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Introduction
Canada’s charitable sector will prove to be pivotal in helping Canadians through these 
challenging times. But the revenues of charitable organizations have been falling. In a survey 
of Canadian charitable organizations during the COVID-19 pandemic, Lasby (2020) found that 
69 percent of charities had experienced decreased revenues and that, on average, the decline 
in revenue was 30 percent. For Canadian charities to continue carrying out their important 
missions in helping to provide those in need with food, clothing, shelter, and emotional 
support, Canadians are going to have to increase their giving.

There is no doubt that the pandemic has exacted a considerable economic and emotional 
toll on countless Canadians. As governments have sought to control the spread of the virus 
through the shuttering of numerous businesses and events, many Canadians have lost their 
jobs and some businesses have had to permanently close. However, the economic impact 
of the pandemic has been spread among Canadians unevenly, and there is still potential for 
many to give to the charitable organizations that are actively working to help Canadians in 
need during this time. Indeed, some Canadians have been able to successfully transition to 
working from home without an impact to their incomes, while their discretionary spending in 
several areas has fallen, freeing up the potential to increase their charitable giving. For those 
who can, increasing their contributions to charitable organizations could go a long way in 
helping their fellow Canadians through the hardships that the pandemic has wrought.

This study seeks to assess the potential of many Canadians to increase their charitable giving 
to help support civil-society organizations in their responses to the pandemic.

“The combination of relative financial stability 
and lower spending for some Canadians presents 
an opportunity for those who can to increase 
their charitable giving.”
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The Economic Impact of the Pandemic
The economic impact of the pandemic has been stark. Statistics Canada (2020a; 2020b) 
has reported that Canada’s GDP fell by 9 percent and the countrywide unemployment rate 
reached 13 percent in April. By way of comparison, Canada’s GDP fell by a total of only 3 
percent across the course of the 2008–09 financial crisis, and the unemployment rate reached 
only 8.7 percent (CBC News 2010; Statistics Canada 2020b). Moreover, during the 2008–09 
financial crisis, employment in Canada’s goods- and services-producing sectors fell by almost 
420,000 jobs. In contrast, employment in these same sectors has fallen by over 3 million 
between February and April 2020 (Statistics Canada 2020c). In this sense, the economic 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is unprecedented for almost all Canadians.

However, the pandemic’s economic impact has not been evenly spread. A disproportionate 
share of the economic burden has fallen on younger and on lower-income Canadians. 
The reality of a disparate economic impact is clear in the data on Canada’s labour market in 
these exceptional times, recently released by Statistics Canada (2020c).

Consider first the disproportionate economic impact of the pandemic by levels of income. 
Figure 1 displays employment changes between February and April 2020 by various 
employment characteristics. As can be seen, employment losses have been much greater 
for those in low-wage work (-38.1 percent change in employment) compared to the whole 
economy (-17.8 percent change in employment). Those with temporary employment or short 
job tenure have also been out of work at a greater rate than the labour market as a whole. 
This finding is not unexpected given the measures that have been taken to restrain the spread 
of the pandemic. Two of the hardest-hit employment sectors have been 1) accommodation 
and food services and 2) wholesale and retail trade; these sectors tend to be two of the 
lowest-paying labour market segments (Statistics Canada 2020c).

Furthermore, the disproportionate economic impact of the pandemic can be seen by 
examining changes in average wages. From February to April, average wages rose by 7.3 
percent. While this would normally seem like positive news, as Statistics Canada (2020c) 
discusses, most of this increase is largely attributable to declines in employment in low-
paying sectors, having the effect of raising average wages.
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Figure 1: Percentage Change in Employment Among Paid Employees by Employment 
Characteristic, February to April 2020
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Finally, a recent analysis by Lemieux et al. (2020) further demonstrates the disproportionate 
economic impact of the pandemic between different income groups. The authors calculated 
both employment losses and those absent from the workplace with substantial reductions 
in their hours worked by income quartile.1 The results are telling and confirm that most of 
the economic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of lost jobs and wages has fallen 
on lower-income Canadians. Indeed, nearly 80 percent of all job losses were in the bottom 
two weekly-earnings quartiles. Only a little over four percent of all job losses were in the top 
quartile. The Lemieux et al. (2020) analysis also found that nearly half of workers who are still 
employed but absent from work and with a substantial reduction in hours were in the bottom 
earnings quartile. Again, 80 percent of workers experiencing this situation were found in the 
bottom two quartiles, while the top earnings quartile was much less effected.

Figure 2: Employment Loss Shares by Income Quartile, February to April 2020
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1 Quartiles were estimated using weekly earnings from February 2020. Estimates reflect job losses from February to 
April 2020. All data used in the report were from Statistics Canada’s recent Labour Force Survey estimates.
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Next, consider the disparity in the pandemic’s economic impact by age group (Figure 3). Here, 
employment reductions have been much greater for younger workers than for older ones. 
In total between February and April, employment of those aged 15 to 19 declined by 40.4 
percent, and employment for those aged 20 to 24 declined by 31.1 percent. This compares to 
an employment decline of 12.8 percent for Canadians aged 25 and older.

In addition, Statistics Canada (2020c) found that a quarter of those aged 15 to 24 who 
remained employed in April lost the majority, if not all, of their usual hours worked. The 
disproportionate impact on Canada’s younger workers comes from the fact that this group 
is more likely to hold employment in the harder-hit industries of accommodation and food 
services or wholesale and retail trade.

Figure 3: Percentage Change in Employment, Month-to-Month, February to April 2020
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Overall, what the above shows is that the economic costs of the pandemic have been 
disproportionally borne by younger and less-well-off Canadians. On the other hand, it also 
reveals that many older and higher-income Canadians have experienced a lower economic 
impact compared to others, owing to the fact that they are still working. Thus, they are the 
group that has the greatest potential to give to the Canadian charities that are desperately 
in need.2

The Potential to Increase Charitable Giving
The economic impact of the pandemic has disproportionately fallen on the younger and  
lower-income Canadians, leaving many others comparatively spared. At the same time, 

2 This group may be predisposed to donate to charity. Indeed, the majority of Canadian charitable donations already 
come from older and wealthier Canadians. In 2018 for example, 52 percent of Canadians donors were aged 55 and over, 
and 62 percent of donations came from those earning $80,000 per year or more (Statistics Canada 2020e; 2020f).
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expenditures are falling, and many Canadians are finding that they are saving money 
(Buckner 2020). Spending on transportation, dining out, and retail have all fallen, as 
businesses shuttered and many Canadians are no longer commuting to work. Data from RBC 
regarding changes in credit-card usage suggests that in the heart of the national lockdown 
between March 24 and April 21, consumer spending was down an average of 26 percent 
compared to pre-COVID spending levels (Guldimann 2020).

The combination of relative financial stability and lower spending for some Canadians 
presents an opportunity for those who can to increase their charitable giving. These increased 
donations could go a long way to helping to stabilize Canadian charities that continue to 
provide essential support for those in need while also facing the pressure of lower revenues.

However, the call to increase charitable giving from those who can also raises the question 
of how much these Canadians have been saving during the pandemic. We have produced 
estimates below that provide insight into this question. We have applied data from RBC, on 
how consumer spending has declined across certain areas, to the spending estimates from 
Statistics Canada’s Survey of Household Spending (SHS), which collects detailed information 
on household expenditures. The analysis is conducted on the highest and second-highest 
before-tax income quintiles, since these Canadians will have the highest potential to increase 
their giving. The analysis also reflects savings across two months of spending in order to 
approximate the savings during the period in which disruption to consumption has been 
the greatest. The latest available data in the SHS is 2017, and this will serve as the basis for 
the analysis.3

To begin, Figure 4 displays the average change in consumer spending between March 3 and 
April 21 compared to pre-COVID levels, based on RBC data from changes in credit-card usage 
(Guldimann 2020). It is important to note that spending has not declined in every area. 
Notably, spending on software and data and on groceries have each increased by an average 
of 20 percent across this period. As expected, there have been large declines in spending on 
travel, parking and transit, purchases of apparel and accessories, and dining out. The costing 
of net savings includes both the increases and decreases in spending to present as realistic an 
analysis as possible.

3 The 2017 spending data was adjusted for inflation into 2019 dollars using Statistics Canada’s Consumer Price Index.
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Figure 4: Average Change in Consumer Spending Compared to Pre-COVID Levels, 
March 3 to April 21
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Table 1 displays the results of the analysis.4 Based on comparing changes in consumer 
spending from RBC to data from the Survey of Household Spending, households in the 
highest income quintile have, on average, net-saved almost $1,150 through two months of the 
pandemic, while households in the second-highest income quintile have saved nearly $700. 
This should be considered a lower-end estimate, as the RBC’s data for the travel category 
(-65 percent decline in spending) was not included in the analysis due to the lack of a clear 
comparator in the SHS data. All told, when these savings are aggregated across the number of 
households in each income quintile, the total savings over two months for Canada’s highest-
earning households is over $5.3 billion. If even part of this total were donated to Canadian 
charitable organizations, it could go a long way to helping those in need.

It should also be recognized that while some households have been experiencing savings 
from lower levels of consumption, these savings may have been directed to help family or 
friends in need. In light of this reality, this analysis is not intended to suggest that everyone 
in the highest two household-income quintiles have been experiencing net savings, or that 
these savings must be donated to charity. Rather, it provides evidence of the potential scale 
of some of the savings that may have occurred, and therefore the potential to give.

4  Detailed analyses of the changes in consumer spending for each of the two top income quintiles can be seen in 
the appendix.
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Table 1: Two-Month Spending Changes by Income Quintile

Income Quintile
Two-Month 

Spending Reduction 
per Household

Estimated Number 
of Households in 

Quintile
Total Savings

Fourth quintile $687.63 2,887,964 $1,985,841,741.64

Highest quintile $1,148.36 2,889,187 $3,317,837,314.97

Total: $5,303,679,056.61

Source: Guldimann (2020); Statistics Canada (2020g; 2020h; 2020i); author’s calculations.

Conclusion
As the economic costs of the pandemic continue to mount, Canadian civil-society 
organizations will be necessary to help those in need. As these organizations experience 
revenue declines, such assistance many prove tougher to provide. The economic toll of the 
pandemic has been disproportionally borne by younger and lower-income Canadians. At 
the same time, expenses on commuting, dining out, and other forms of consumption have 
fallen. This leaves many with the potential to give. For some, this will mean helping family or 
friends navigate the economic and emotional hardships. But for others, consideration should 
be given to donating to Canadian charities in need. Organizations that serve the common 
good form an essential part of Canadian society, especially in times such as these. Ordinary 
Canadians will play an important role in strengthening and sustaining the necessary work of 
these charitable organizations.
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Appendix
Table A1: Changes in Spending over Two Months, Highest Income Quintile

Spending Category Average Change 
in Spending

Two-Month 
Spending

Spending 
Change

Apparel, Gifts and Jewelry -44.5% $1,087.44 -$484.18

Household -2.8% $719.46 -$20.05

Software and Data 24.6% $102.73 $25.23

Gas and Automotive -18.6% $1,593.45 -$295.98

Parking and Transit -48.4% $481.15 -$233.05

Books, Music and Entertainment Goods 7.9% $101.34 $8.03

Cable, Telephone and Communication -3.3% $586.48 -$19.50

Entertainment, Art and Movies -36.0% $229.27 -$82.48

Dining -38.3% $834.53 -$319.62

Groceries 19.5% $1,403.11 $273.26

Source: Guldimann (2020); Statistics Canada (2020g; 2020i); author’s calculations. Total: -$1,148.36

Table A2: Changes in Spending over Two Months, Second-Highest Income Quintile

Spending Category Average Change 
in Spending

Two-Month 
Spending

Spending 
Change

Apparel, Gifts and Jewelry -44.5% $678.61 -$302.15

Household -2.8% $447.94 -$12.49

Software and Data 24.6% $76.31 $18.74

Gas and Automotive -18.6% $1,221.46 -$226.89

Parking and Transit -48.4% $282.46 -$136.82

Books, Music and Entertainment Goods 7.9% $70.22 $5.57

Cable, Telephone and Communication -3.3% $481.67 -$16.02

Entertainment, Art and Movies -36.0% $151.75 -$54.59

Dining -38.3% $517.65 -$198.26

Groceries 19.5% $1,208.08 $235.27

Source: Guldimann (2020); Statistics Canada (2020g; 2020i); author’s calculations. Total: -$687.63
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