
 
 
 
 
 

Low-income Canadians’ perceptions of costs and benefits – a 
serious barrier to higher education 

 
 
 
Montreal, April 13, 2004 – Canadians, especially those from low-income backgrounds, 
significantly overestimate the cost and underestimate the benefits of post-secondary education, 
polling data released today by the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation reveals. 
 
The surveys, conducted by Ipsos-Reid, find that Canadians whose family income is less than 
$30,000 estimate that one year of undergraduate university tuition costs nearly $7,000, an 
estimate that is approximately $2,000 higher than those from more affluent backgrounds. The 
actual average tuition in 2003-2004 was $4,025. 
 
In addition, low-income Canadians estimate that the average university graduate earns $39,000, 
a figure that is almost $3,000 lower than that of all other survey respondents ($42,000 per year). 
The most recent census found the actual figure to be just under $62,000 per year, meaning 
Canadians underestimate the benefit of obtaining a university education by about $20,000 per 
year. 
 
“With the recent federal budget commitment to a new learning bond, perception and reality 
become important drivers in terms of participation and outlook relative to post-secondary 
education choices,” said John Wright, senior vice president of Ipsos-Reid. “This research, which 
was done prior to the throne speech and budget, provides an important contextual backdrop to 
this kind of initiative,” he said. 
 
Other findings include: 
 

• Canadians express mixed feelings about whether parents should be expected to 
contribute financially to their children’s post-secondary education – 28% said parents 
should be responsible for the entire duration of studies, while another 28% believe 
parents should not be expected to make any contribution. 

 
• Two-thirds of Canadians would like to see governments increase student loan limits, 

while a quarter of respondents think students should work more during the school year, in 
order to bridge the gap between available funds and the cost of education. 

 
• One-third of Canadians stressed the importance of providing space for all qualified 

students as the number one priority for helping students. Another third would focus on 
reducing or eliminating tuition fees. 

 
• Nine in ten Canadians believe that a university education is a good long-term investment. 
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“Our research shows that attitudes and perceptions towards post-secondary education are an 
important factor in an individual’s decision to pursue higher studies,” said Norman Riddell, the 
Foundation’s executive director and chief executive officer. “By better understanding what 
Canadians think about the costs and benefits of post-secondary education, we hope to 
encourage fruitful discussion among all Canadians concerned with education in our country.” 
 
The two polls, conducted in August and September, 2003, surveyed two randomly-selected, 
separate samples of 1,055 Canadians, and are accurate within +/- 3 percentage points, 19 times 
out of 20. The data were weighted to reflect Canada’s age/gender composition. 
 
The Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation is a private, independent organization created by 
an act of Parliament in 1998. It encourages Canadian students to strive for excellence and pursue 
their post-secondary studies. The Foundation distributes $285 million in the form of bursaries and 
scholarships each year throughout Canada. Since its inception, it has awarded $1.3 billion in the 
form of 420,000 bursaries to Canadian post-secondary students. 
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For tabular results, please visit www.ipsos-reid.com. 
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