
Americans and Canadians in the lowest income 
quartile are sometimes just one car accident or one 

missed paycheck away from financial ruin. That is why 
a web of local, county, state/provincial, and federal pro-
grams—often referred to as the social safety net—are in 
place to cover basic necessities for their respective citi-
zens. In 2009, the government of Canada implemented 
a tax-sheltered savings incentive program to encourage 
households to save money through a financial savings ve-
hicle called the Tax-Free Savings Account (TFSA) (Shil-
lington 2019; Zaman 2017). Subsequently, any invest-
ment in a TFSA through an account opened in a financial 
institution is neither taxable nor tax-deductible (Shilling-
ton 2019) and is subject to contribution limits defined by 
the government of Canada (Shillington 2019). By imple-
menting the TFSA, “the Government of Canada wanted 
to offer another savings vehicle in addition to Registered 
Retirement Savings Plans (RRSPs)” (Berger et al. 2019, 
309) which is, unlike the TFSA, tax-deductible and non-
taxable if investors do not withdraw the money invested 
from their RRSP (Shillington 2019). To this end, the 
TFSA offers more flexibility, as there are no regulations 
regarding withdrawals (Shillington 2019). As the name 
indicates, the RRSP is more retirement savings-oriented, 
equivalent to the U.S. Individual Retirement Account 
(IRA), whereas the TFSA is like any savings account, ex-

cept that the money invested in it is tax-sheltered. This 
is an important government program aimed at reducing 
poverty, but in a broader fashion, rather than relying on 
means-tested programs for individuals who have possibly 
used up their savings, and who might be discriminated 
against in ill-adjusted programs (Bearfield et al. 2023). 
The cost of the programs in 2020 was about CAD$17 
billion for the RRSP and CAD$1.5 billion for the TFSA 
(Department of Finance of Canada 2023).

Since the inception of the TFSA in 2009, there has 
been no study (to the best of our knowledge), that em-
pirically and explicitly examines to what extent social 
equity—in its resource distribution and access form 
(Williams and Duckett 2020)— matters through the 
simultaneous use of RRSPs and TFSAs. This is surpris-
ing, as the government subsidizes and renounces large 
amounts for its revenues. Researchers (see Hossain and 
Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017) have analyzed the relation-
ship between the participation or contribution to the 
TFSA and a few social equity variables without analyz-
ing the effect of social equity in the simultaneous use 
of the TFSA and the RRSP. Furthermore, social equity 
concerns for the gender of single-parent households are 
few and far between. Single-parent households, often 
led by mothers, are the “grand-mommy” of intersec-
tionality; charitable ecclesiastic help for what used to 
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be called “unwed mothers” has roots in the 1800s in 
Canada (Ward 1981). This is worth paying attention to 
since, to this day, “low-income and material deprivation 
indicators corroborate that single-parent households in 
Canada are materially vulnerable” (Notten and Kaplan 
2021, 12). Furthermore, the gender of single parents and 
the level of education linked to TFSA and RRSP receive 
scant attention in the literature.

This study aims to fill this void by analyzing the in-
fluence of the level of education of the head of house-
holds and the gender of single-parent households in the 
contribution to RRSP and TFSA. The overall research 
question is as follows: How does the education level of 
the head of households and the gender of single-par-
ent households affect investment in TFSAs and RRSPs? 
This matters since citizens without savings will have to 
rely on myriad government programs, without a finan-
cial buffer. Answering this question sheds light on social 
disparities that could exist in the execution of the TFSA 
and the RRSP. Additionally, if the purpose of the TFSA 
program is to offer a new savings vehicle to all Canadi-
ans (Berger et al. 2019), it would be unsurprising if the 
users proved to be at least moderately wealthy Canadi-
ans. 

This study focuses on the relationship between the 
TFSA and the RRSP for three major reasons, which 
are interrelated. The first (and most obvious) reason is 
that these government savings programs do not neces-
sarily lead to the same outcomes. The second reason is 
that navigating between the TFSA and the RRSP can 
be challenging without being an administrative burden 
for households that do not have a significant level of 
(financial) education, which is required for understand-
ing these two savings vehicles (Simpson and Buckland 
2009). The third reason, which is related to the previous 
one, is that both the TFSA and the RRSP can be subject 
to various issues of social equity and financial exclusion 
due to financial capacity.

Based on the results of Zaman (2017) and Hossain 
and Lamb (2015), we posit two hypotheses. The first is 
that having a postsecondary education makes a differ-
ence in the effect of a variation in the contribution to 
the RRSP on the TFSA. The second is that the gender 
of single-parent households makes a difference in the 
contribution to RRSP and TFSA. For this second hy-
pothesis, Zaman (2017) and Hossain and Lamb (2015) 
analyzed the effect of the gender of the head of house-
holds on the TFSA but not specifically the gender of 

single-parent households. We test these hypotheses us-
ing data from the 2019 Survey of Financial Security, to 
which we apply multivariate regression models as well 
as correlation analysis. 

The hypotheses for this study are based on the theory 
of social equity, which includes several forms of equality: 
simple individual equality, segmented equality, block 
equalities, domains of equality, equalities of opportu-
nity, and value of equality (see Frederickson 1990). This 
study focuses on block equalities and aims to compare 
social equity between two groups: single-parent house-
holds with male versus female heads of households and 
different levels of education (postsecondary education 
or not) in relation to investments in TFSA and RRSP.

We employ block equalities because this specifies 
that there must be equality between different social 
groups (Frederickson 1990, 2010) being the subject of 
the same study. We also consider equalities of oppor-
tunity since this establishes that there is equality when 
two individuals have the same likelihood, for instance, 
of having a job (Frederickson 1990, 2010), and for this 
study, equal likelihood, between single-parent house-
holds led by men and women, to investing in TFSA 
and RRSP.

However, we do not tackle segmented equality be-
cause it stipulates equality within a segment and in-
equality between two segments within the same group. 
We would have considered segmented equality if we 
studied, for example, two different segments accord-
ing to age within the group of single parents. Thus, 
the expectation would be that there would be equal-
ity between single-parent households headed by young 
men and young women, equality between single-parent 
households headed by older men and older women, and 
plausible inequality between single-parent households 
led by young adults and single-parent households led by 
seniors. As for domains of equality, it seeks to examine 
how distributed equality can be decided (Frederickson 
1990, 2010), which is not the subject of this study. Re-
garding the value of equality, it advocates the concept 
of many equalities in which the parts are identical and 
relate to the judgments of the individuals (Frederick-
son 1990, 2010), which this study does not focus on. 
Finally, we do not consider simple individual equalities 
because these require a unique relationship regarding 
equality, for example, that it is a single and unique price 
of a good or service that is applied to everyone (Freder-
ickson 1990, 2010), which is not the focus of this study. 
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Grounded in the compound theory of social equity 
(Frederickson 2010, 1990), our results suggest that 
there is inequity concerning the level of education of in-
dividuals and the gender of the single parent. First, the 
gender of single-parent households is significantly as-
sociated with the contribution to the TFSA and RRSP, 
and second, having a postsecondary education makes a 
difference in the effect of a variation in the contribution 
to RRSP on TFSA, even after controlling for income. 
All of which raises equity concerns. These results lay the 
groundwork that governments must focus on financial 
education, step up efforts in financial inclusion policies, 
and revise rules on TFSA and RRSP contribution lim-
its (Rubin and Bartle 2023; Shillington 2019; Simpson 
and Buckland 2009) which potentially constitute a cog-
nitive administrative burden for vulnerable households.

In the following section, we present a synthesis of 
the literature review on equity in public administra-
tion and economics. The third section is devoted to the 
presentation of methodology, data, and variables. The 
fourth and fifth sections are dedicated to the presen-
tation and discussion of the results and the last section 
concludes with recommendations for social change.

Equity in Economic and Public Administration

Equity is a fundamental value extolled in public admin-
istration scholarship, from the accessibility of services 
by subgroups in the population, the similarity of the 
expected effect between social groups, and the vertical 
or horizontal direction of equity (Cepiku and Mastro-
dascio 2021). While some authors see equity as just a 
right, other authors assume that equity should be mea-
sured through the prism of the ability to pay (Cepiku 
and Mastrodascio 2021). Aoki and colleagues (2022) 
underline in a synthesis of the salient points of the ar-
ticles submitted from 1992 to 2022 in Public Admin-
istration that equity, social justice, and inclusion are 
substantially studied with special attention to women, 
minorities, seniors, and less educated people. Equity is 
described as horizontal when governments apply equal 
treatment between the layers of society, regardless of 
the gap that exists between these different social strata; 
and conversely, it is qualified as vertical when unequal 
treatment is applied to different strata of society with 
the aim of closing the gap that existed and, thereby, 
bringing all these social strata back to a similar status 
(Cepiku and Mastrodascio 2021; Frederickson 2010). 

For instance, receiving equal treatment may relate to the 
accessibility of services offered (Andrews et al. 2019) by 
public bodies from all levels of government.

Socioeconomic class was one of the eight social eq-
uity lenses listed and explained by Guy and McCandless 
(2012). They noted that many complex reasons could 
impede social mobility and socioeconomic conditions. 
Social equity in public administration research is of-
ten limited to women and minorities (see Stivers et al. 
2023), instead of social class which includes, but is not 
limited to women and minorities.

Federated views from authors writing under the 
New Public Administration banner were that on top 
of efficiency and effectiveness we must add social eq-
uity, which includes activities that improve the political 
power and economic well-being of minorities and the 
marginalized (Frederickson 1971, 1974, 2010; Rubin 
and Bartle 2023).

From then on, equity became an increasingly dis-
cussed concept in the public administration literature 
alongside efficiency and effectiveness (Cepiku and Mas-
trodascio 2021; Frederickson 1990, 2010). In a nut-
shell, the public administration literature converges on 
the responsibility of governments to ensure that social 
equity is considered in the implementation and enforce-
ment of public policies, whether they are administered 
exclusively by the government or through outsourcing.

In the economics literature, equity is approached 
from the angle of poverty, social inequalities, social 
and financial exclusion, racial discrimination, and 
gender-based discrimination, just to name a few. In 
the Canadian context, the authors address equity as 
income-based inequalities (Buckland 2010, 2012; 
Buckland and Dong 2008; Hossain and Lamb 2015; 
Lightman and Good Gingrich 2018; Zaman 2017), 
as gender-related disparities (Hossain and Lamb 2015; 
Lightman and Good Gingrich 2018; Wu 2021; Zaman 
2017;), as financial or wealth inequalities (Buckland 
2010, 2012; Lamb 2015; Lightman and Good Ging-
rich 2018; Maroto 2016; Wu 2021; Zaman 2017), as 
disparities related to the level of education (Hossain and 
Lamb 2015; Wu 2021; Zaman 2017), and as disparities 
related to family structure (Buckland and Dong 2008; 
Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017). 

For the sake of brevity, we focus here on articles that 
explicitly discuss the TFSA and RRSP. These articles use 
both purely descriptive methods (Shillington 2019) and 
regressions (Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017) to 
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understand the relationship between the TFSA and the 
RRSP. Shillington (2019) discusses, for example, the fact 
that the monetary rules of TFSA and RRSP contribution 
limits raise equity issues for low-income families. The 
authors further document that it is in households with a 
higher net worth that we find the Canadians most likely 
to have a TFSA and to contribute the most (Hossain and 
Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017), which suggests that net worth 
is a strong determinant of contribution to TFSA and 
therefore triggers a source of social disparity. In addition, 
there is a disparity in the contribution to TFSA with re-
spect to age, especially at the level of education of the head 
of households (Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017), 
indicating that participation in the TFSA is not equitable 
(Zaman 2017). However, those authors who have studied 
the relationship between the TFSA and the RRSP have 
not done so with a perspective of examining equity. For 
example, these authors only used RRSP as a control vari-
able (Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017) and did not 
analyze the relationship between these two savings vehicles 
through the prism of equity. Based on the empirical results 
of Zaman (2017) and Hossain and Lamb (2015) and on 
the compound theory of social equity (see Frederickson 
1990, 2010), we posit the following working hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Having a postsecondary education 
makes a significant difference in the effect of a vari-
ation in the contribution to RRSP on TFSA.

Hypothesis 2: The gender of single-parent house-
holds makes a difference in the contribution to 
RRSP and TFSA.

Methodology and Data

Methodology
To test hypothesis 1 that having a postsecondary education 
will make a significant difference in the effect of a variation 
in the contribution to the RRSP on the TFSA, we use Or-
dinary Least Squares (OLS) estimation along with Tobit 
(Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017), with TFSA bal-
ance as the dependent variable. Tobit allows dealing with 
a potentially inconsistent estimation as the distribution of 
the TFSA balance has a large mass at 0 (Hossain and Lamb 
2015; Zaman 2017). The independent variables of interest 
are RRSP balance and level of education (EDUC). We also 
include other right-hand control variables in the analysis, 
net worth (CAP), age (AGE), gender of the head of house-

holds (GENDER), after-tax income (INC), having a pen-
sion plan (PENS), provinces (PROV), source of income 
(SOUR_INC) (see Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 
2017), and student debt (EDUC LOAN). We add the 
student debt (EDUC LOAN) since it is a financial balance 
sheet account that involves the government through the 
student loan program, and moreover, saving is expected 
to be affected by debt. In the same vein, households’ af-
ter-tax income determines the amount contributed to a 
TFSA (Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 2017). Employ-
er-pension plan is added since saving through a TFSA is 
expected to be affected by other savings opportunities (not 
solely RRSP) and, as such, interest in contributing to a 
TFSA may be limited (Zaman 2017). Net worth and age 
are included since TFSA benefits accrue more to elderly 
and wealthy Canadians (Hossain and Lamb 2015; Zaman 
2017); therefore, it is worth controlling. As for the prov-
inces, we control for the fact that there is some evidence 
of provincial effects in both participation and contribu-
tion decisions in TFSA (Zaman 2017). We control for the 
source of income because households whose main source 
of income is government transfer might be less likely to 
contribute to a TFSA compared to households whose ma-
jor source of income is wages and salary (Zaman 2017). 

TFSAi  =α0+α₁ RRSPi+α2 EDUCi+α3 RRSP* 
EDUCi+α4 CAPi+α5 EDUC LOANi+α6 INCi 

+α7 PENSi+α8 GENDERi+α9 AGEi+α10 PROVi+α11 
SOUR_INCi+ τi � (1)

With TFSAi: household balance amount in a TFSA
RRSPi: household balance amount in an RRSP
EDUCi: a value of 1 if the major income earner of the 
household has a postsecondary education, otherwise 0
CAPi: household net worth (total assets minus total 
liabilities)
EDUC LOANi: household balance student debt
INCi: after-tax household income
PENSi: a value of 1 if household has money in employ-
ers pension plans, otherwise 0
AGEi: a value of 1 if the major income earner of the 
household is 50 years old and over, otherwise 0
GENDERi: a value of 1 if the head of the household is 
a woman, otherwise 0
PROVi: dummies variables for 10 provinces
SOUR_INCi: dummies variables for major sources of 
income
τi: error term or residual
 i: record of each household
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In equation (1), we are interested in the coeffi-
cient of the interaction between RRSP and EDUC 
as this will provide evidence of whether the level of 
education makes a difference in the effect of RRSP 
on TFSA. Therefore, the null hypothesis is α3 = 0 
and the alternative is  α3 ≠ 0. We use Fisher’s F sta-
tistic and Student’s t statistic to decide whether to 
reject the null hypothesis. We also use control vari-
ables “PROV for Province” and “SOUR_INC for the 
source of income” to test the stability of the estimates 
(see Zaman 2017). We add the “robust” option in 
STATA for all regressions to avert issues of heterosce-
dasticity that may arise. Indeed, running regression 
with coefficients estimated with robust standard error 
terms makes it possible to satisfy one of the major 
properties of linear regressions, namely homoscedas-
ticity (constant variance of errors).

In addition, since there is likely to be a collinearity 
issue, we use the Variance Inflator Factor (VIF) to check 
and to mitigate this, we complement the analysis with a 
two-stage least squares approach (2SLS). For instance, as 
CAP (net worth) is expected to be influenced by INC (af-
ter-tax income), we regress CAP on INC and then plug 
in the estimated residual as an independent variable in 
the second stage regression. As such, the second stage re-
gression is like equation (1) with the difference that CAP 
is replaced by the estimated residual (residual_hat) ob-
tained from the first stage regression. 

The equations are as follows:
 
CAPi  =y0+y1 INCi+ Residuali�  (2)

TFSAi  =α0+α1 RRSPi+α2 EDUCi+α3 RRSP*EDUCi+α4 
Residual_hati+α5 EDUC LOANi+α6 INCi  +α7 PEN-
Si+α8 GENDERi+α9 AGEi+α10 PROVi+α11 SOUR_
INCi+ τi�  (3)

To check the robustness of the results, we also use an 
alternative model on two subsamples, namely a sub- 
sample for households who have postsecondary educa-
tion and another subsample for those without such edu-
cation. The equation for regression analysis is as follows:

For education level (either educ = 1 or educ = 0)
TFSAi = ß0+ß1 RRSPi+ß2 CAPi+ß3 EDUC LOANi+ß4 
INCi+ß5 PENSi+ß6 AGEi+ß7 GENDERi+ß8 PROVi+ß9 
SOURC_INCi+Ɛi � (4)
With Ɛi: error term or residual

In equation (4), we do not include the level of edu-
cation variable as an independent variable since the 
analysis is based on the “education level” subsamples. 
We use Fisher’s F statistic and Student’s t statistic to 
decide whether to reject the null hypothesis. The null 
hypothesis is ß1 = 0 and the alternative is  ß1 ≠ 0. We 
also examine the differences between the subsample 
(for example ß1  (educ = 1)– ß1  (educ = 0). Addition-
ally, we run quantile regression, at 50%, 40%, 30%, 
and 20%, to gauge our findings (see Hao and Naiman 
2007). Concerning the quantile regression at 40%, 
30%, and 20%, we winsorize the TFSA variable by 
excluding the 0 for the sake of obtaining the best es-
timates.

As for the testing of hypothesis (2) that the gen-
der of the single-parent households will make a dif-
ference in the contribution to RRSP and TFSA, we 
focus on correlation analysis since the number of re-
cords for single-parent families by gender (142 records) 
is not enough for data modeling as the distribution of 
the TFSA balances has a large mass at 0. In addition, 
since the rule of thumb is to use at least 10 records per 
righthand side variable, to take on regression analysis 
with 142 records, we need at most 14 independent vari-
ables (including dummies), and the models described 
above embed more than that figure. 

Data and Descriptive Statistics
We use data from the 2019 Survey of Financial Secu-
rity (SFS) collected from September 2019 to Decem-
ber 2019 by Statistics Canada, prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic hitting Canada. The more recent data, col-
lected in 2022, is not yet accessible. The SFS provides 
a comprehensive picture of the incomes, assets, debts, 
wealth, financial decisions, and net worth of Canadian 
families. The survey was conducted at the level of the 
family unit, the households. The total number of house-
holds in the 2019 SFS database is 10,422, spread across 
all provinces of Canada, Newfoundland and Labrador, 
Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 
Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, 
and British Columbia. The average response rate for the 
2019 SFS was 59.4%.

While some variables are collected at the major in-
come earner of the household level (e.g., gender, age, 
and level of education), other variables report aggre-
gate household information (e.g., the amount in the 
TFSA and RRSP, after-tax income, and student debt). 
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We scaled continuous variables by 10,000 as Zaman 
(2017) did (see Appendix for details). In all regres-
sions, we add the survey weight variable “PWEIGHT” 
which provides estimates that are representative of the 
Canadian population. For further details on survey 
and survey weights used, and for the brevity of exposi-
tion, we refer readers to Statistics Canada.1

The descriptive statistics of dummy variables pre-
sented in Table 1 reveal that 65% of heads of the 
family (in terms of who has the highest income) have 
a postsecondary education, 75% of single-parent 
households are women (for a total of 142 single-par-

ent households), 55% of households have a pension 
plan from their employer, 59% of the heads of house-
holds are 50 years of age or older, and only 40% of 
heads of the family are women. Another important 
fact is that the average contribution to the TFSA is 
$20,100; RRSP is nearly five times more, or $98,800.

In addition, while households whose heads have a 
postsecondary education report investing $23,800 (2.38 
times 10,000) on average in their TFSA, those without 
such education report investing $13,400 on average, a 
significant difference of $10,400 (see Table 2). The differ-
ence is much higher ($69,900, significant at 1%) for RR-

SPs with households whose heads have a postsecondary 
education investing $123,600 on average compared to 
$53,700 for those without such education (see Table 2).

As for single-parent households, the results in Table 
2 suggest that single mothers contribute, on average, less 
to TFSAs and RRSPs than single fathers do. The con-
tribution difference is $6,500 (0.65 times 10,000) for 
the TFSA and $66,800 for the RRSP, all significant at 
a 1% level. In fact, single mothers contribute, on aver-
age, $2,900 to TFSA and $24,900 to RRSP whereas sin-
gle fathers contribute, on average, $9,400 to TFSA and 
$91,700 to RRSP.

The correlation coefficients between TFSA and 
other variables are all significant at a 1% level (Table 3). 
Moreover, the correlation coefficients are not very high 
(the largest is 0.469), which suggests there is no multi-
collinearity issue at this stage of the analysis.    

Results and Interpretation

For all regressions, we find that there is no multicollinear-
ity concern as the average VIF is acceptable, around one 
and two. Fisher’s F statistic is significant at 0.1 %, which 
suggests that at least one of the coefficients is significant. In 

1.  https://www23.statcan.gc.ca/imdb/p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&Id=1252634

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables

Variable Mean Median Standard devi-
ation

Minimum Maximum Number of 
records

TFSA 2.01 0.00 4.21 0.00 70.00 10,422
RRSP 9.88 0.47 23.92 0.00 280.00 10,422
CAP 102.95 51.18 173.28 –87.55 3005.50 10,422
EDUC LOAN 0.21 0.00 0.95 0.00 16.50 10,422
INCOME 8.66 7.11 8.05 –47.93 215.91 10,422
PENS 0.55 1.00 0.50 0 1 10,422
GENDER 0.40 0.00 0.49 0 1 10,422
GEND SING PRT 0.75 1.00 0.44 0 1 142
EDUC 0.65 1.00 0.47 0 1 10,304
AGE 0.59 1.00 0.49 0 1 10,422

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts; RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan; CAP = Net worth; EDUC = Education; 
INC = After-tax income; PENS= Pension; GEND SING PRT = Gender single parent (GEND SING PRT – 1 for females and 
0 for males). TFSA, RRSP, CAP, EDUC LOAN, and INCOME are expressed in CAD$10k.
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security; authors’ calculations.
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addition, the results of the models without the additional 
control variable (column 1 and column 3) and the models 
with the additional control variable (columns 2 and 4) are 
not identical but are similar, suggesting that the estimated 
coefficients are stable. As a result, we only comment on 
the models with the additional control variable (columns 2 
and 4) to avoid duplication.

The results presented in Table 4 suggest that, compared 
to households without a postsecondary educated head, an 

increase of a dollar $1 (or $1,000) in the contribution to 
the RRSP of those with such education yields an impact 
difference of 0.0160 (or 16$) significant at the 5% level us-
ing OLS and no significant difference using Tobit, all other 
things being equal. These results are congruent with the 
2SLS approach results (equations 2 and 3) used to advert 
potential collinearity issues. As a result, we can state that 
the level of education of heads of the households makes a 
difference in the relationship between household contri-

Table 2. Means and T-test Difference for Subsamples’ Level of Education and Gender of Single Parents 

Variables Mean
(educ = post-
secondary  
education)

Mean
(educ = no 
postsecondary 
education)

T-test  
difference

Mean 
(GEND 
SING PRT = 
women)

Mean 
(GEND 
SING PRT 
= men)

T-test  
difference

TFSA 2.38 1.34 1.04*** 0.29 0.94    –0.65*
RRSP 12.36 5.37 6.99*** 2.49 9.17 –6.68***
CAP 120.96 69.90 51.06*** 25.64 76.72 –51.09***
EDUC LOAN 25.26 11.66 13.6*** 0.42 0.00 N/A
INCOME 9.94 6.29 3.65*** 4.38 7.75 –3.39***
Observations 6,748 3556 106 36

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts; RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan; CAP = Net worth; EDUC = Education; 
INC = After-tax income; GEND SING PRT = Gender single parent. N/A = Not applicable. TFSA and RRSP are ongoing basis 
variables. *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001. Means are expressed in CAD$10k.
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security; authors’ calculations.

Table 3. Correlation

TFSA RRSP CAP EDUC 
LOAN

INC PENS GEN-
DER

EDUC AGE

TFSA 1
RRSP 0.330** 1
CAP 0.389** 0.469** 1
EDUC 
LOAN

–0.071** –0.037** –0.078** 1

INCOME 0.228** 0.397** 0.464** 0.011 1
PENS 0.118** 0.080** 0.120** –0.021* 0.220** 1
GENDER –0.061** –0.064** –0.067** 0.012 –0.142** –0.032** 1
EDUC 0.118** 0.138** 0.140** 0.068** 0.215** 0.167** 0.035** 1
AGE 0.213** 0.176** 0.232** –0.130** 0.020* 0.093** 0.000 –0.133** 1

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts; RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan; CAP = Net worth; EDUC = Education; 
INC = After-tax income; PENS= Pension. *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security; authors’ calculations.
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bution to the TFSA and to the RRSP (hypothesis 1) albeit 
this difference is not strictly significant. On another note, 
the results suggest that student debt is a relevant determi-
nant for household contribution to the TFSA, so that a 
dollar $1 (or $1000) increase in student debt reduces by 
$0.25 (or $250) the contribution to the TFSA, all other 
things being equal (Table 4 column 4). Also, the variables 
Gender, Age, Education, and having a pension plan are ac-
ceptable determinants (consistent with Zaman 2017, 337, 
342; Hossain and Lamb 2015, 730) of household contri-

bution to TFSA. However, it is worth noting that the sign 
of the regression coefficient of the gender variable is not 
consistent with Zaman (2017, 337, 342) and Hossain and 
Lamb (2015, 730).

For the subsample of households with a postsecondary 
educated head, the OLS results (Table 5.1) suggest that a 
dollar $1 (or $1,000) increase in the RRSP contribution 
increases by $0.0332 (or $33) the contribution to the 
TFSA, all other things being equal. For the subsample of 
households without a postsecondary educated head, the 

Table 4. Effect of a Variation in the Contribution to the RRSP on the TFSA: Does the Level of Education 
of the Head of Household Matter?

Dependent variable: TFSA 

OLS   TOBIT

Independent variables Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.

Constant 0.17 –0.61*** –5.42*** –6.60***
(0.13) (0.19) (0.13) (0.47)

RRSP 0.01* 0.01* 0.04*** 0.04***
(0.006) (0.006) (0.01) (0.01)

EDUC 0.48*** 0.43*** 1.74*** 1.50***
(0.08) (0.08) (0.17) (0.17)

RRSP*EDUC 0.02* 0.02* 0.003 0.007
(0.007) (0.007) (0.01) (0.01)

CAP 0.006*** 0.005*** 0.008*** 0.007***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

EDUC LOAN –0.14*** –0.12*** –0.27*** –0.25***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.07) (0.07)

INCOME 0.003 0.01 0.02 0.02
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

PENS 0.39*** 0.25*** 1.46*** 1.13***
(0.08) (0.09) (0.15) (0.16)

AGE 1.04*** 0.58*** 1.87*** 1.28***
(0.07) (0.08) (0.15) (0.15)

GENDER –0.27*** –0.30*** –0.29* –0.28*
(0.08) (0.07) (0.14) (0.13)

         
Control                                               No Yes               No Yes

Observations 10,304 10,280 10,304 10,280
Ror Pseudo R 0.20 0.23 0.05 0.06
Average VIF 2.18 2.59 N/A N/A
Fisher 107*** 52*** 89*** 44***

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts; RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan; CAP = Net worth; EDUC = Education; 
INC = After-tax income; PENS= Pension; VIF = Variance Inflation Factor. 
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001 Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
Contains survey weights. YES indicates that PROV and SOUR_INC have been added.
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security; authors’ calculations.
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results suggest that an increase of a dollar $1 (or $1000) 
in the contribution to the RRSP increases by $0.0224 (or 
$22) the contribution to the TFSA, all other things being 
equal (Table 5.1), hence there is an impact difference of 
0.0108 (0.0332 – 0.0224) between the two subsamples.

The same results apply to the Tobit models (Table 
5.2) for which we notice a difference of 0.009 (0.0468 
– 0.0378). This suggests that an inequality exists be-
tween households with a postsecondary educated head 
and those without such education, regarding the effect 
of the variation in the contribution to the RRSP on the 

TFSA. On another note, the results suggest that the 
variation in the RRSP contribution has a higher impact 
on TFSA than net worth does (for example 0.05 for 
RRSP, 0.007 for CAP, in column 2 of Table 5.2), all 
other things being equal.

On top of all of those, we employ quantile regression 
to check the robustness of our findings (see Hao and 
Naiman 2007). We use the median quantile regression 
as it is well-known that the median is less sensitive to 
outliers. The results remain consistent for which we no-
tice an impact difference of 0.0208 (0.0424 – 0.0216). 

Table 5.1. OLS Subsamples Results—Effect of a Variation in the Contribution to the RRSP on the TFSA: 
Does the Level of Education of the Head of Household Matter?

Dependent variable: TFSA

educ = postsecondary education educ = no postsecondary education

Independent variables Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.

Constant 0.62*** –0.21*** 0.29* –0.56***
(0.20) (0.28) (0.13) (0.20)

RRSP 0.03*** 0.03*** 0.02*** 0.02***
(0.005) (0.005) (0.006) (0.006)

CAP 0.007*** 0.006*** 0.005*** 0.004***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

EDUC LOAN –0.13*** –0.12*** –0.12*** –0.09**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

INCOME 0.004 0.01 -0.01 0.01
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

PENS 0.42*** 0.29* 0.37** 0.20
(0.11) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12)

AGE 1.04*** 0.50*** 0.99*** 0.71***
(0.10) (0.11) (0.08) (0.09)

GENDER –0.35*** –0.34*** –0.13 –0.22*
(0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10)

Control                            No Yes No Yes

Observations 6,748 6,732 3,556 3,548
R 0.21 0.24 0.13 0.16
Average VIF 1.21 2.37 1.20 2.11
Fisher 91*** 40*** 47*** 19***

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts; RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan; CAP = Net worth; EDUC = Education; 
INC = After-tax income; PENS= Pension; VIF = Variance Inflation Factor. 
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001 Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
Contains survey weights. YES indicates that PROV and SOUR_INC have been added.
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security; authors’ calculations.
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More precisely, for the subsample of households with 
a postsecondary educated head, the quantile regression 
results suggest that a dollar $1 (or $1,000) increase in 
the RRSP contribution increases by $0.0424 (or $42) 
the contribution to the TFSA, all other things being 
equal. For the subsample of households with a head 
without a postsecondary education, the results suggest 
that an increase of a dollar $1 (or $1000) in the contri-
bution to the RRSP increases by $0.0216 (or $22) the 
contribution to the TFSA, all other things being equal. 
Given that, we can state that having a postsecondary ed-
ucation makes a difference in the effect of a variation in 
the contribution to the RRSP on the TFSA (hypothesis 

1), which raises social equity concerns. To gauge that 
finding, after winsorizing the TFSA variable by exclud-
ing the zero, we run quantile regression (see Hao and 
Naiman 2007), at 40%, 30%, and 20%. The results 
remain consistent for which we notice an impact differ-
ence of 0.0235 at 40%, 0.0185 at 30%, and 0.0127 at 
20%, hence there are social equity issues up and down 
the distribution, and not solely around the mean. 

As for the results about the gender of single-parent 
households, they suggest that women who are single par-
ents are less likely to contribute to TFSA and RRSP com-
pared to their male counterparts (Table 6). Correlation 
analysis result is therefore in line with the descriptive sta-

Table 5.2. TOBIT Subsamples Results–Effect of a Variation in the Contribution to the RRSP on the 
TFSA: Does the Level of Education of the Head of Household Matter?

Dependent variable: TFSA

educ = postsecondary education educ = no postsecondary education

Independent variables Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.

Constant –3.20*** –4.60*** –5.42*** –7.62***
(0.33) (0.55) (0.13) (0.20)

RRSP 0.04*** 0.05*** 0.04*** 0.04***
(0.006) (0.006) (0.01) (0.01)

CAP 0.008*** 0.007*** 0.008*** 0.006***
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

EDUC LOAN –0.32*** –0.31*** –0.08 –0.05
(0.08) (0.08) (0.15) (0.14)

INCOME 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02
(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.04)

PENS 1.40*** 1.09*** 1.53*** 1.12***
(0.19) (0.20) (0.27) (0.26)

AGE 1.59*** 0.92*** 2.57*** 2.23***
(0.18) (0.19) (0.26) (0.27)

GENDER –0.39* –0.33* –0.07 –0.23
(0.17) (0.16) (0.25) (0.24)

Control                                                No Yes No Yes

Observations 6,748 6,732 3,556 3,548
R 0.05 0.06 0.04 0.05
Fisher 73*** 33*** 33*** 16***

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts; RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan; CAP = Net worth; EDUC = Education; 
INC = After-tax income; PENS= Pension. 
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001 Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
Contains survey weights. YES indicates that PROV and SOUR_INC have been added.
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security; authors’ calculations.
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tistics revealing a big gap in the contribution to TFSA and 
RRSP, respectively $6,500 and $66,800, all significant at a 
1% level. The results pinpoint gender equity issues against 
women among single-parent households as the gender of 
the single-parent households makes a difference in the 
contribution to RRSP and TFSA (hypothesis 2).

Discussion
Analyzing social equity in public administration is 
a form of performance measurement (Frederickson 
2010) that deserves as much attention as efficiency and 
effectiveness. In this article, we examine social equity 
regarding the use of two government savings incentive 
programs, the TFSA and RRSP. The compound theory 
of social equity is grounded in the analysis of the 2019 
Canadian Survey of Financial Security data. The results 
suggest the existence of inequality in terms of the level 
of education of households (with postsecondary educa-
tion versus those without postsecondary education) and 
the gender of single parents (female versus male), which 
means that the expectation of the compound theory of 
social equity is unmet and thus raises equity issues. This 
kind of social inequity is unlikely to cause social tumult; 
it will not be captured by cameras (Trochmann and 
Guy 2022). The expectation of the compound theory 
of social equity is that there should be equality between 
different social groups and, as such, there is equality 
when two individuals have the same probability, for in-
stance, having a job (Frederickson 1990, 2010) and for 
this study, contributing to TFSA and RRSP. 

The question that should therefore be asked is 
whether the equity issues derived from the results are 
acceptable in an open and democratic society. We will 
cover the normative answer in the next paragraph. The 
purely academic answer takes time to unpack. Readers 
must be careful not to automatically equate statistical 
differences between groups as social inequities. Given 
a large enough sample, easily reached by universal pro-
grams or even ambitious means-tested programs, small 

differences between groups, even if they are substan-
tially trivial, will be easy to identify with forgiving sig-
nificance levels like alphas of 0.01 or 0.05. Our results 
here are a warning to Journal of Social Equity and Public 
Administration contributors and to social equity schol-
ars at large. The fact that the most common statistical 
analyses reveal differences around the mean of a distri-
bution does not imply that our analyses should be lim-
ited to this aspect. To better understand the situation, 
we need to examine the entire distribution, rather than 
just focusing on how the median citizen is doing.

The normative answer is no. The equity issues aris-
ing from the results are not acceptable in an open and 
democratic society. Small differences that are statistically 
significant are a fact of (statistical) life. For meaningful 
categories, perfect distributional symmetry would be 
mathematical oddities. Our results point to small finan-
cial inequities around the mean and larger financial in-
equities on the left tail of the distribution in the savings 
of some categories of households. As a matter of fact, 
additional financial education and step-up efforts to im-
plement targeted financial inclusion policies (Shillington 
2019; Simpson and Buckland 2009) could provide a buf-
fer and shelter some in-risk groups from having to apply 
and use the social net. Governments must also have a 
political commitment to change policies that contribute 
to gender disparity (Rubin and Bartle 2023). An aspect 
that also deserves reflection following these results is the 
accountability in this collaboration between the govern-
ment and the financial institutions. Who is accountable 
for these inequalities? There is a need to set up a frame-
work for assessing accountability in this collaboration 
between government and financial institutions (Lee and 
Ospina 2022; Lægreid and Rykkja 2021). To this end, 
Lee and Hung (2021) recommend future study that ex-
amines the extent to which equity and the creation of 
public value affect democratic accountability in the con-
text of any interorganizational collaboration.

These questions deserve attention from various ac-

Table 6. Correlation Between GEND SINGLE PRT and TFSA, RRSP and CAP

Variables TFSA RRSP CAP
GEND SING PRT –0.21* –0.26** –0.34***

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts (household investment); RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan (household in-
vestment); CAP = Net worth; GEND SING PRT = Gender single parent (GEND SING PRT – 1 for females and 0 for males). 
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security; authors’ calculations.
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tors as their answers will contribute to testing the expec-
tations of domain equality of the compound theory of 
social equity, which seeks to understand how to decide 
the equitable distribution of goods and services (Fred-
erickson 1990, 2010) that have not been tackled in this 
study. Moreover, this study is purely quantitative and 
does not include qualitative user opinions. Conducting, 
if possible, a study that examines the opinions of TFSA 
and RRSP users (and even nonusers) is an avenue for 
future research. This may include conducting studies 
that examine the administrative cognitive burden of the 
rules surrounding TFSA and RRSP contribution limits. 
On the quantitative side, it would be interesting to see 
future studies that replicate the method of this work 
by regressing the RRSP on the TFSA with a focus on 
causality. In this study, we regressed TFSA on RRSP 
(not with causal locus), but this can be bidirectional 
(see for example, Berger et al. 2019). On that note, it 
is worth cautioning readers that our results should not 
be interpreted as a causality but rather as a correlation 
or influence, and this is due to data limitations. We use 
one-year survey data (not panel data) from an expansive 
and expensive data collection effort. This now triennial 
study does not seek to follow the same respondents from 
one iteration to the next. Canadian restrictions for data 
availability are much stricter than American ones. This 
stringency hamstrings research (Grant and Andrew-Gee 
2019). Variables collected in this survey, including the 
linguistic, indigenous, and immigration statuses of re-
spondents were kept out of the data, because hackers 
could reverse engineer them to identify respondents. 
Endogeneity has not been mitigated for lacking strong 
instrumental variables. Experimental and quasi-exper-
imental research designs would be the right path to 
causality (see Angrist and Pischke 2014). It would be 
a good idea to carry out a meta-analysis on the effect 
of equity on contributions to TFSAs and RRSPs once 
there are enough studies because it seems that the signs 
of the coefficients diverge. For instance, unlike Zaman 
(2017) and Hossain and Lamb (2015) who document 
that being in a female-headed household is positively 
associated with the contribution to TFSA, the results of 
this study suggest the opposite, a negative association, 
all other things being equal (see Tables 4, 5.1, and 5.2). 
This difference can be explained by the fact that we used 
surveys from different years. Seeking to apply the same 
method to this work by including panel data or surveys 
from previous years (2012 and 2016) could be a pos-

sible avenue. However, it is important to be aware of 
the challenges inherent in combining this type of data, 
namely the difference in sample sizes between periods 
(Rothwell and Robson 2017) and the survey questions 
that could change between periods (Simpson and Buck-
land 2009). Finally, if future publicly available Financial 
Security Survey data can include immigrants, indige-
nous communities, and rural versus urban populations, 
equity can be analyzed for several social strata.

Conclusion

This equity audit (Guy and Williams 2023) examines 
whether social equity affects the impact of a variation 
in RRSP contributions on TFSA, using data from the 
2019 Survey of Financial Security collected by Statistics 
Canada. The study specifically assesses social equity in 
terms of the level of education of the head of house-
holds and the gender of single parents. We posit two 
hypotheses. The first hypothesis states that having a 
postsecondary education will make a significant differ-
ence in the effect of a variation in the contribution to 
RRSP on TFSA. The second hypothesis is that the gen-
der of single-parent households will make a difference 
in the contribution to RRSP and TFSA. The expecta-
tion of the compound theory of social equity through 
block equalities is that there should be equality between 
different social groups (Frederickson 1990, 2010). It is 
the same for equalities of opportunity of the compound 
theory of social equity which states that there is equal-
ity when two individuals have the same probability, for 
instance, of having a job (Frederickson 1990, 2010), 
and for this study, equality in the probability, between 
single-parent households led by men and by women, of 
investing in TFSA and RRSP.

The results suggest that there are some minor forms 
of inequality in terms of the level of education, which 
does not meet the expectation of block equalities of the 
compound theory of social equity. In the same vein, the 
results related to gender do not meet the expectations of 
equal opportunities of the compound theory of social 
equity since the gender of single-parent households is 
significantly correlated with the contribution to TFSA 
and RRSP, which raises equity issues. As the contri-
bution limits were not considered for the quantitative 
approach of this study, we suggest future research to 
investigate this to find the optimal threshold of con-
tribution limits as well as to assess the consequences of 
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modifying or suspending these contribution limits on 
both public finance and Canadians.

These results, therefore, lay the groundwork that 
governments must focus on financial education, step 
up efforts in financial inclusion policies (Shillington 
2019; Simpson and Buckland 2009), and revise the 
policy of rules on TFSA and RRSP contribution limits 
(Shillington 2019), which potentially leads to a cogni-

tive administrative burden for low-income households. 
Our research contribution can help those just above the 
poverty line who can save some of their income, and 
not those too poor to even cover their basic needs. Nev-
ertheless, “there is plenty of poverty above the poverty 
line” (Desmond 2023, 25).

Appendix

Variables Description including database variables.
TFSA Balance amount in the TFSA (PWATFS) is divided by 10,000.
RRSP Balance amount in the RRSP (PWARRSPL) divided by 10,000.
CAP Net worth (PWNETWPG) divided by 10,000.
EDUC LOAN Balance amount of student debt (PWDSLOAN) divided by 10,000.
INC After-tax income (PEFATINC) divided by 10,000.
PENS A dummy variable takes a value of 1, if the household has money in their employer 

pension plan(s); it is 0 otherwise. It takes a value of 1 if the amount in (PWARPPG) > 0, 
otherwise it takes a value of 0. The amount is on a going-concern basis. 

EDUC A dummy variable takes a value of 1 for households whose major income earners have 
some level of postsecondary education; it is 0 otherwise. Postsecondary education takes 
a value of 1 if PEDUCMIE = code (03) (non-university postsecondary certificate or 
diploma) or code (04) (university degree or certificate). Postsecondary education takes a 
value of 0 if PEDUCMIE = code (01) (less than high school) or code (02) (high school 
diploma).

GENDER A dummy variable takes a value of 1 for households whose major income earners are 
female; it is 0 otherwise. It takes a value of 1 if PGDRMIE = code (02) (female) and a 
value of 0 if PGDRMIE = code (01) (male).

GEND SING PRT A dummy variable takes a value of 1 if a single parent is female and a value of 0 if a 
single parent is male. It takes a value of 1 if PGDRMIE = code (02) (female) and PFM-
TYPG = code (03) (couple with children and single-parent family) and PFSZ= code (02) 
(number of members in the family unit is 2 persons). 
The value is 0 if PGDRMIE = code (01) (male) and PFMTYPG = code (03) (couple 
with children and single-parent family) and PFSZ = code (02) (number of members in 
the family unit is 2 persons). 

Age A dummy variable takes a value of 1 for households whose major income earners are 50 
years old and over; it is 0 otherwise. It takes a value of 1 if PAGEMIEG > code (07) in 
the database (45 to 49 years old) and it takes the value of 0 if PAGEMIEG < code (08) 
in the database (50 to 54 years old).

PROV (Province) A dummy variable for the province of residence for the family unit (PPVRES). Provinces 
(codes): Newfoundland (10), Prince Edward Island (11), Nova Scotia (12), New Bruns-
wick (13), Quebec (24), Ontario (35), Manitoba (46), Saskatchewan (47), Alberta (48), 
and British Columbia (59).

SOUR_INC (Source of income) A dummy variable for the major source of income for the family unit (PEFMJSIF). 
Sources (codes): wages and salaries (02), self-employment income (03), government 
transfers (04), investment income (05), retirement pensions (06), and other income (07).

Notes: TFSA = Tax-free savings accounts; RRSP = Registered Retirement Savings Plan; CAP = Net worth; GEND SING PRT = 
Gender single parent. 
Source: 2019 Survey of Financial Security.
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