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SUMMARY
This report summarizes the first documented quantitative national estimates of the economic 
value of religion to Canadian society, using similar metrics as used in similar studies of US 
society (Grim and Grim 2016; 2019) and of faith congregations in Toronto (Daly 2016). The 
study provides conservative, mid-range, and high estimates.

The study’s most conservative and beginning-point estimate, which takes into account only 
the revenues of faith-based organizations, is more than $30 billion CAD annually. While this 
first estimate has the most concrete data, we believe that it is certainly an undervaluation 
because it focuses on annual revenues rather than on the fair-market value of the goods and 
services that religious organizations provide.

Our second, mid-range estimate corrects for this in three ways: by providing an estimate of 
the fair-market value of goods and services provided by religious organizations and charities, 
by including faith-related food businesses, and by including a valuation of the substance-
abuse recovery support groups hosted by congregations. This mid-range estimate puts the 
value of religion to Canadian society at more than $67 billion annually. By way of comparison, 
this would make religion the country’s ninth-largest enterprise, just behind TC Energy and 
ahead of Bank of Montreal (Disfold 2020). Or in terms of national economies, it would make 
Canadian religion the world’s seventy-second-largest economy, putting it ahead of more than 
110 countries (World Bank 2019).

Our third, higher-end estimate recognizes that people of faith conduct their affairs to some 
extent (however imperfectly) inspired and guided by their faith ideals. This higher-end 
estimate is based on the household incomes of religiously affiliated Canadians and places the 
value of faith to Canadian society at nearly $690 billion annually.
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INTRODUCTION
Religion is an active force in the public, professional, and personal lives of many in 
Canada. Safeguards for religious freedom—including constitutional protection of freedom 
of conscience and religion as a fundamental right—help to ensure a dynamic religious 
marketplace, including the ability of each person to have a religion, change religions, or have 
no religion at all.

A solid body of research has explored the social contributions of religion, which range from 
increasing civic participation to ministering to spiritual, physical, emotional, economic, and 
other life needs (Daly 2016; Friesen 2017a; 2017b; 2017c; Grim and Grim 2016; 2019; Picarello 
et al. 2016). Some studies have looked at the social benefits of congregations (Ammerman 
2001; Cnaan et al. 1999; Chaves 1999), including some that have attempted to quantify the 
social and volunteering benefits that congregations provide to communities (Tirrito and 
Cascio 2003). Other studies have looked at the role of local religious groups in promoting 
education and civic engagement (e.g., Regnerus 2001; Muller and Ellison 2001). Studies have 
also considered how religious participation and programs help decrease crime and deviance 
(Bainbridge 1989; Hummer et al. 1999; Lester 1987) or promote mental health (Grim and Grim 
2019; Johnson et al. 2002; Koenig et al. 2011; Koenig and McConnell 1999; Fagan 2006). And 
yet other studies have looked at how involvement in organized religion improves government 
stability and economic growth, with the primary mechanism being increased social capital 
and positive civic networks provided through congregational activities (Putnam 2000; 
Fukuyama 2001; Schwadel 2002; Zak and Knack 2001).

A recent report to Canada’s Special Senate Committee on the Charitable Sector on the impact 
of the religious charitable sub-sector in Canada (Pellowe 2018) identified four ways that 
Canadian registered charities that advance religion provide public benefit:

1. Religion develops and activates prosocial attitudes and behaviours, resulting in high 
levels of generosity and volunteerism that benefit both religious and secular charities, 
and improves public civility.

2. Religion results in better personal outcomes that reduce demand on the state’s resources 
for rehabilitation and health care and improves quality of life and individual contribution 
to society.

3. Religion has tangible community benefits in terms of social capital, infrastructure, 
and neighbourhood viability, and a twelve-times return on investment related to tax 
concessions.

4. Religion creates tangible benefits for the public at large based on a core of people who are 
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other-centred, civically engaged, and willing to work together sacrificially for the common 
good.

Of course, not every religious organization or group has the same level of impact, and not 
all of the impact is positive. Indeed, there are high-profile cases where people in religious 
authority or acting in the name of religion have engaged in destructive activities. These 
negative effects include such things as the abuse of children by some clergy (Barrera and 
Fortune 2019; Cafardi 2008), cases of fraud (Ramlakhan 2019; De Sanctis 2015), and places of 
worship becoming recruitment sites for violent extremism (Heroux and Baksh 2017; Neumann 
2008), all of which detract from the other positive values of religious institutions. Such serious 
ills affect a wide variety of institutions, including major public universities (Schwartz 2018; 
Moushey and Dvorchak 2013), publicly traded companies (Canadian Fraud News 2019; Gitlow 
2005), and online public chatrooms (Carranco and Milton 2019; Erelle 2015). And, while 
negative news makes news, both the positive and the negative effects are important and 
should be clearly understood.

A range of studies provide nuanced analyses of the community impact of congregations. 
In their study of fifteen congregations in the Chicago area—including Catholic parishes, 
Protestant churches, Jewish synagogues, Muslim mosques, and a Hindu temple—Numrich 
and Wedam (2015) concluded that religion has a significant role in shaping postindustrial 
cities, although the impact varies from congregation to congregation. They also provide a 
helpful framework for analysis of the different types and levels of impact.

In a separate quantitative study on the effect of shutting down a congregation in an inner 
city, Kinney and Combs (2015) found that this precedes and contributes to the socioeconomic 
collapse of the community in which the congregation was located. Specifically, this study 
found that declines in neighbourhood viability were significantly related to the closure of 
congregations characterized by bridging social capital—that is, congregations that connected 
heterogeneous groups and bridged diversity.

Daly (2016) reports on the Halo Project, which conducted a valuation of Toronto’s faith 
congregations. The study concluded that local congregations are critical economic catalysts, 
serving as economic engines that support local economies and contribute to the common 
good of all. The study found that the combined economic impact of the ten Toronto 
congregations studied was approximately $45 million annually.1

1   Toronto congregations included in the Halo Project valuation study were Portico (Pentecostal), University Presbyterian 
Church, Taric Islamic Centre, St. Andrew’s United Church, Masjid Islamic Centre, All Saints Parish and Community Centre 
(Anglican), Flemingdon Park Ministries (Anglican), Woodbine Heights Baptist Church, Metropolitan Community Church, and 
Kingston Road United Church.
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Understanding the socioeconomic value of religion to Canadian society is especially 
important in the present era characterized by disaffiliation from organized religion. The Pew 
Research Center’s “5 Facts about Religion in Canada” (Lipka 2019), for instance, reports that 
a declining share of Canadians identify as Christians, while an increasing share say they have 
no religion. The most recent Pew Research survey in Canada, conducted in 2018, found that 
69 percent of Canadians report a religious affiliation, with just over half of Canadian adults 
(55%) saying they are Christian. Another 29 percent of Canadians say they are either atheist 
(8%), agnostic (5%), or “nothing in particular” (16%). The Pew study also notes that Canadian 
census data show that the share of Canadians in this “religiously unaffiliated” category rose 
from 4 percent in 1971 to 24 percent in 2011, while Pew’s 2018 poll found that an increasing 
share (8%) identify as Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Jew, or Buddhist.

At the same time, the 2018 Pew survey found that 64 percent of Canadian adults say religion 
has a less important role in their country than it did twenty years ago, while only 12 percent 
say religion has become more important in Canadian society. Pew also found that there is 
no consensus on whether this is good or bad: “37% of Canadians favour a more important 
role for religion, while 29% disagree and oppose any more influence for religion in public life, 
while about 20% have no preference either way.”

Given the division of opinion on religion’s contribution to Canadian society, this present study 
seeks to shed light on the topic by making an estimate of religion’s socioeconomic value to 
society. Indeed, we should know if the decline in religion is likely to have negative economic 
consequences.

In what follows, we provide three estimates of the economic value of faith to Canadian 
society. Of course, faith has much more value than is represented by a dollar estimate, but 
such a valuation provides a new way of understanding the contribution of faith to Canadian 
society. The most conservative estimate takes into account only the revenues of faith-based 
organizations falling into several sectors: education, health care, local congregational 
activities, charities, and media. Our second estimate takes into account these revenues 
but then adds in data-driven estimates of the fair-market value of congregational social 
services, including substance-abuse recovery support, as well as a valuation of other religious 
charities and faith-based food businesses (kosher and halal). Then third, we provide a higher-
end estimate based on the annual household incomes of Canada’s religiously affiliated 
population.
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ESTIMATE 1: REVENUES OF FAITH-BASED 
ORGANIZATIONS
This study’s conservative estimate of the value of the religious sector to the Canadian 
economy is based primarily on the revenues of religious organizations. We specifically look at 
the revenues of several main religion sectors: educational institutions, health-care providers, 
congregations, media, and other charities. For this economic valuation, we use the most 
recent year of data available.

EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS

Higher Education. Reported revenue for the 347 Canadian seminaries and other religious 
colleges from the 2016 T3010 Registered Charity Information Returns totals nearly $300 
million,2 summarized in table 1.

Table 1. Faith-Based Higher Education

No. Revenue

Total 347 $ 0.30 billion

Source: T3010 Reports, 2016 (E4: Seminaries and other religious colleges; 4700: Total Revenue; 5100: Total Expenditure).

Elementary and High School Education. Taking 2016/2017 as our base year, of the 5,117,328 
students in Canada’s public elementary and secondary schools (Statistics Canada 2018), 
an estimated 1,130,929 (22.1%) attend publicly funded Roman Catholic separate schools 
(see Allison et al. 2016). Taking the average cost per student of $12,791 (MacLeod and Emes 
2019) to be the same for Catholic and non-Catholic public schools (NCEE 2019), we estimate 
the total economic contribution to be nearly $14.5 billion, as shown in table 2. Although 
supported with government funds, this represents their economic contribution to Canadian 
society. They are part of the socioeconomic fabric of Canadian society, preparing generation 
after generation of young people to enter the workforce or go on for more education.

2   All figures are in Canadian dollars.
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Table 2. Publicly Funded Catholic Schools (Estimate)

Students Tuition/Student Total Tuition

Roman Catholic separate school students 1,130,929 $ 12,791 $ 14.47 billion

Sources: Total number of students from Statistics Canada (2018); share in Catholic schools (Allison et al. 2016); average 
tuition (MacLeod and Emes 2019; NCEE 2019).

Allison et al. (2016) also found that nearly half (48.3%) of Canada’s 401,784 independent-
school students (Statistics Canada 2018) attend schools with a religious orientation, which 
we estimate to be 194,062 students.3 We estimate the average tuition to be $14,404 for the 
approximately 2,000 independent schools, by averaging available data for independent 
Catholic schools and other faith schools, as shown in table 3.

Table 3. Independent Faith-Based Schools (Estimate)

Students Tuition/Student Total Tuition

Independent faith-based schools 194,062 $ 14,404 $ 2.80 billion

Sources: Independent school students (Statistics Canada 2018); share who are in religiously oriented schools (Allison et 
al. 2016); average tuition estimated by averaging available data for independent Catholic schools and other faith schools 
(Our Kids n.d.; Top Private Schools n.d.)

Note that any revenues from congregational education programs such as vocational training 
and preschools are not counted here but are included in the valuation for congregations (see 
chart 1).

3   Of these, Allison et al. (2016) found that 45.2 percent attended non-Catholic Christian schools, 31.6 percent independent 
Catholic schools, 10.8 percent Jewish schools, 9.1 Islamic schools, and 3.3 percent attended schools defined by other 
religions.
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HEALTH-CARE PROVIDERS

We estimate the value of religiously affiliated health care to Canadian society by adding up 
the actual annual revenue reported by the largest faith-based health-care networks in the 
country. Only hospitals and health systems with an active religious affiliation (not just in 
name) are included, based on their self-descriptions. Revenues totaling $4.68 billion were 
obtained from the reports of the individual health organizations, as shown in table 4.

Table 4. Major Faith-Based Health-Care Systems (Estimate)

Healthcare Systems Annual Revenue (billion)

Catholic Health Association of Ontario $ 2.50

Providence Health Care British Columbia $ 0.93

Covenant Health Alberta $ 0.85

St. Boniface General Hospital Manitoba $ 0.36

Jewish General Hospital Quebec $ 0.04

Concordia Hospital Manitoba*  

St. Martha’s Regional Hospital Nova Scotia*  

St. Paul’s Hospital Saskatchewan*  

Total $ 4.68

Sources: Financial reports of the health-care systems. Figure may not total due to rounding of decimals. 
*Revenue reports consolidated with provincial or local health authorities’ reports.

This is a very conservative estimate of religion’s contribution to health care in Canada 
because health care throughout the country was pioneered by faith communities, as is 
evidenced by the religious names of many hospitals, including the vast majority in Quebec, 
which were transferred from the Catholic Church to government control in the 1960s  
(Seljak 1996).

CONGREGATIONS

The World Christian Database (Johnson and Zurlo 2019) estimates that Canada had 28,107 
Christian congregations in 2015, as shown in table 5. This database does not, however, 
provide an estimate of the number of congregations associated with other religions.



TABLE 5. CHRISTIAN CONGREGATIONS IN CANADA, 2015 EST.
Denomination Name No. Denomination Name No. Denomination Name No.
African Methodist Episcopal Church 3 Community of Christ 66 Old Believers Russian Orthodox Ch 3

Anglican Catholic Church of Canada 15 Congregational Christian Chs of C 60 Old Calendar Greek Orthodox Ch in NA 2

Anglican Church of Canada 2,800 Cooneyites (Two-by-Two’s) 160 Old Order & Wisler Mennonite Chs 62

Antiochian Orth Chr AD North Am 18 Coptic Orthodox Church 28 Orthodox Ch in America: AD Canada 68

Apostolic Christian Ch (Nazarean) 8 Estonian Ev Lutheran Church 9 Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada 1,176

Apostolic Church in Canada 20 Estonian Orthodox Church 6 Pente Assemblies of Newfoundland 120

Apostolic Ch of Pentecost of Canada 142 Ethiopian Orthodox Church 2 Polish National Catholic Ch of Canada 15

Apostolic Faith Church of Canada 14 Evangelical Christian Ch 45
Presbyterian Ch in America 
(Canadian)

22

Armenian Apostolic Church 15 Evangelical Covenant Ch 28 Presbyterian Church in Canada 842

Assembly Hall Churches 27 Evangelical Free Church of Canada 180 Reformed Church in Canada 38

Associated Gospel Churches 154 Evangelical Lutheran Church in C 525 Reformed Church of Quebec 5

Assoc Regular Baptist Churches of C 10 Evangelical Mennonite Conference 63 Reformed Episcopal Church 10

Association of Vineyard Churches 51 Ev Mennonite Mission Conference 30 Reformed Mennonite Church 6

Baptist General Conf of Canada 107 Evangelical Missionary Ch of C 121 Religious Society of Friends 30

Belarusian Autocephalic Orth Ch in C 2 Fellowship of Christian Assm 96 Romanian Orthodox Ch in America 26

Bible Holiness Movement 19 Fellowship of Ev Bap Churches 500 Romanian Orth Episcopate of America 28

Brethren in Christ Church 44 Fellowship of Ev Bible Chs 23 Russian Orthodox Church in Canada 57

British Methodist Episcopal Church 50 Foursquare Gospel Church 94 Salvation Army in Canada 309

Bulgarian Orthodox Church 4 Free Methodist Church in Canada 170 Serbian Orth Ch (D East USA & C) 26

Canadian Assemblies of God 32 Free Reformed Ch of North Am 19 Seventh-day Adventist Church 378

Canadian Baptist Ministries 1,300 Glad Tidings Churches 45 Standard Churches of America 76

Canadian National Baptist Conv 248 Greek Orthodox AD of N & S Am 76 Syriac Orth Ch of Antioch 5

Catholic Church of Canada 4,160 Hutterian Brethren 337 True Orthodox Ch of Greece 2

Christadelphian Ecclesias in Canada 50 Independent Assemblies of God, C 155 Ukrainian Orthodox Church of Am 220

Christian & Missionary Alliance in C 440 Internat Pentecostal Holiness Ch 32 Ukrainian Orthodox Ch of C 240

Christian Brethren 540 Jehovah’s Witnesses 1,409 Unitarian Universalist Association 46

Christian Brethren (Exclusive) 24 Latvian Ev Lutheran Ch 20 United Brethren in Christ in Canada 11

Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) 22 Lutheran Church-Canada 300 United Church of Canada 2,894

Christian Churches & Chs of Christ 63 Macedonian Orthodox Church 2 United Pentecostal Church in Canada 277

Christian Reformed Churches in C 250 Mennonite Church Canada 212 Universal Fell of Metro Comm Chs 15

Church of God (Anderson) 36 Mennonite Church in Canada 56 Wesleyan Methodist Ch of America 100

Church of God in Canada 140 Moravian Church in America 8 West Indian C I Apostolic Fellowship 45

Church of God in Christ, Mennonite 57 Native American Church 240 Wisconsin Ev Lutheran Synod 13

Church of God of Prophecy 54 Native Evangelical Fellowship 35 Worldwide Church of God 30

Ch of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints 486 Netherlands Reformed Congs 11 other Independents 3,069

Church of the Nazarene 165 New Apostolic Church 85 other Orthodox 33

Churches of Christ in Canada 150 N. American Baptist General Conf 140 other Protestants 700

Total Congregations 28,107

Source: Johnson and Zurlo (2019).
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The World Christian Database (WCD) suggests a larger number of congregations than are 
included in the Canada Revenue Agency’s T3010 report, which is generated from a form 
that all registered charities in Canada must complete. Our analysis of the most recent T3010 
available finds that there are 21,966 charities listed as congregations or places of worship, 
which is 6,141 fewer than the WCD estimate of 28,107. The difference is in part attributable 
to the way the T3010 categorizes various religious organizations, such as missionary 
organizations (i.e., category E2 in the T3010) as a different category than congregations, even 
though the organization might have within it a house of worship. Also, the WCD includes 
chapels that might be operating as a missionary outreach of another congregation that 
handles the financial reporting.

To be conservative in our estimate of the finances of Canadian congregations, we use only 
data from the congregations that completed the 2016 T3010 Registered Charity Information 
Returns and do not extrapolate finances from the unregistered or unreported congregations. 
The T3010 include detailed financial data on 21,966 reporting faith congregations and 
places of worship. In the most recent year of data available, our analysis finds that Canada’s 
congregations of all denominations and religions, from Adventists to Zoroastrians, together 
had about $7 billion in revenue.

Table 6. Congregations (Estimate)

No. Revenue

Places of worship, congregations, parishes, dioceses, etc. 21,966 $ 7.05 billion

Source: T3010 Reports, 2016 (sorting on E1, places of worship, congregations, parishes, dioceses, etc.), revenue field 4700. 
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MEDIA

There are 354 religious charities in Canada whose primary work is in publishing and 
broadcasting. In the most recent year of T3010 data available, our analysis finds that Canada’s 
faith-based media had about $0.21 billion in revenue, as shown in table 7.

Table 7. Faith-Based Media (Estimate)

No. Revenue

Religious publishing and broadcasting 354 $ 0.21 billion

Source: T3010 Reports, 2016 (sorting on E3: Religious publishing and broadcasting), revenue field 4700.

OTHER CHARITIES

There are more than 4,000 religious charities carrying out the work of faith traditions in 
Canada. Religious charities are among some of the top-rated Canadian charities. Number 
three on the MoneySense top-one-hundred list (Brownell 2018) is Emergency Relief and 
Development Overseas (ERDO), a Christian organization that responds to the practical needs 
of people living with poverty or crisis around the world.

Charities from other faiths are also among the top-rated. Islamic Relief-IR Canada conducts 
programs to alleviate hunger, poverty, and suffering. Islamic Relief-IR Canada works 
independently and in partnership with Islamic Relief Worldwide and other local and 
international partners to fund ongoing programs.

Some of the top charities on the list, while not explicitly religious, were born as a result of 
religious groups working together. For example, the top-rated Calgary Food Bank began when 
several faith leaders realized that their separate efforts of collecting and distributing food to 
those in need would be more effective if they worked together. It grew from a small not-for-
profit in 1982, run by four volunteers in a church basement, into a million-dollar charitable 
organization with nine thousand volunteers (Calgary Food Bank n.d.).

The T3010 includes detailed financial data on 1,252 religious charities engaged in social 
outreach and another 2,823 Canadian missionary organizations, many of which are also 
involved in charitable endeavors. In the most recent year of data available, our analysis finds 
that Canada’s faith-based social charities together had about $1.36 billion in revenue, as 
shown in table 8.
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Table 8. Faith-Based Social Charities

No. Revenue (billion)

Social outreach organizations 1,252 $ 0.34

Missionary organizations 2,823 $ 1.02

Total 4,075 $ 1.36

Source: T3010 Reports, 2016. E5: Social outreach, religious fellowship, and auxiliary orgs.; and E2: Missionary 
organizations, evangelism; 4700: Total Revenue.

After summing the categories described above, this conservative Estimate 1 puts the 
economic contribution of the religion sector to Canadian society at $30.87 billion annually. 
As shown in table 9, this falls into several main sectors: publicly funded Catholic schools 
($14.47), congregations ($7.05), major health-care systems ($4.68), independent schools 
($2.80), other charities ($1.36), higher education ($0.30), and media ($0.21).

Table 9. Annual Revenue of Canadian Religious Organizations 
(Estimate)

Sector Revenue (billion) % of Total

Higher Education $ 0.30 0.97

Publicly Funded Catholic Schools $ 14.47 46.87

Independent Schools $ 2.80 9.07

Major Health-Care Systems $ 4 .68 15.16

Congregations $ 7.05 22.84

Other Charities $ 1.36 4.41

Media $ 0.21 0.68

Total $ 30.87 100.00

Source: The Socioeconomic Contribution of Religion to Canadian Society: An Empirical Analysis (Tables 1,2,3,4,6,7,8).



| 13WWW.CARDUS.CA

ESTIMATE 2: ADDING IN A VALUATION OF THE 
HALO EFFECTS OF CONGREGATIONAL SOCIAL 
SERVICES INCLUDING SUBSTANCE-ABUSE RECOVERY 
SUPPORT, AND FAITH-RELATED FOOD BUSINESS
In this section, we will expand the first estimate to include an economic valuation of the 
services provided by local congregations, the broader impact of faith-based charity work 
beyond its direct finances, the economic activities of faith-related food businesses, and the 
economic value of congregation-based substance-abuse recovery support groups.

HALO EFFECT A: VALUATION OF CONGREGATIONAL SOCIAL IMPACT

Cnaan et al. (1999), Cnaan et al. (2006), Cnaan et al. (2013), Cnaan (2015), Daly (2016), and 
Grim and Grim (2016; 2019) put dollar amounts on the positive social impact that religious 
congregations have on communities, as elaborated below. This is generally referred to as 
the halo effect of having the stable, attractive force of a congregation in a community. These 
studies catalogue specific ways that congregations provide value to the communities in which 
they are located.

First, congregations provide support to individuals, couples, and families. These include 
activities that (1) promote health and well-being, (2) mitigate negative costs such as legal 
troubles or lost productivity, (3) increase benefits to the local communities, including 
employment, which also includes paying employment taxes, and (4) investment in family 
and children. Such activities are associated with decreased drug and alcohol abuse, divorce, 
domestic violence, and other personal problems.
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Second, a congregation’s direct spending contributes to the local economy through buying 
goods and services, employing local residents, and using local vendors.

Third, congregations have a “magnet effect” that pulls people and economic activity into the 
community, including hosting weddings, funerals, artistic performances, and other events 
such as lectures, all of which can draw out-of-town visitors. These magnet effects are tangible 
activities such as visitors spending money at local restaurants and other small businesses.

Fourth, there are daycare centres and other educational activities associated with 
congregations.

Fifth, congregations provide “open space”—that is, a congregation’s outdoor space often 
provides a garden and other features that contribute not only to increasing community 
aesthetics and lowering stormwater runoff treatment costs but also to recreational and  
leisure possibilities.

Sixth, congregations provide an invisible safety net, including the volunteer and in-kind 
support that augments a city’s network of social services. In Canada, one significant type 
of safety net provided by congregations is their outreach to and provisions for immigrants. 
Of the roughly 250,000 immigrants that Canada receives each year, most settle in Canada’s 
largest cities, where congregations meet specific needs that extend beyond the capacities 
of government agencies (Reimer et al. 2016). And in smaller cities and non-urban areas, 
congregations provide a wide range of services because few government supports are 
available. Congregations also provide for the needs of immigrants by adapting to specific 
niche demands and by filling in gaps left by other service providers (Reimer et al. 2016). As 
an example of filling niches, the United Church of Canada has a special program to sponsor 
LGBTIQ2+ refugees. Canada is one of only a few countries in the world with an LGBTIQ2+ 
refugee program (United Church n.d.).

Many of the social services provided by congregations are possible because they have 
facilities to operate in and from. However, of the twenty-seven thousand faith buildings in 
Canada, 30 percent are projected to close in the next ten years (Pajot 2020; Allen 2019).4 

4   In private correspondence with National Trust for Canada regeneration project leader Robert Pajot, the primary researcher 
behind these figures, the estimate that one-third of the twenty-seven thousand faith buildings in Canada are projected 
to close in the next ten years is based on some solid groundwork but not one specific study. There is no official source of 
information for the total number of faith buildings in Canada, but a report from Natural Resources Canada (2013) on energy 
efficiency of buildings provided an estimate, which according to Pajot was derived from Statistics Canada’s Business Register 
of religious organizations, from which statisticians then developed a weighted calculation that permitted them to derive the 
number of buildings. The estimated closure rate came from information that Pajot gathered over the years from many 
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Though a congregation is more than its building, the buildings are more than just places 
for congregations to worship, and their loss will affect society in general, because these 
buildings are also used by many organizations in addition to the religious congregation itself. 
A new study by the Ontario Trillium Foundation and Partnership Network (2020) examines 
how many not-for-profits and community groups would be left without a place to gather 
if the religious building they are using were to close. More than 50 percent of the survey’s 
respondents stated that they would not be able to find another space to use for free or at an 
affordable cost.

sources: including denominational reports, consultants for faith properties, and heritage organizations and media reports. 
Along with researchers at Faith and the Common Good, the National Trust for Canada concluded that 30 percent was a 
reasonable (if somewhat conservative) estimate for a national average. In some regions, Pajot reports that over 50 percent 
of faith buildings were slated for closure, in others it was less, so the 30 percent reflects an informed guess. Pajot notes that 
those estimates are now four years old, and the current pandemic crisis will likely accelerate the permanent closure of many 
faith buildings.

Chart 1. Religious Congregations’ Value to Canadian Society  
($35.24 billion annually)

Individual Impact
$13.36, 37.9%

Direct Spending
$7.05, 20%

Education
$7.68, 21.8% Magnet Effect

$5.89, 16.7%
Invisible Safety Net
$1.23, 3.5%

Open Space
$0.04, 0.1%

Numbers may not total due 
to rounding of decimals. 
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Taking account of these various values that congregations provide to communities, the Cnaan 
et al. studies and Grim and Grim (2016) estimate the average distribution of the value as follows:

•	 Direct spending (20%)
•	 Individual impact (37.9%)
•	 Education (21.8%)
•	 Magnet effect (16.7%)
•	 Invisible safety net (3.5%)
•	 Open space (0.1%)

Applying the above findings to a national estimate, we begin by taking the cash revenues of 
congregations as a conservative equivalent of the direct spending of congregations, as Daly 
(2016) did for Toronto. This is appropriate because, as the norm, congregations pretty much 
spend what comes in.5 We therefore take $7.05 billion ($7,048,839,678) from table 6 as the 
amount of direct spending of Canadian congregations nationwide, which we assume based 
on the algorithm above to be 20 percent of the total value of congregational activities. From 
that we then allot the other 80 percent proportionally (as shown in chart 1): individual impact 
$13.36 billion (37.9%), education $7.68 billion (21.8%), magnet effect $5.89 billion (16.7%), 
invisible safety net $1.23 billion (3.5%), open space $0.04 billion (0.1%), with a total of $35.24 
billion. Using this approach, we come up with a more realistic value of the multifaceted 
services provided by congregations, including education ranging from preschool and schools, 
to seminars and conferences, to job and marriage courses.

CONGREGATIONAL SUBSTANCE-ABUSE RECOVERY SUPPORT 
VALUATION

Our study adds an additional category of impact not included in the previous congregational 
valuations by Grim and Grim (2016), Cnaan (2015), and Daly (2016). Grim and Grim (2019) 
found that it is especially important to take into account the value of lives saved through 
recovery support programs hosted in local congregations, such as Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) 
and Celebrate Recovery.

Grim and Grim (2019) found that each Alcoholics Anonymous and/or Celebrate Recovery 
support-group meeting in a church was responsible for saving 0.16 lives annually. Our 
analysis of AA finds that on average, nearly half (47%) of all AA groups in Canada meet in 

5   See “Shining a Light on How Churches Spend Money,” Christianity Today, September 2019, https://www.churchlawandtax.
com/web/2019/september/shining-light-on-how-churches-spend-money.html.

https://www.churchlawandtax.com/web/2019/september/shining-light-on-how-churches-spend-money.html
https://www.churchlawandtax.com/web/2019/september/shining-light-on-how-churches-spend-money.html
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churches or other religious congregation meeting places. For example, of the 466 AA meetings 
in the Toronto area, 332 (71%) meet in churches (Greater Toronto Area Intergroup n.d.), and 
our analysis finds that varying percentages meet in churches in other parts of Canada (e.g., 
Vancouver 37%, Quebec City 39%, St. John’s 44%, and Halifax 45%). Overall, AA reports 5,091 
groups with 84,891 members in Canada (Alcoholics Anonymous 2019). If 47 percent of those 
are in houses of worship, that would be 2,392. In addition, there are 72 Celebrate Recovery 
groups meeting in churches across Canada, bringing the total to 2,464. And if 0.16 lives 
are saved per group per year, that would be 394 lives saved annually. This estimation may 
seem by some as overly conservative, especially because a common story of AA members 
is that, were it not for AA, they would be in jail, institutionalized, or dead. Furthermore, 
being in recovery produces vast social benefits for quality of life and relationships with 
family, employer, and others, which we do not attempt to measure here. Nevertheless, it is 
appropriate to incorporate into our estimates some theoretically and empirically relevant 
factors.

Grim and Grim (2019) then used the US government’s Valuation of a Statistical Life (VSL) 
to estimate the economic value of these lives saved (median estimate is $US 9.4 million / 
$C 12.21 million). Using this same figure, the value of recovery support groups located in 
congregations is $C 4.81 billion per year, as shown in table 10.

Table 10. Congregational Substance-Abuse Recovery Support Valuation 
(Estimate)

AA Groups in 
Congregations

Celebrate 
Recovery 

Groups

Total 
Support 

Groups

Lives Saved 
/ Group / 

Year

Total Lives 
Saved / Year

VSL Total

2,392 72 2,464 0.16 394
$ 12.21 
million

$ 4.81 billion

Sources: Alcoholics Anonymous (2019); Celebrate Recovery (2019); Grim and Grim (2019).
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HALO EFFECT B: ADJUSTMENT FOR CHARITY IMPACT

Most charities do not produce estimates of the value of their work but rather report on the 
work, with separate reports of income and expenditures. However, a workshop organized 
by the Harvard Business School Club of Connecticut (Neiman 2014) found that the return on 
investment for the participating charities ranged from 2.0 to 7.9 times the amount spent by 
the charities on their programs.

While the Connecticut workshop is not a rigorous scientific study, a separate, careful study 
by Partners for Sacred Places and McClanahan Associates, Inc. (2015), quantified the halo 
effect of the Salvation Army’s Kroc Centers, and found that the total economic benefit to 
the communities where the charitable work was carried out was about 2.1 times the annual 
budget of the programs. Thus, applying this arguably conservative ratio to the revenues of 
faith-based charities adds an additional $1.5 billion to the value estimate (as shown in table 
12).

FAITH-RELATED FOOD BUSINESSES

The most obvious and visible faith-related businesses in Canada are the kosher and halal 
food industries, because both of these require the direct actions of religious authorities to 
certify compliance with religious dietary requirements. Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 
(2011) puts the annual value of halal food business at $1.9 billion, as shown in table 11. The 
MK-Canada Kosher Certification Agency (2020) reports that close to $34 billion of Canadian 
food products are kosher, with $3 billion in direct sales to over 8 million consumers who 
choose to eat kosher. To be conservative and focus on those who make a deliberate decision 
to eat kosher, we take this latter figure, as shown in table 11.

Table 11. Kosher and Halal Food Sales (Estimate)

Kosher (Jewish) Halal (Muslim) Total

Revenues (billions) $ 3.0 $ 1.9 $ 4.9 

Sources: Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (2011) and the MK-Canada Kosher Certification Agency (2020).

Note that we do not count sales of food (or other items such as gifts) for religion-based 
holidays, such as Christmas, although doing so would be conceptually possible. If we did, 
this would have a dramatic impact. According to Statistics Canada (2017), Christmas-related 
spending adds as much as $10 billion to the Canadian economy annually. We do not include 
these sales, because they are not primarily based on the actions of organized faith-based 
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groups but involve the purchasing actions of individuals that may or may not be connected to 
faith.

Also, there are many companies in Canada whose owners and/or founders view their 
companies and business as a manifestation of their personal religious faith (Canadian 
Christian Business Federation n.d.). There were, however, no studies or data available at the 
time of this report.

Table 12 presents Estimate 2 of the economic contribution of religion to Canadian society 
($67.48 billion), which includes these halo adjustments, for an estimate that takes into 
account revenues from Estimate 1 and includes an economic valuation of the services 
provided by local congregations, including the economic value of congregation-based 
recovery support groups, the broader impact of faith-based charity work beyond its direct 
finances, and the economic activities of faith-related food businesses.
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Table 12. Annual Socioeconomic Contribution of Religion to 
Canadian Society

ESTIMATE 1: Straight Revenues
Revenue 
(billion)

Higher Education $ 0.30 

Publicly Funded Catholic Schools $ 14.47 

Independent Schools (adjusted below) $ 2.80 

Major Health-Care Systems $ 4.68 

Congregations (direct spending only) $ 7.05

Other Charities $ 1.36 

Media $ 0.21 

Subtotal $ 30.87

ESTIMATE 2: Adding Halo Effect of Congregational and Charity Adjustments,  
Including Substance-Abuse Recovery, and Faith-Related Food Business Valuations

Estimates 
(billion)

Congregational Halo Adjustment

Individual Impact $ 13.36 

Education $ 7.68 

- less Independent Faith-Based Schools (above) ($ 2.80)

Magnet Effect $ 5.89 

Invisible Safety Net $ 1.23 

Open Space $ 0.04 

Congregational Substance-Abuse Recovery Support $ 4.81

Charity Impact Halo Adjustment $ 1.50 

Kosher and Halal Food Sales $ 4.90 

Subtotal $ 36.61

Estimate 2 Total $ 67.48  

Source: The Socioeconomic Contribution of Religion to Canadian Society: An Empirical Analysis.
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ESTIMATE 3: REVENUES OF RELIGIOUSLY AFFILIATED 
CANADIANS
Our third estimate is based on the incomes of religiously affiliated people. This a similar 
methodology used in a study conducted for the World Economic Forum’s Global Agenda 
Council on the Role of Faith (Grim and Connor 2015). That study connected self-identified 
religious affiliation with economic environments around the world, including in Canada, 
seeking to examine how different religious groups will grow both in population and economic 
power in terms of gross domestic product under their control.

The study for the World Economic Forum employed the best economic and religion data 
available to present a global view of the shape of future faith and economic change. The 
project did not aim to provide a direct causal link between religious behaviour and economic 
practices. Instead, it sought to connect self-identified religious affiliation with economic 
environments around the world. In this way, religion and religious change is not analyzed as a 
causal force leading to economic change, nor is economic change analyzed as a causal force 
in religious change. Instead, the analysis provides a perspective of how the relative size and 
economic power of religious groups is an integral part of Canadian society and its economy.

Similar to the methodology used in that study, our upper-end estimate of the contribution 
of religion to Canadian society is based on the estimated annual income of people of faith. 
For a ballpark estimate, we simply take the share of the adult Canadian population that is 
religiously affiliated (69%, according to the Pew Research cited earlier) and multiply that 
by the median household income, for a maximum estimate of $689.5 billion, as shown in 
table 13. Our intent in providing this estimate is not to achieve precision but to offer another 
plausible way to take into account the contribution of religion to the Canadian economy.

Table 13. Income of Religiously Affiliated (69% of Population)

Number of Households Household Income Annual Income

All Households in Canada 14,072,080 $ 71,011 $ 999,272,472,880

Religiously Affiliated 
Households

9,709,735 $ 71,011 $ 689,498,006,287

Unaffiliated Households 4,362,345 $ 71,011 $ 309,774,466,593

Sources: Religion—Pew Research Center (Lipka 2019); Population—Statistics Canada (2016); Income—ArcGIS (2018). 
Figures may not total due to rounding of decimals.



22 | THE HIDDEN ECONOMY: HOW FAITH HELPS FUEL CANADA’S GDP

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The faith sector is undoubtedly a significant component of the overall Canadian economy, 
affecting and involving the lives of the majority of the country’s population. We conclude that 
our first estimate of the economic contribution of religion to Canadian society ($30.87 billion 
annually) is conservative and an undervaluation, because it focuses on revenues rather than 
on the value of the goods and services provided by religious organizations.

We believe that our second estimate of $67.48 billion is a more reasonable estimate, because 
it takes into account both the value of the services provided by religious organizations and 
the impact of faith-related business.

We offer the third estimate of some $689.5 billion not as a preferred estimate but rather 
as an upper-end estimate that takes into account religiously affiliated Canadians’ overall 
contribution to the Canadian economy.

There are several important limitations of this study. First, it does not take into account the 
value of financial or physical assets of religious groups. Second, it does not account for the 
negative impacts that occur in some religious communities, including, as mentioned above, 
such things as the abuse of children by some clergy, cases of fraud, and the possibility of 
being recruitment sites for violent extremism. Obviously, such actions detract from the 
positive contributions made by religious institutions and adherents in the same way that 
they harm society in any context in which they occur—in homes, schools, businesses and 
friendship networks, as well as in civic, trade, political, and governmental institutions.

The most important limitation of this study is that the estimate of the fair-market value of the 
goods and services provided by religious organizations is based on the proposition that the 
findings from other halo-effect studies can be extrapolated up to the national level.

Despite these limitations, we believe that the data and estimates discussed in this paper will 
be a useful starting point for further studies of the socioeconomic contributions of religion to 
Canada and perhaps other countries as well.

The data are clear. Religion is a highly significant sector of Canada’s economy. Religion 
provides purpose-driven institutional and economic contributions to health, education,  
social cohesion, social services, media, food, and business itself.
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