
Mountain Doodles

Doubling Up - Distinguishing Families
from Households

Jens von Bergmann
Nathan Lauster

MountainMath
UBC Sociology

In the context of housing discussions in Canada (and else-
where) households are often assumed as fixed. But house-
holds are malleable and frequently contain families and in-
dividuals “doubling up” who might prefer to live indepen-
dently. Given underlying familial relationships, how people
distribute into households is impacted by prevailing hous-
ing pressures. Understanding the interplay between rents
(or prices) and household formation shows that a) using
households as the basic unit of analysis for housing need
is problematic, b) there is no path to affordability without
building more housing, and c) it’s important to pay close
attention to the metrics used and how they relate to the
theoretical framework.
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DATASETS

The concepts of family and household frequently get mixed up in the broader housing discourse.
We have attempted to explain how these concepts differ, their various statistical constructions, and
why it matters in the past. But these explanations can quickly turn quite abstract, so we wanted
to complement them by talking about doubling up. This is a very simple way of demonstrating
why families and households should not be viewed as interchangeable. We’re also hoping to provide
an important reminder that households are malleable and should not be used as the basic unit to
analyze housing needs.

Households
In Canadian data households are generally defined as “a person or group of persons who occupy
the same dwelling and do not have a usual place of residence elsewhere in Canada or abroad.” In
short, a household is just an occupied dwelling unit. This is a very broad definition, and includes
a wide range of living arrangements, as explained in detail previously. (von Bergmann 2017; von
Bergmann and Lauster 2023)

There are specific cases where we can find different definitions of household. In particular, the
household concept in the National Household Economic Accounts series from Statistics Canada
uses the OECD definition of households that only counts people as living in the same household if
they share some non-housing expenses, for example for food and transportation. Here more than
one household can share the same dwelling. We have looked into the difference between these two
concepts before. (von Bergmann and Lauster 2021)

Families (and unattached indvididuals)
To make things complicated, Statistics Canada also has several definitions of family, in particular
that of economic family and of census family. By definition, everyone identified within a census
family is also part of an economic family, but the reverse may not be true (e.g. a two-person
household with two siblings living together would qualify as an economic family, but not a census
family). Either type of family is a subset of a household, but households may contain several families,
or additionally house other non-family members, or consist entirely of non-family members. As a
corollary to this, census or economic families can occupy at most one dwelling unit.1

Datasets
Families and households are also defined differently across different datasets, and there are also
some variations within datasets over time.2 The Census attempts to capture all individuals in
Canada at a specific point in time, the “Census day” in the second week of May, by tracking
possible residences, enabling the division of residents into households and families by response.
Tax data attempts to capture individuals through tax-filings, assembling them into households and

1This relates to the usual place of residence concept that will count family members who temporarily live elsewhere,
be it for work or for study purposes, at their usual place of residence instead of their current place of residence where
they are counted as temporarily present persons.

2We’ll mostly set historical variations in definitions aside, but see Census Reference Materials for details. Keeping
track of these changes can be consequential for making historical comparisons.
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COMPARING DIFFERENT WAYS TO COUNT HOUSEHOLDS AND FAMILIES

families over the tax year by addresses around April (tax filing day) in the following year, and
cross-referenced exemptions claimed. Economic Accounts data draws upon modelling with several
inputs. All are known to have undercount issues, but in different ways. We have looked at these
coverage issues in detail before. (von Bergmann and Lauster 2021) The T1FF taxfiler data draws
upon the Census Family concept, while the Economic Accounts match up to the OECD Household
concept.

Comparing different ways to count households and families
So how do these different conceptualizations of households and families stack up? We can compare
different concepts across different data sources. National Economic Accounts data is only available
at the provincial geography, so that’s what we choose as the basis of comparison.

Figure 1: Comparing census household counts, National Economic Accounts household estimates,
economic family as well as census family and unattached individuals counts from the census, and
the census families and unattached individuals derived from T1FF data.

Figure 1 shows how these different sources compare over time at the provincial level. As expected,
there are more census family units than economic families or OECD households, and more OECD
households than census households. There are also generally more T1FF census family units than
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METRO LEVEL DATA

seen in the Census, though this varies by province.3. We can compare how varying estimates of
families and household compare to the underlying estimate for number of dwellings, keeping in
mind that households, by definition, cannot exceed dwellings.

Figure 2: Difference of census household counts, National Economic Accounts household estimates,
economic families and unattached individuals from the census, census family and unattached indi-
viduals counts from the census and the same derived from T1FF data, compared to census dwelling
counts.

For census years Figure 2 takes the dwelling counts as a baseline and checks how these measures of
households and families and unattached individuals differ from the census dwelling counts. There
are differences in the timing during the year these estimates are taken, which may cause some
variation. But overall we still get a good overview of how these measures differ, and a pointer
toward how simple metrics that compare households to dwellings might fall short.

Metro level data
Housing is inherently local, so it’s useful to take these estimates to the metro level. The Household
Economic Accounts don’t break down their estimates at the metro level, so we will have to drop

3This tracks with T1FF estimates generally running a little higher than census estimates. Variations from T1FF
to Census may reflect in part the later date benchmarking of T1FF data, but can also be determined by varying
coverage rates, see more details from Statistics Canada
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METRO LEVEL DATA

the estimates of OECD households. Moreover, metro areas change over time which makes clean
temporal comparisons more complicated, and we will skip historical variation in the following
analysis by focusing in on data from the 2021 Census, with the understanding that this misses
census under-counts. This is also the most recent data available. The T1FF data for 2022 will
become available later this summer, but isn’t out yet. Sticking with the census has the added
advantage of providing ready dwelling and household estimates.

Families (and unattached individuals) vs households
A simple measure of the difference between family units and households is the ratio of families
and unattached individuals to households. As discussed above this ratio can’t be less than 1 since
by census definition no family unit can live in more than one household. This ratio measures the
amount of doubling up in a region; i.e. how many family units are sharing residence where we might
expect them not to?

Families may also encode some kinds of doubling up, for example adult children still living with
parents are generally counted as being part of the census family. Families may also use more than
one dwelling unit, for example when family members temporarily occupy dwelling units in other
jurisdictions for work purposes. We set these issues aside for now, but will revisit adult children
living with parents later.

Importantly, this is not meant to be a prescriptive measure. From the perspective of people living
together, doubling up may be desirable, tolerated, or stressful. There’s nothing to keep people from
living together when it’s desirable for them to do so. But for those at best tolerating doubling up
with others, it is useful to keep track of prevalence. Canada wide there are 14,978,941 households vs
10,262,925 census families and 6,850,005 unattached individuals, so on average there are 2,133,989
(14%) more families and unattached individuals than households. Additionally in 2021 in Canada
there were 1,253,600 children between the ages of 25 and 44 living with their parents.
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Figure 3: Doubling up rates in Canadian metro areas. Doubling up rates are estimated as the
excess ratio of families and unattached individuals to households.

Our doubling up measure here, excess families and unattached individuals to households, is highest
in Abbotsford, Toronto, and Vancouver, and lowest across Quebec. But this need not be the
only measure we use. Rather than looking at households to benchmark measures of doubling
up, we can also look directly at housing stock. That is, what’s the ratio of census families and
unattached individuals to dwellings? This misses things like frictional vacancies, which are necessary
for residential mobility, and it also glosses over temporarily occupied homes when people work in
a different location for some time, or other kinds of vacancies like vacation homes. This also does
not take into account census under-counts, which was estimated at about 1,201,000, or 3.25% of
the population, in the 2021 census and typically skews toward unattached individuals (suggesting
we’re still likely underestimating doubling up). But it offers a more direct measure of doubling up
as it might relate to housing shortages.
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METRO LEVEL DATA

Figure 4: Doubling up rates in Canadian metro areas. Doubling up rates are estimated as the
excess ratio of families and unattached individuals to dwellings.

Once again, Abbotsford, Toronto, and Vancouver top the doubling up measure, while Quebec
rounds out the bottom. Here we added a dashed line indicating the doubling up measure we would
expect to see if every family and unattached individual lived on their own and each metro area
had a (fairly tight) 3% rate of homes being vacant.4 It should not surprise that no region achieves
that expectation. After all, it is likely that some people find it desirable to double up, preferring
to e.g. live with roommates even if they had the option to live alone. But we may still be missing
a lot of people who would prefer to live alone. Let us return to adult children living with parents.

4While the choice of the vacant home rate at 3% was influenced by the observation that a 3% rental vacancy rate
as measured by CMHC is generally viewed as balanced, associated with flat real rents, (von Bergmann 2018, 2022)
the rental vacancy rate does not include homes that are vacant but rented out and not moved in yet, or still rented
but already moved out. A more realistic overall rate of vacant homes at a fixed point in time for a balanced market
is generally taken considerably higher.
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Adult children living with parents
Adult children living with parents are still considered part of census families, but we might want
to break them out, on the assumption that they too may be only tolerating (at best) their housing
situation. We restrict ourselves to adult children aged 25 to 34. This is the age range when adult
children most clearly attain adulthood (and an expectation of independence), as opposed to those
under 25, for instance, who might still be attending school or just starting in their careers. By
contrast, adult children living with parents at later ages (35+) might start to reflect caretaking
situations where elderly parents move back in with their children. These cutoffs are chosen to be
conservative in our expectations, but extending to e.g. include 35-39 year olds living with parents
won’t move things much as the share of children living with parents drops off quickly with age.
For comparison with closely related academic concepts, see Ermisch and Overton (1985), or our
discussion elsewhere concerning the Canadian context. (von Bergmann and Lauster 2023) If we
include adult children 25 to 34 living with parents in our measure of doubling up, what does it look
like?

Figure 5: Doubling up rates in Canadian metro areas. Doubling up rates are estimated as the
excess ratio of families and unattached individuals, plus adult children aged 25 to 34 living with
parents to dwellings.
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The addition of children 25-34 living with parents increases our estimates of doubling up substan-
tially, and also slightly rearranges our ordering. In particular, Oshawa sidles up next to Toronto in
between Abbotsford and Vancouver at the top. More movements can be observed in the middle,
where, e.g. Calgary surpasses Nanaimo. But Quebec still rounds out the bottom, with the least
amount of doubling up.

We might ask ourselves what causes these variations in doubling up. An obvious candidate is the
cost of housing. In particular, we would expect a lot more people who don’t desire doubling up to
nevertheless adopt it as a strategy in places with severe housing shortages. Figure 6 explores this
by plotting doubling-up rates against Census data on average rents.

Figure 6: Comparison of average rents to doubling up rates in Canadian metro areas. Doubling up
rates are estimated as the excess ratio of families and unattached individuals, plus adult children
aged 25 to 34 living with parents to dwellings.5

This confirms that there is indeed a strong relationship. In particular, we’re likely picking up the
relationship to housing cost for those people doubling up as an adaptive response (rather than a
strong desire). More people tolerate (and experience stress from) doubling up as housing markets
become more expensive.

But there are also some noticeable outliers that suggest that other factors are at play too. Income is
one factor we’re not controlling for here, and possibly distinct cultural preferences is another. There

5On the y-axis we plot the log of the ratio, but label it as excess percentage.
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CONCLUSION

could be important variation in who finds doubling up desirable. A more careful analysis would
also look at turnover rents instead of overall stock rents, as turnover rents are more important in
preventing household formation. Trying to control for other features of rental units, e.g. number of
bedrooms and ideally location within the metro area, would also be useful.

Unfortunately, more sophisticated approaches quickly run into data availability issues and also
complicate the analysis. At this point the simple relationship is a good starting point. And we
believe it is informative regarding the main causal mechanism behind differences in doubling up
rates across Canadian metro areas. This somewhat naive but broadly informative relationship
suggests that a 1% increase in rents leads to a roughly 2.4% increase in doubling up rates. It likely
also leads to an increase in net out-migration, but the size of this effect is difficult to identify.

An interesting question is how this relationship has evolved over time, and we have a working paper
on this topic we hope to release soon.

Conclusion
In the context of housing discussions in Canada (and elsewhere) households are often assumed as
fixed. But households are malleable. Given underlying familial relationships, how people distribute
into households is impacted by prevailing housing pressures. Understanding the interplay between
rents (or prices) and household formation gives important insights:

• Household-based measures of housing stress, like core housing need or shelter cost to household
income ratios, paint a biased picture of housing pressures and need to be treated cautiously
when informing policy. In particular, these metrics are ill-suited for housing targets aimed at
undoing harms of housing scarcity insofar as they are blind to doubling up (and to housing-
induced changes in migration).

• There is no path to lower rents without building more housing to accommodate the households
that would form in response. This also visualizes an important part of what it means to slide
down the demand curve as supply increases: New households form in response to lower prices
and rents. Many of these new households will form out of pre-existing households, moving
out of doubled up situations. Others, not fully addressed here, will form from in-movers, or
simply remain from families and individuals who otherwise would have left the region.

• As a more general point we regularly return to, this provides another example of how and
why it’s important to pay close attention to the metrics used, and to carefully examine how
they fit into one’s conceptual and explanatory frameworks.

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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