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 2021 Financial Stress Index
 A year-over-year comparison of Canadians’ financial stress 

and the critical role of professional financial planners
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2021 has been dominated by the COVID-19 crisis. But even amid an enduring 
pandemic, money—not health—is still stressing out Canadians more than anything 
else. And anxiety about money is increasingly leading to health issues. 
The 2021 Financial Stress Index’s most troubling finding?

These findings serve as a stark reminder that the very well-being of Canadians depends 
on them taking appropriate steps to get a handle on their finances — and the critical 
role Certified finanCial Planner® professionals and Qualified assoCiate finanCial Planner™ 
professionals can play in helping them take back control.  
The 35% of respondents who say they use a professional financial planner are 
significantly less likely to say money is their top stressor than those who don’t  
(23% vs 39%), and twice as likely to say that their finances don’t cause them stress. 

The Financial Stress Index offers a regular, reliable measure of the attitudes and 
behaviours of Canadians in terms of their personal finances, revealing both the 
pain points and areas of confidence. It provides provides an opportunity for industry 
professionals to best serve their clients and the positive impact they can have on 
Canadians and their bank accounts today — and well into the future.

Introduction

Money is causing  
Canadians the most stress

Four-in-10 working with a financial planner  
are financially stress-free

Nearly one-in-three say financial stress is making them unwell

That’s a significant increase from the 18% who reported money-related  
health problems in the 2020 Financial Stress Index

We encourage you to share this white paper with your peers and use the data in conversations with clients  
and potential clients to help bring about financial well-being for all Canadians. 
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The 2021 Financial Stress Index found personal health is the No. 2 cause of life stress 
for Canadians, ranking No. 1 in British Columbia — the only region in Canada where 
money was not the top cause of stress. That’s similar to previous years, when health 
was the second biggest source of stress in 2020 and tied for the No. 2 spot in 2018.  
It was No. 3 in 2014. 

In a year when economic and social activities came to a halt around the world in 
efforts to contain the spread of COVID-19, the 2021 survey reveals a direct correlation 
between money and physical health in terms of how financial stress manifests itself 
in our daily lives. It’s had the biggest impact on health (up a significant 13% from 
2020). Canadians also said money has led to marriage/relationship problems and 
family disputes, distraction at work and substance abuse or mental health challenges, 
similar to the levels in earlier surveys.

Canadians with children in the home are having a particularly difficult time. Two-thirds 
(65%) of those Canadians say financial stress has led to health issues, marriage/
relationship problems and family disputes or reduced productivity at work. That’s 
significantly more than those without children in the home (47%). 
Indeed, for the second year in a row, the survey details the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic’s economic fallout on Canadian stress levels. The 2021 Financial Stress 
Index found nearly half of Canadians (45%) say the crisis has directly impacted their 
financial stress level. In the 2020 survey, respondents said challenges such as job 
loss, reduced hours and working from home had hindered their ability to cope.

Money and health go hand in hand

Women are more likely than men 
to experience sleepless nights

Women

54% 47%

Men

Stress check across Canada - 
the top three drivers of stress 

1. Money  2. Work  3. Health  

1. Health  2. Money  3. Work

British Columbia

1. Money  2. Health  3. Relationships

Alberta

Atlantic Canada  
and Manitoba/Saskatchewan

1. Money  2. Health  3. Work  

Ontario/Quebec

What are the impacts of financial stress?

Marriage, Relationship  
Problems

15%

Distracted at work,  
Reduced Productivity 

14%

Substance Abuse,  
Mental Health Challenges 

7%

Family 
Disputes 

15%

Health  
Issues 

31%
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Why are Canadians  
so stressed out about money?
Of the respondents who report that money is stressing them out, 77% identified one or 
more financial causes of their anxiety. 

Canadians’ major anxieties

35% 
Saving enough 
 for retirement

35% 
Bill payments  
and expenses

33% 
Debt  

(same as 2020)

33% 
Saving enough for  

a planned major purchase/new baby

The role of age and gender:
Money as the No 1. stressor

Under 35

44% 36%

Over 35

Women

41% 36%

Men

Almost three-quarters of Canadians under 35 cited money (44%) or work (30%) as their 
predominant source of stress, whereas older Canadians were far more likely (31%) to say 
personal health causes them more anxiety than Canadians under 35 (12%), not surprising 
given health problems tend to intensify as we age.

Two in five Canadians 
working with a financial planner say their 

finances do not cause them any stress

while less than one in five  
without a planner say the same. 



4 F P  C a n a d a  •  F I N A N C I A L  ST R ES S  I N D EX  •  J u n e  2 0 2 1

Canadians working with  
professional financial planners 

have fewer worries.

Every year it’s conducted, the Financial Stress Index unveils fears and apprehensions 
Canadians have about money, across all ages, incomes levels and regions. Canadians 
lack confidence about money and are often at a loss about how to deal with their 
financial stresses and anxieties. The survey gives Certified finanCial Planner® 
professionals and Qualified assoCiate finanCial Planner™ professionals key insights 
into what Canadians are feeling, as well as an opportunity to help them manage their 
money and overcome the financial stress in their lives — and possibly even improve 
their health along the way.
There is some critical information for professional financial planners in the  
2021 data. 
More than 80% of Canadians identified actions they believe would help them reduce 
their anxiety about their financial situation. The top three are paying down debt 
(39%), saving more money (39%) and having an emergency fund (37%). 
There are also demographic distinctions that can help professional financial 
planners get Canadians back on track with a holistic, personalized financial plan 
that enables them to better manage their money. More than a quarter of Canadians 
under 35, for example, say that having a better understanding of their expenses 
would help them reduce financial stress.

Looking ahead, nearly three-quarters of Canadians who work with a financial 
planner (73%) say they feel more hopeful about their money situation and  
financial future than they did a year ago, compared with those who don’t (56%)  
work with a financial planner.

The role of financial planners

52%

36%

40%

With a 
planner

Without a 
planner

Financial stress  
has led to health issues

31%20%

With a 
planner

Without a 
planner

Over 35

36%

Under 35 Women Men

Having an emergency savings 
account reduces stress

Building a financial plan  
cuts stress

18% 40% 33%
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Believing versus achieving

The 2021 Financial Stress Index asked Canadians about the actions they believe 
would reduce their financial stress and what steps they’ve actually taken to reduce 
that stress. Overall, like previous years, people have lived up to their beliefs and 
are taking proactive steps to get a handle on their finances. More than 80% of 
respondents, up 3% from last year’s survey, identified one or more actions they 
believe will help them ease their financial stress.
Most Canadians across the country also said paying down debt is the No. 1 step  
they believe would make them feel better about their money situation.

“ Financial stress can affect  

well-being in many ways. 

Chronically worrying about 

insufficient funds wreaks  

havoc with sleep, decreases  

our sense of vitality and  

restricts our ability to identify 

possible solutions.”

 -  Dr. Moira Somers , Ph.D., C.Psych, 
a clinical neuropsychologist 
specializing in mental and 
financial well-being

Are we taking the right steps to keep financial stress in check?

Canadians believe there are actions  
they can take to help reduce their financial stress:

Believe actions will help 
reduce financial stress 

Have taken actions to 
reduce financial stress 

Creating an 
emergency 

savings fund

Paying  
down debt

Tracking 
expenses

Saving 
more

Building a 
financial plan

39% 39%

19%

34%

39%

34%
37%

22% 23%

18%
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In hindsight: Regrets, we’ve had a few

With travel and leisure activities severely curtailed, the pandemic has given 
us all of us more time to reflect. The 2021 Financial Stress Survey shines 
a spotlight on regrets Canadians have. More than four in five say they have 
financial regrets, and say they wish they’d made better financial decisions  
in the past.
The survey results show that British Columbians are the most regretful —  
five in six (85%) say if they could go back in time and do things differently, they 
would, with 48% reporting they would save more money or start saving earlier. 
Ontarians are a close second, with 84% nursing financial regrets and wishing 
they had saved more money (45%).
More than four in five (82%) Canadians say they have financial regrets, tied with 
last year.

Canadians’ revised financial habits post-pandemic
If they could go back in time and do things differently, they would

Canadian hindsight 2021

More than four in five Canadians  
have financial regrets, and say 
they wish they’d made better  
financial decisions in the past

45%
Save more money, start 

saving earlier

40%
Invest more, earlier, wiser 

(up 6% from 2020)

31%
Spend  

less

23%
Acquire a  

better education

23%
Obtain a better job, 

better paying job

13%
Buy a house, 

condo, property

10%
Negotiate a  

better salary

8%
Get advice from  

a financial professional
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Canadians consistently lose sleep over money, no matter where they live. However, 
more than one-in-three (37%) British Columbians say financial stress has led to 
health issues — the highest rate in the country.
In terms of losing sleep about money, Atlantic Canadians and Albertans are tied for 
the highest in the country at 55% each. The number is the lowest in B.C., with 43% 
reporting money-related sleepless nights, but at more than four-in-10 people, that’s 
still high and largely in line with the survey findings in 2014, 2018 and 2020. 
Paying bills and saving for retirement were cited as top causes of financial  
anxiety for Canadians across the country, but there were still some compelling 
regional differences.
Of those who said money was stressing them out, almost 60% of Albertans said 
saving for retirement is causing them the most anxiety, with 50% saying reducing 
debt would help ease their fears, compared to 36% in Quebec who cite saving for 
retirement as anxiety-inducing. 
It seems people are grappling with different stressors when it comes to money 
depending on where they live in Canada — though debt reduction and saving 
more money are almost uniformly the top two picks to ease that stress across 
the country. The exception is those in B.C., who say saving more and having an 
emergency fund (43% for both) would make them feel better about their finances.

Coastal contrasts

Stress check across the country
The role that money plays in stress varies from region to region. Factors that stood out in each region include

50%+

of Albertans  
say retirement, debt  

and bills cause  
them stress.

45%
of Atlantic Canadians  

say money was  
the top stressor.

84%
of Ontarians  
have financial  

regrets.

58%
of those in the  

Prairies (MB/SK)  
say COVID-19 impacted 

their financial stress level.

37%
of British Columbians  

say financial stress  
has lead to  

health issues.
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The 2021 Financial Stress Index is powerful reminder of the important link between 
financial planning and the well-being of Canadians. Money worries are consistently 
keeping more than half of Canadians up at night. Financial stress is having an impact 
on Canadians irrespective of gender, geography, income or life stage.
There is a clear need for professional financial planners – not just to help alleviate 
money stress, but to educate Canadians, help them get on track towards their long-
term life goals and build confidence around money. Poor financial health can have a 
major impact on other areas of life, infecting physical health, personal relationships, 
productivity at work, mental health and our overall quality of life. The key is to 
embrace the many effective ways to manage and reduce financial stress. 
Year after year, the Financial Stress Index research suggests that those who  
work with a Certified finanCial Planner® professional or a Qualified assoCiate finanCial 
Planner™ professional endure far less financial stress. Leverage these critical findings 
among clients, colleagues, your networks and other stakeholders to continue raising 
awareness of the importance of working with a professional financial planner.

Methodology: About the Financial Stress Index 
An online survey of 1,510 Canadians was completed between April 30-May 2, 2021, 
and 1,529 Canadians was completed May 7-9, 2021, using Leger’s online panel.  
A probability sample of the same size would yield a margin of error of +/-2.5%,  
19 times out of 20.

Looking ahead 
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