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Introduction

In this report, we apply various assumptions regarding future participation rates in

postsecondary education to projected demographic trends to create three scenarios

that estimate the potential future population of students in colleges and universities

in Canada and the provinces. This project provides useful background information

to assist policy makers in addressing the following question: “How should national

and provincial strategies on postsecondary education respond to anticipated trends?”

We know that past demographic trends and changes in postsecondary

participation rates have had a tremendous impact on postsecondary enrolments over

the past half century. For example, University of Toronto economist/demographer

David Foot (2006)1 has documented the impact that the baby boom, the baby bust

of the early 1970s, and the more recent echo boom cohort (the children of the

Boomers) have had on Canada’s university system. When the early Boomers reached

their late teens in the late 1960s, postsecondary enrolments greatly expanded as a

result of both increased numbers of young adults and increases in postsecondary

participation rates that continued through to the mid-1980s. Growth in postsecondary

enrolments slowed somewhat during the late 1980s and early 1990s, reflecting

both a decline in the number of young adults (the baby-bust cohort of the 1970s)

and stagnation in the rate of postsecondary participation. However, by the late 1990s,

the children of the Boomer cohort (born 1980 to 1995) started to place pressure on

the postsecondary system once again.

Learning from these past relationships between demographic conditions and

postsecondary participation rates can help inform projections of postsecondary

enrolments into the future. We know that the effect of the Echo Boom cohort,

coupled with conditions of fertility, internal migration and immigration in effect in

the middle of the first decade of the 21st century (these latter two factors play a

large role in determining age structure at the provincial level) will be felt until around

2013.2 However, what will happen after that point? Will we observe an enrolment

plunge?

A recent report from the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation warns

postsecondary institutions to refocus enrolment strategies since enrolment will peak

in about 2013 and then decline.3 Similarly, a recent report by the Association of

Universities and Colleges of Canada predicts that from 2006 to 2016, full-time

enrolment in university will grow between 9 and 18 percent, depending on which

demographic scenario is used.4 The issue of projected enrolment takes on added

importance in regions which contain a relatively large population in groups that

historically have had low postsecondary participation rates. For example, Berger et

al suggest that to increase enrolment, the “most obvious solution is to look to those

currently under-represented in higher education – low-income Canadians, Aboriginal

youth and those whose parents lack post-secondary credentials.”5
