and renewed economic growth. In addition to higher oil prices, Alberta saw a surge of

new investment in renewable energy sources as well as growth in the technology, transportation
and logistics sectors. The result was a return to strong population growth with the rate of increase
reaching a remarkable 4.4 per cent in 2023-24 and the province’s population reaching close

to five million residents.

It is not surprising that this dramatic shift from very modest growth in both the pre-pandemic
and pandemic years to the fast pace we are now experiencing has put great pressure on the
housing market. But before we look at the industry’s response, we first take a closer look at an
important change that has occurred in the sources of population growth, a change that likely
affects the new arrivals’ housing preferences.

THE COMPONENTS OF POPULATION CHANGE, 2019-2024

The Alberta population’s increased rate of growth has been accompanied by significant
changes in the components of growth. In Figure 2, we zero in on the last five years and examine
the role played by natural increase (the difference between the number of births and deaths),
interprovincial migration and international migration in driving growth in the province.

Figure 2: Components of Population Growth:Alberta, 2019/20-2023/24
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The combined effects of weak economic growth and the COVID-19 pandemic limited growth

in the first two years of the period. The province continued to record a modest surplus of births
over deaths, but more Albertans left for other provinces than arrived and travel restraints severely
limited the number of new immigrants.

The end of pandemic restraints and renewed economic growth led to a gain of almost 80,000
new residents in 2021-22. The number of immigrants arriving increased sharply and Alberta
returned to a pattern of welcoming more newcomers from other provinces than it lost. In the
last two years of the period, both types of migration have reached high levels, leading to a gain



of over 200,000 residents in 2023-24, with international migration responsible for more than
70 per cent of the increase. Given the importance of international migration trends, a closer look
at the composition of the inflow of new Canadians to the province in recent years is needed.

COMPOSITION OF THE INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION FLOW

The data in Figure 3 show the distribution of international migrants to Alberta across two
categories: immigrants to Canada, those with the right to remain permanently in the country;
and non-permanent residents (NPRs), newcomers who are legally in Canada but who are not
guaranteed the right to remain on a permanent basis. While the numbers in both categories
increased from 2019-2024, the dramatic growth in the number of NPRs stands out. From a

net loss of just over 4,499 residents in 2020-21 — meaning more temporary residents left the
province than arrived — the numbers skyrocketed. 2023-24 saw a net gain of over 90,000 NPRs
and they accounted for almost 60 per cent of the net international arrivals.

Figure 3: Components of International Migration: Alberta, 2019/20-2023/24
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Although a variety of pathways allow persons who have entered Canada as temporary workers
or students to attain permanent resident status, the ability to remain in the country is not
guaranteed. Many are awaiting decisions on their applications to remain permanently, and

the wait times are increasing given the very large backlog of applications. This almost certainly
affects decisions about housing with temporary residents, uncertain about their futures, most
likely looking to rent rather than buy accommodation. Moreover, both international students
and those who entered as temporary foreign workers have, on average, lower incomes and may
be likely to seek lower cost rental accommodation.

' Data from the 2021 Census show that average employment income for all workers in Alberta was $56,350.
For immigrants, the average was $50,800 while for non-permanent residents it was only $36,720.
See Table 98-10-0642-01.



Figure 4 provides further information on the composition of the province’s non-permanent
resident population. The category includes international students, temporary workers and asylum
seekers.? In contrast to the data presented above, the numbers in this figure refer not to new
entrants but to the estimated number of people in each category residing in Alberta in the third
quarter of 2023-24.

Figure 4: Estimated Number of Non-Permanent Residents by Type:
Alberta, Quarter 3, 2024
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Alberta has seen very rapid growth in the number of NPRs, from about 80,000 in the third
quarter of 2021 to more than 250,000 in the same quarter of 2024. Striking as the change has
been, the numbers of NPRs in Ontario and British Columbia are much larger. B.C. has over a
half-million non-permanent residents while Ontario has almost 1.4 million. The distribution of
NPRs by category is also quite different among the provinces. More than half (56.1 per cent)

of the NPRs living in Alberta hold a work permit only. Ontario and B.C. have significantly more
international students and asylum seekers — 39.5 per cent of NPRs in B.C. and 38.9 per cent in
Ontario hold a study permit or both a work and study permit. That is true for only 27.4 per cent
of NPRs in Alberta. The federal government’s decision to restrict study permits for the 2024-25
school year, with a further reduction in 2025-26, is likely to significantly reduce the number

of international students in Ontario and B.C. but have a more limited impact on Alberta
(Government of Canada 2024a).3

2 The “Other” category is largely composed of family members of persons with a work or study permit.
3 Study permits are to be allocated in proportion to provincial population. The quotas for B.C. and Ontario will be lower
than current numbers; Alberta’s quota will exceed the current number of international students in the province.




THE HOUSING INDUSTRY’S RESPONSE

Rapid changes in population patterns and the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic have produced
challenges for the housing industry across the country. The challenge has been exacerbated by
persistent shortages of skilled labour in construction. Figure 5 brings together data on population
growth, housing starts and starts for apartment-style accommodations.

Figure 5: Population Increase and Housing StartsAlberta, 2016-2024
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For the housing data, we have used an index measure with the 2016-17 numbers as the baseline.
The graph shows the changes in both total starts and apartment construction starts relative to
the 2016 figures. Likely responding to the downturn in both the economy and population growth
beginning in 2014, overall housing starts remained largely flat from 2016-2020. For apartment
construction, an upward trend begins in 2019-20, but dips again during the pandemic. Both
indicators move higher in 2021 and that continues into 2023-24. The most recent data show a
stabilization for overall starts at a level about 50 per cent higher than in 2016. New apartment
construction follows the same path but at a significantly higher level, with the 2023-24 figure
double the 2016 total.

The Alberta housing industry’s response has been robust, but not all provinces have followed a
similar path. Figure 6 presents data on housing starts for Ontario and British Columbia as well as
Alberta. The data are for August 2023 and August 2024 and are based on the six-month moving
average of housing starts. In contrast to the trend in Alberta, Ontario and British Columbia have
seen declines in the number of starts, more pronounced in Ontario than in B.C. Both provinces
have also seen significant population growth, though at a lower rate than in Alberta. As well,
both provinces owe a larger share of their growth to international student numbers than is true
in Alberta. The size and sources of population growth both influence the path of residential
construction. In addition, other factors, such as land availability, zoning laws and the supply of
skilled labour, help to determine how quickly and effectively the housing industry can respond
to increases in demand driven by demographic growth.



Figure 6: Housing Starts, Alberta, Ontario, British Columbia:August 2023 and 2024
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CONCLUSION

Declining rates of population and economic growth in the years from 2014 to 2019 and the
outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 produced a challenging environment for new house
construction in Alberta. The rapid switch to faster demographic and economic growth in Alberta
has, unsurprisingly, led to pressure on housing markets and a surge in prices, but the upswing in
new construction evident over the past two years suggests the housing industry is responding.

The industry will face a significant degree of uncertainty in the short term, however. Criticism
of national immigration policies has already produced policy changes. A reduction in the
number of student visas will affect Alberta less than other provinces but may reduce the overall
attractiveness of Canada as a destination for international students. A tightening of several
elements of the Temporary Foreign Worker Program is likely to reduce entries through that
pathway as well (Government of Canada 2024b). And rising housing prices may narrow the
advantage Calgary and Edmonton hold over cities in Ontario and B.C. that has fuelled
interprovincial movements. Careful monitoring of both government policies and demographic
data is essential to guide planning in all parts of the housing industry.



REFERENCES

Business Council of Alberta. 2021. “Alberta’s Economy: An Overview.” December.
https://www.businesscouncilab.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Albertas-Economy-
Economic-Overview-FULL.pdf.

Government of Canada. 2024a. “Canada to Stabilize Growth and Decrease Number of New
International Student Permits Issued to Approximately 360,000 for 2024.” January 22.
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/2024/01/canada-to-
stabilize-growth-and-decrease-number-of-new-international-student-permits-issued-to-
approximately-360000-for-2024.html.

———.2024Db. “Government of Canada to Adjust Temporary Measures Under the Temporary Foreign
Worker Program Workforce Solutions Road Map.” March 21. https://www.canada.ca/en/
employment-social-development/news/2024/03/government-of-canada-to-adjust-temporary-
measures-under-the-temporary-foreign-worker-program-workforce-solutions-road-map.html.




About the Author

Kevin McQuillan was born and raised in Montreal. He studied at Loyola College
and the University of Toronto, where he received his B.A. in 1973. He did his graduate
work at Princeton University and received his Ph.D. in Sociology in 1978.

He joined the Sociology Department at the University of Western Ontario in 1977
and served as Department Chair from 1997-2002. He was a Research Associate and
Director of the Population Studies Centre. In 2007, Dr. McQuillan moved to the University
of Calgary as Dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences. In 2010, he was appointed the
first Dean of the Faculty of Arts and from 2014-2018 served as Deputy Provost. In 2018,
he became Academic Director of the School of Public Policy. Following his retirement
in 2022, he was appointed a Research Fellow at the School.

Kevin’s major interest is in demography. His work has focused on migration,
changing family structures and the effects of religion on fertility and the family.



About The School of Public Policy

The School of Public Policy has distinguished itself as the leading institution
of its kind in Canada, offering a practical, global, and focused approach to
the analysis and implementation of public policy across various domains:

1. Social Policy and Health

2. Energy and Environmental Policy
3. Fiscal and Economic Policy

4. International Policy and Trade

Our commitment to delivering this unique perspective sets us apart

within Canada. The core mission of The School of Public Policy is to
bolster Canada’s public service, institutions, and economic performance
for the betterment of our families, communities, and the nation as a whole.
We achieve this by pursuing three key objectives:

* Building Government Capacity: We empower public servants through
formal training in both degree and non-degree programs. This training
equips these individuals, responsible for shaping public policy in
Canada, with the practical skills and expertise needed to represent
our nation’s vital interests, both domestically and internationally.

* Enhancing Public Policy Discourse: Beyond government, we foster
executive and strategic assessment programs that promote a deeper
understanding of effective public policy among those outside the
public sector. This effort enables everyday Canadians to make informed
decisions regarding the political landscape that will shape their future.

* Providing a Global Perspective on Public Policy Research:
Through international collaborations, educational initiatives, and
community outreach programs, we incorporate global best practices
into Canadian public policy. This approach ensures that our decisions
benefit the entire populace in the long term, rather than catering to
the interests of a select few in the short term.

The School of Public Policy relies on a diverse pool of experts,
encompassing industry professionals, practitioners, and academics, to
conduct research within their specialized domains. This approach ensures
that our research remains highly relevant and directly applicable to real-
world challenges. Authors often have personal or professional stakes in
their research areas, which is why all Research Papers undergo a rigorous
double anonymous peer review process. Following this review, our
Scientific Directors conduct a final assessment to uphold the accuracy
and validity of the analysis and data presented. This thorough process
underscores our commitment to providing credible and actionable insights
to inform public policy in Canada.

The School of Public Policy

University of Calgary, Downtown Campus
906 8th Avenue S.W.,, 5th Floor

Calgary, Alberta T2P TH9

Phone: 403 210 3802

DISTRIBUTION
For a full list of publications from The School of Public Policy,
please visit www.policyschool.ca/publications

DISCLAIMER

The opinions expressed

in these publications are
the authors’ alone and
therefore do not necessarily
reflect the opinions

of the supporters, staff,

or boards of The School

of Public Policy.

EDITORIAL PRACTICES
STATEMENT

This manuscript is a rapid
contribution to the policy
conversation that has been
open-reviewed by at least
one University of Calgary
faculty member prior

to publication.

COPYRIGHT

Copyright © McQuillan,
2025. This is an open-access
paper distributed under
the terms of the Creative
Commons license CC
BY-NC 4.0, which allows
non-commercial sharing
and redistribution so long
as the original author and
publisher are credited.

ISSN

ISSN 2560-8312

The School of Public Policy
Publications (Print)

ISSN 2560-8320

The School of Public Policy
Publications (Online)

DATE OF ISSUE
January 2025

MEDIA INQUIRIES
AND INFORMATION
For media inquiries,
please contact

Gord Der Stepanian

Our web site,
www.policyschool.ca,
contains more information
about The School’s events,
publications, and staff.

10



