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We take a closer look at the strong correlation between
parental co-ownership and median housing value across
metro areas that has highlighted in a recent CHSP brief by
investigating possibly underlying mechanisms driving this.
In general, mechanisms suggest this relationship may be in-
cidental (e.g. fewer children becoming owners in high cost
markets overall, leaving those with parental help overrep-
resented) or adaptive (e.g. with more parents motivated to
help children in higher cost markets).
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Young adults are increasingly relying upon parental help to navigate Canada’s difficult housing
market. Here we have a look at how this manifests within co-ownership trends, as described by
a recent CHSP release, with a special focus on variation across more and less expensive housing
markets. We round this out with contextual data on other ways parents are helping and a brief
consideration of how they all fit together.

The recent CHSP release on intergenerational housing outcomes in Canada (Khalid, Gordon, and
Mirdamadi 2024) builds on the previous related report (Mirdamadi and Khalid 2023) to add some
interesting data on parent-child co-ownership of housing across (much of) Canada. The sample
includes children born in the 1990s able to be linked to their parents by tax records and assessed
by property in 2021. In the regions included in CHSP about 17% of properties (1 in 6) owned
by the sample (age 21-31) were co-owned by their parents. Of these, about half were owned by
children who did not own any other homes while the parents also owned properties elsewhere.
Based upon residential patterns ascertained by the study, most of this type of co-ownership (3 in 10
co-owned properties overall) likely represented parents assisting children by co-signing mortgages.
Another third of co-owned properties were the only properties owned by children and parents,
likely representing multigenerational households or facilitated inheritance plans. The remaining
co-ownership cases include properties where the child owned more than one residence.

It’s good to see this data, which quantifies the importance of family ties to property ownership within
Canada. We have been quite interested in understanding how properties are used (von Bergmann,
Lauster, and Harris 2018; von Bergmann and Lauster 2021) and the interaction between housing
supply, housing prices and rents, and impacts on household and family formation. (von Bergmann
and Lauster 2022b, 2022a, 2022c, 2023b) Which is why we are excited about this release.

The kind of assistance parents provide by co-signing appears to be increasingly normal for Cana-
dians, and parents also often help in other ways too, as noted by the study. We document this
further below. But for immigrants whose parents did not come with them to Canada (not included
in the sample studied), this kind of assistance has become increasingly fraught, penalized, or out-
right banned, as we’ve noted elsewhere (Lauster and von Bergmann 2023), by Foreign Buyer Bans,
related taxes, and surrounding rhetoric. Here we set this issue aside for the moment to explore the
spatial variation in the present data.

As laid out in the CHSP article, the rates of parent-child co-ownership vary widely across metro
areas, in a pattern highly correlated with home prices.
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Figure 1: Parental co-ownership of dwellings by region in 2021.

This correlation is quite strong, but it is not clear how to interpret the data. The rate is parent
co-owned properties divided by all owner properties for tracked adults (age 21-31) able to be linked
to parents within the sample. There are a number of underlying processes that could drive the
correlation. For instance:

• In expensive markets parents may be more likely to help their children into ownership housing,
driving up the numerator of the co-ownership rate.

• In expensive markets young adults may be less likely to form households and those that do
form households are less likely to be owners of their homes, driving down the denominator of
the co-ownership rate.

• Connected to the previous channel, in expensive markets young adults may be more likely to
live with their parents, driving up the numerator of the co-ownership rate.

• In expensive markets parents have experienced significant wealth appreciation in their homes
and might add children on title for estate planning purposes at higher rates.

• Home prices correlate strongly with incomes, and of course also with wealth, and parents
in high home price markets may have more resources and thus be more able to help their
children into ownership housing, driving up the numerator of the co-ownership rate.

• Cultural differences in parent-child relations may vary by metro area in ways that correlate
with home prices, reflecting varying preferences for multi-generational households for instance,
driving up the numerator of the co-ownership rate.

These processes are difficult to disentangle, but for the purpose of interpreting how co-ownership
varies across metro areas it’s probably useful to look into the potential effect sizes of at least some of
these channels. Unfortunately the CHSP data release does not break down the different ownership
arrangements by metro area, which could have helped to disentangle some of this. But we can still
take a look at potential impacts of some of these drivers.
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SUPPRESSED (OWNER) HOUSEHOLD FORMATION

Suppressed (owner) household formation
We start with suppressed shares of young adults who are owners. This combines two processes,
suppressed household formation (von Bergmann and Lauster 2022a, 2022c) and changes in home-
ownership rates among households that did form. For this we take young adults to mean those aged
20 to 29 in 2021, so born between 1991 and 2001. That is a slightly different birth cohort than what
was used in the CHSP report and is chosen to line up with readily available data. How does the
proportion of young adults who own their own homes within a metro area vary by median dwelling
value?

Figure 2: Homeownership shares of young adults by median dwelling values in each region.

This shows how owner-maintainer shares drop with increasing dwelling values. This is unsurprising,
insofar as it becomes more difficult for young people to save up for a downpayment and service a
mortgage when prices are higher. If we set median dwelling value across Canada to that of Moncton,
we would expect to see a lot more young homeowners, boosting our denominators for rates of co-
ownership with parents. If we further assume that most of the hypothetical owner households that
would have formed if prices had been at Moncton levels would not have been co-owned with parents,
we can “adjust” observed rates in Figure 1 for the suppressed owner shares. The results of doing
so are shown in Figure 3.
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INTER-GENERATIONAL HOUSEHOLDS

Figure 3: Co-ownership rates adjusted by suppressed owner household formation.

This significantly weakens the relationship originally observed in Figure 1, with lower coefficient
and higher variance, suggesting that a good portion of the relationship may be driven by suppressed
household formation and suppressed home ownership rates due to elevated prices. Put differently,
imagine a distillery where alcohol represents co-owned properties. Co-ownership is present in all
metro areas. But rising median values boil away more of the non-co-owned properties, reducing
the denominator so that higher concentrations of co-owned properties are what remains leftover.
This distilling effect doesn’t account for all of the relationship between median dwelling values and
co-ownership rates, but likely explains a lot of it.

Inter-generational households
The changes in owner-maintainer rates are connected to, but do not account for, higher prices also
driving up the share of inter-generational households. This impacts the numerator of co-ownership
shares. To look at this we don’t have data on age and tenure easily available, but we can still
examine overall trends of the prevalence of multi-generational households by dwelling values across
Canada.
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INCOMES

Figure 4: Overall share of multi-generational households, not accounting for age or tenure.

Moreso than when looking at suppressed households, culture also likely plays an important role
here. That is, the propensity to live together with adult children (especially after they couple)
really differs by immigration status and country of origin. On this broad view this indicates a
potentially significant impact on numerators, but without better data on ownership and age it is
difficult to estimate these effects. Again, finer data from CHSP on the breakdown of co-ownership
types by region, especially if linked to broader census variables with information on relevant culture
indicators, would be very helpful here.

Incomes
Incomes are also an important factor in understanding the variation of dwelling prices. They may
also predict the support parents are able to provide to children. A simple way to get at incomes’
effects on prices is to aggregate incomes and divide by dwellings units. Aggregate incomes per
dwelling unit generally predict dwelling values well, although supply elasticity and factors like
overall attractiveness of a region also matter and impact the relationship, as does the relative
quality and makeup of the housing stock.
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INCOMES

Figure 5: Dwelling values correlate strongly with aggregate incomes per dwelling unit in a region

While this relationship is strong, it also looks heteroskedastic, and care should be taken when
interpreting Figure 5. As pointed out above, the measure of dwellings is rather crude and does
not account for quality. This may bias comparisons. For example Vancouver has a relatively high
share of 1 bedroom apartments, whereas Calgary’s dwelling stock is dominated by single-detached
houses. We can account for some of this variation in type of dwelling stock by crudely estimating
the number of bedrooms in each region and normalizing the income effect by that measure rather
than dwelling units, as shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6: Dwelling values correlate strongly with aggregate incomes per bedroom in a region
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WEALTH

Here we see that income chasing bedrooms predicts median home value more consistently than
income per dwelling, highlighting the usefulness of incorporating some of the variation in type
of housing stock. We note that this does not speak to the question of whether housing supply is
adequate or not. Rather it simply measures how income chasing bedrooms relates to median values.
More income boosts values. Could adding more bedrooms drive down values? Would developers add
enough to do so? Measures that compare prices and rents to minimum profitable construction cost
are more suitable to determine the adequacy of the housing supply. (Glaeser and Gyourko 2018; von
Bergmann and Lauster 2023a) Furthermore using aggregate incomes ignores distributional effects.
(Stewart and von Bergmann 2024) Nonetheless, the strong relationship highlights the importance
of taking incomes into account when trying to understand drivers of parental co-ownership with
children. More income can boost both dwelling values overall and the resources available for parents
to assist children. Ideally accounting for the latter effects is done at the individual instead of the
aggregate level.

Wealth
Net worth is another factor that interacts with home values, although the direction of causation
remains more ambiguous than for incomes. Net worth increases housing consumption, but rising
home values also increase net worth. Indeed, housing is the largest source of wealth for most
owner-occupiers of dwellings. And owner-occupied housing can also serve as collateral for further
investments - including for parents looking to help children buy their own dwellings. The SFS has
data on net worth, although the level of geographic detail is limited and only a handful of metro
areas are broken out in standard release data.

Figure 7: Relationship between net worth and dwelling values in select Canadian metro areas.
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DOWNPAYMENT FINANCING

Taxation
Differences in wealth may also be related to various tax strategies involving co-ownership. These
include estate planning in a broad sense, where children may be put on title as vehicle to pass along
properties and avoid probate fees and have implications on other taxes, e.g. capital gains. The value
of estate planning strategies, and thus its application, correlates with dwelling values and may add
skew to cross-metro comparisons.

Property tax rates also vary by metro area. These affect the affordability of home ownership and
can introduce significant bias to the relationship between incomes and dwelling values if ignored.
(Stewart and von Bergmann 2024) We don’t have good comprehensive data on property taxes at
the metro level, but testing on the few larger metros where we have data, at least for the central
cities, suggests that including property taxes reduces variance and lowers the slope of the relation
in Figure 5. This is important insofar as, returning to a theme, income and wealth can affect both
dwelling values and parental resources for assisting children with co-ownership.

Overall we don’t have quite enough contextual information to fully interpret the strong relationship
between dwelling value and rates of parent-child co-ownership of properties we see in (Khalid,
Gordon, and Mirdamadi 2024). But we can see a variety of potential mechanisms by which it might
work. It would be great to join this up with the other information we have about how parents assist
their children in homebuying. Do we see the same strong relationship between parental assistance
with downpayments and median dwelling value? With inheritance and median dwelling value? As
we’ll see, the data so far is pretty limited.

Downpayment financing
The Survey of Financial Security (SFS) has information about inheritances as well as how home
owners financed their downpayments. Unfortunately this data source does not break down co-
ownership of properties with parents. Moreover, the SFS PUMF only has broad geographic grouping
and does not allow us to identify metro areas. We can break out provinces for BC, Ontario, and
Quebec, compared to Prairie and Atlantic regions. This lumps together rural areas with the large
metros in provinces with the highest dwelling values, likely reducing a good chunk of any effect
there may be. But we can still compare how young adults financed their downpayment in different
regions, and also get a look at how downpayments may be financed by several different sources.
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INHERITANCE

Figure 8: Source of downpayment of young adult owner families

The categories for source of downpayment remain rough. Here investments include RRSP or TFSA
withdrawals or sale of other assets, borrowing can be from friends and family as well as from
financial institutions, and other includes inheritances and gifts. We can get glimpses of some of the
variation, but nothing solid. Overall, the SFS is unfortunately not thick enough to allow for useful
differentiation between regions for young adult owner households.

Inheritance
Money is fungible, and even if inheritance does not directly flow into a downpayment, it offers a
larger financial cushion that can flow indirectly into a downpayment. Looking at homeownership
rates by inheritance status and age, those who do receive inheritances - especially large inheritances
- at a young age are much more likely to be owners than their non or lower inheritance receiving
counterparts.
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INHERITANCE

Figure 9: Homeownership rates of young adults depend strongly on age, but inheritance status and
size of the inheritance shift the rate upward across all age groups.

We can break these patterns out by region, as per above, and also focus in on young adults. Here
we see that the effect of receiving a large inheritance is fairly uniform, offering a large boost to
home ownership rates. But there is some variation, with lower cost Prairie and Atlantic provinces
showing a substantial effect for even lower value inheritances, while for Quebec the effects of higher
inheritances are much stronger than elsewhere.

Figure 10: Homeownership rates of young adults depend strongly on inheritance status and size of
the inheritance, and while the direction of this effect is consistent across gegraphic regions, the size
of the effect varies.
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CONCLUSION

Inheritance of course strongly correlates with parental (and grand-parental) wealth, which can boost
homeownership through other channels, so the difference in frequencies observed in Figure 9 and
Figure 10 should not be interpreted as the direct effect of inheritance but viewed as at least partially
reflecting broader effects of parental wealth.

Conclusion
Overall, it’s not surprising that parents are attempting to help their adult children. This help can be
crucial to young adults’ ability to purchase a home, especially in tight housing markets. Moreover,
property owning parents have often benefited from the tightness of housing markets, accruing great
wealth through home equity. In this sense, parental help can contribute to intergenerational equity.
At the same time, not everyone has parents willing or able to help. This can drive inequality within
generations.

Either way, it’s great to get a high level look at some of the mechanisms by which parental help
might be operating. These include direct assistance, as we see with co-ownership, including co-
signing mortgages and helping with downpayments, as well as indirect assistance, as we see with
inheritances. The CHSP report adds important information on the prevalence of co-ownership
between parents and children, confirming this can operate as an important path for parental help.
It even helps identify how often this represents co-signing.

What about the strong correlation between parental co-ownership and median housing value?
What drives the relationship? In general, mechanisms suggest this relationship may be incidental
(e.g. fewer children becoming owners in high cost markets overall, leaving those with parental help
overrepresented) or adaptive (e.g. with more parents motivated to help children in higher cost mar-
kets). But we need more context and data to better understand which mechanisms are operating
and where. To understand this better it would be nice to have data tables on co-ownership by metro
area, age, and co-ownership type, as well as where children and parents live in relation to co-owned
properties. Together with some measure of confidence intervals on these estimates. Determining
all of this from administrative data has its pitfalls. At the end of the day it will be difficult to
understand the underlying processes without access to individual level data, and hopefully there
will be deeper research from CHSP on these questions.

While mechanisms linking parental help and dwelling values appear to be mostly incidental or adap-
tive, it is possible the relationship also becomes recursive; where parental help simply introduces
more money into markets chasing the same number of dwelling units or bedrooms. In this case,
more parental help results in a further rise in housing values, in much the same way we see income
working in Figure 5 and Figure 6. How would we break this cycle? We probably don’t want to
forbid parents from helping their children. What we need is to add a lot more housing, so any
additional money parents are adding is chasing more dwelling units and bedrooms.

In effect, supply elasticity - insuring the supply of dwellings and bedrooms keeps pace with the
money chasing it - is key to making sure parental help remains a positive force in the market. Here
we see echoes of many other phenomena, like investment in rental housing, which can look like
potential threats to market affordability, but tend to obscure the underlying issue, which is that
we’re not building enough housing relative to the people who want it and all the money being spent
in chasing it.
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CONCLUSION

We’ll put in our usual plug here for investing in housing subsidies and non-market housing, which can
help those without high incomes or parental assistance. But we also offer the reminder that removing
housing from market distribution doesn’t solve underlying shortage issues (see, for instance, the
recent Guardian piece noting 18 to 19 year waits to get into the sizable social housing stock in large
Dutch cities (Henley 2024)).

When it comes to parental help for children in tight housing markets, there are lots of mechanisms
by which it can work, and most of them seem fine, but however they’re working we should make
sure policy responds by enabling and encouraging a lot more supply to loosen those markets up
again.

As usual, the code for this post is available on GitHub for anyone to reproduce or adapt for their
own purposes.
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