
Overview
Cost of living is an important consideration for an individual deciding where to live or work. Lower costs raise the standard of 
living by freeing up disposable income for households. Businesses also benefit from a low cost environment, as households 
are able to spend more on consumption while also saving and investing more. This spotlight examines the latest information 
on living costs. The analysis finds that the costs of living in Alberta are among the most affordable in Canada, particularly for 
housing, food and transportation. This, along with relatively high earnings and the lowest overall taxes, puts more money in the 
pockets of Albertans and lifts after-tax incomes to among the highest in the country. 

Alberta’s earnings premium
Alberta’s high incomes are mainly driven by the province’s 
high earnings. In fact, Alberta workers continue to have the 
highest earnings across all provinces, not only in the energy 
sector but also in the non-energy sectors. In 2020, average 
weekly earnings (AWE) in Alberta were $1,201, compared to 
$1,126 in Ontario and $1,081 in British Columbia (Chart 1). 
This is the case even after some moderation following the 
2015-16 recession, which was the result of a sharp decline 
in global oil prices and weaker activity in the energy sector. 
While Alberta’s energy sector is a significant driver of the 
province’s strong earnings, AWE in Alberta are higher than 
the Canadian average for every major industry group except 
information and culture. In addition, Alberta’s AWE are 
the highest among the provinces for all goods-producing 
sectors—both energy and non-energy—with the exception 
of British Columbia’s forestry sector, which paid a marginal 
premium of $1.40 per week in 2020. Alberta’s earnings in 
the services-producing industries are also higher than most 
provinces, second only to Ontario, which paid $7 per week 
more than Alberta in 2020. 

Relatively high earnings and a young working-age population 
have supported strong workforce attachment in the province. 
With a population of 4.4 million, Alberta has a young, 
diverse and highly educated workforce. Given a median 
age of 37.9 in 2021, the second lowest among provinces 
(Manitoba’s median age was 37.8), Alberta’s population 
share of individuals aged 15-45 is the highest in Canada 
(42.3%). Alberta continues to have the highest employment 
and participation rates among the provinces. This is despite 
elevated unemployment in the province, which has been 
concentrated among youth and recent graduates who 
were hit particularly hard by the 2014 oil price shock and 
the pandemic.

Affordable housing
Alberta’s attractiveness as a place to live is highlighted by 
some of the lowest home prices and rents among Canadian 
urban centres. As reported by the Canadian Real Estate 
Association (CREA), average house prices in Edmonton 
($371,639) and Calgary ($460,178) were the lowest among 
large Canadian cities in 2020 (Chart 2), with Albertans able to 
purchase at least two homes for every one home purchased 
in Toronto or Vancouver. 

CHART 1. ALBERTANS EARN MORE
Average weekly earnings in 2020 ($/week)

Sources: Statistics Canada and Haver Analytics
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While house prices in Alberta’s major urban centres have 
risen over the past year, the increase has been far more 
muted when compared to other larger cities such as 
Vancouver and Toronto. In fact, single-family home prices in 
Calgary and Edmonton (as measured by the Teranet house 
price index) have remained stable over the past decade 
(Chart 3). This is in contrast to Vancouver and Toronto, where 
home prices have nearly doubled since 2015 and have 
accelerated over the past year.

This means that Alberta’s housing market remains among 
the most affordable in Canada. According to the Royal Bank 
of Canada’s latest data on housing affordability, it took 37% 

of median pre-tax household income in Calgary and 32% in 
Edmonton (Chart 4) to service home ownership costs in the 
first quarter of 2021, well below that of the Vancouver area 
(75%), the Toronto area (68%) and the national average (52%).

With the exception of Montreal, home rental costs are also 
lower in Alberta compared with other major Canadian centres. 
Average monthly rents in Edmonton and Calgary were both 
under $1,200 per month in 2020, compared to more than 
$1,500 per month in Vancouver and Toronto (Chart 5).

CHART 5. ALBERTA HAS LOW RENT
Average monthly rent in 2020 ($)

Source: CMHC’s 2020 Rental Market Survey

CHART 2. HOUSES IN ALBERTA ARE MORE AFFORDABLE
Residential average sale price in 2020 ($)

Sources: The Canadian Real Estate Association and Haver Analytics

CHART 4. ALBERTANS SPEND A SMALLER SHARE OF 
THEIR INCOME ON HOME OWNERSHIP COSTS
Share of median household income needed to cover ownership 
costs, Q1 2021

Source: Royal Bank of Canada Housing Trends and Affordability Report

CHART 3. HOME PRICES IN ALBERTA REMAIN STABLE
Teranet price index of single-family homes (June 2005=100)

Sources: National Bank of Canada and Haver Analytics
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Chart 4. Albertans spend a smaller share of their income on 
home ownership costs
Share of median household income needed to cover ownership costs, Q1 2021

Contact: 
Data Link: 

Source:  Royal Bank of Canada Housing Trends and Affordability Report Last Updated On: 
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Chart 5. Alberta has low rent
Average monthly rent in 2020 ($)

Source:  CMHC’s 2020 Rental Market Survey
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Chart 2. Houses in Alberta are more affordable
Residential average sale price in 2020 ($)

Sources:  The Canadian Real Estate Association and Haver 
Analytics
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Lower food and transportation costs
According to Statistics Canada’s inter-city index of price 
differential for selected cities, overall prices in Edmonton and 
Calgary are lower than in Vancouver and Toronto, while food 
and transportation costs remain the lowest among Canadian 
urban centres. Alberta’s gasoline and diesel prices are 
generally the lowest in Canada, owing in part to low fuel tax 
rates and no provincial sales tax. In addition, food costs are 
generally lower in Alberta, with Edmonton having the lowest 
food prices among major cities (Chart 6). 

Albertans continue to pay less in overall 
taxes
In addition to higher earnings and a lower cost of living, 
Albertans enjoy the lowest overall taxes among provinces, 
with low personal income tax and no provincial sales tax, 
payroll tax or health premium. Alberta also has the highest 
basic personal amount among provinces, allowing individuals 
to earn more before having to pay the provincial personal 
income tax. A family with two children earning $75,000 would 
pay $2,000 more in provincial tax in British Columbia and 
$4,000 more in Ontario than it would in Alberta (Chart 7). A 
similar family earning $150,000 would pay $5,100 more in 
British Columbia and $9,100 more in Ontario.

CHART 8. ALBERTA FAMILIES HAVE THE HIGHEST MEDIAN 
AFTER-TAX INCOME AMONG PROVINCES
Median after-tax income of economic families in 2019 ($thousands)

Source: Statistics Canada

As a result of Alberta’s earnings premium and the lowest 
overall taxes compared to other provinces, after-tax incomes in 
Alberta are the highest among its counterparts. According to 
Statistics Canada’s Canadian Income Survey, Alberta families 
earned a median after-tax income of $99,400 in 2019, nearly 
$10,000 higher than in British Columbia and Ontario (Chart 8).

Contact Kenneth Coulter at 780.643.1272

CHART 7. ALBERTA’S PERSONAL TAX ADVANTAGE OVER 
OTHER PROVINCES*
Annual tax savings enjoyed by Alberta families ($thousands)

Source: Alberta Treasury Board and Finance
*Assumes a single income family with two children, with RRSP/RRP 
contributions of $6,000, $15,000 and $27,830 for the $75,000, $150,000 
and $300,000 families, respectively. Includes personal income tax, sales 
tax, health premium, payroll tax, fuel tax and net provincial carbon tax.

CHART 6. ALBERTA HAS LOWER FOOD PRICES
Inter-city price index for food in 2019 (city average=100)

Source: Statistics Canada
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Chart 6. Alberta has lower food prices
Inter-city price index for food in 2019 (city average=100)
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Chart 7. Alberta's Personal Tax Advantage Over Other Provinces* 
Annual tax savings enjoyed by Alberta families ($thousands)

Source:  Alberta Treasury Board and Finance
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*Assumes a single income family with two children, with RRSP/RRP 
contributions of $6,000, $15,000 and $27,830 for the $75,000, 
$150,000 and $300,000 families, respectively. Includes personal 
income tax, sales tax, health premium, payroll tax, fuel tax and net 
provincial carbon tax.
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Chart 8. Alberta families have the highest median after-tax income among provinces
Median after-tax income of economic families in 2019 ($thousands)

Source:  Statistics Canada
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