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Which Measure of Poverty to Use? 

Canada does not have an official poverty line. Most of the 
data in this 2011 report is presented using the  more widely 
known Low Income Cut-off (LICO)  After-Tax Measure.  
Campaign 2000 is considering transitioning from LICO to the 
Low Income Measure (After-Tax) starting next year.   

In part this is because, since 1992, LICO has only been 
updated for inflation and not other changes in the 
expenditure pattern of Canadian families. Statistics Canada 
has no plans to update LICO, whereas LIM is updated every 
year. 

LIM has other advantages over LICO.  It is a more easily 
understood measure.  LIM is  based on 50% of median 
family income.  LICO is a much more complex calculation.1 
LIM is also an international measure used to compare 
poverty rates in different countries around the world.  LICO 
is a measure only used in Canada. 

As shown on Chart 1, in the 1990s LICO poverty rates were 
higher than LIM rates. In the 2000s LICO rates have been 
consistently lower. In 2009, the Alberta child poverty rate 
was 9.3% using LICO, compared to 12.8% using LIM. 
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Chart 1: Child Poverty Rates, Alberta 

Source: Statistics Canada2 
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Greater disparity in income 

Disparities between families are growing. Between 1989 
and 2009, after accounting for inflation, the yearly 
income of the poorest 10% of Alberta families with 
children increased by only $4,682 (Chart 5).  The yearly 
income of the richest 10% of families with children went 
up $156,403.  Average yearly family incomes went up  
$35,088.    

Alberta is becoming more unequal (Chart 6). Despite 
yearly fluctuations, there is a clear trend towards 
increasing inequality in family income. In the past 20 
years, Alberta has gone from being a province with low 
inequality to one with medium inequality. High levels of 
inequality can slow down economic growth if the skills 
and abilities of all citizens are not being fully  utilized.   

Most low wage earners are women 

Over one in four employed Albertans (and over one in 
three employed women) work for low wages (Chart 7). 
The proportion of Albertans who are 25 years and older 
working for low wages rose to 56% of all low wage 
workers during the period April 2010 to March 2011 
compared to  51% the year before.13 
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Chart 5: Annual Total Average Income of Families with 
Children, by Income Group, Alberta (Constant 2009$) 

Chart 7: Albertans Earning $15 per hour or less, by Age 
Group (April 2010 to March 2011) 
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Chart 6: Income Inequality, Alberta, Non-Elderly  Families 
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The Gini co-efficient explained  

A Gini index of 0 represents absolute equality - every family in 
Alberta has the exact same income. 

A Gini index of 1 represents absolute inequality - one family 
has all the income in Alberta and all of the other families have 
none.  

Globally, countries with a Gini below 0.300 have low 
inequality and those from 0.300 to 0.399 medium inequality. 
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Increased food bank usage 

Food bank usage is a good indicator of financial hardship 
on individuals and families, as is the rising cost of food.  
Despite indications of economic recovery, food bank use 
in March 2011 is only slightly lower than the year before.  
Between 2008 and 2011, the number of Albertans using a 
food bank rose dramatically from 33,580 to 58,735 (Chart 
11).  Children and youth make up 44% of those turning to 
food banks for help in 2011.20  Over 27% of the people 
assisted by food banks reported employment income.  

 

 

 

Government transfers make a positive 
difference 

Government income transfers - such as child tax benefits, 
social assistance, employment insurance - play a 
significant role in lifting low income families above the 
poverty line (Chart 12). In Alberta, the effectiveness of 
government income transfers in lifting children above the 
poverty line has increased over the years. In 1989, only 
about 25% of children were lifted above the poverty line.  
By 2009, this had increased to 44%.   

There remains considerable year-to-year variation in the 
effectiveness of income transfers due to political and 
budgetary considerations. Unlike the recession of the mid
-1990s when transfers were cut or eliminated, in the 
recent recession they were only frozen.  Despite the 
sharp spike in child poverty numbers, the situation would 
have been much worse in the absence of these vital 
transfers. 

Chart 10: Income Support (Alberta Works) Caseloads, 
Alberta 
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Source: Alberta OSI 19 
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Chart 11: Number of People in Alberta Using a Food 
Bank 

Source: Food Banks Canada 21 
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Chart 12: Percentage of Children Lifted out of Poverty 
by Government Transfers, Alberta  

Source: Statistics Canada 22 
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