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CUSHMAN & WAKEFIELD – STUDENT HOUSING 

The Canadian Student Housing sector continues to grow and evolve with significant expansion underway 
across the country. As the sector has grown, the need for specialized knowledge and market data has also 
increased to allow investors the ability to assess their investments versus other asset classes.

While the operation and management of these facilities is more active and requires expertise, student 
housing continues to deliver superior risk adjusted returns compared to other asset classes. At Cushman 
& Wakefield, we recognize Student Housing is a distinct asset class which requires specialized knowledge, 
information and expertise. Our Student Housing practice is part of Cushman & Wakefield’s Valuation & 
Advisory group, with established practices globally including the U.S. and U.K.

CANADA STUDENT RESIDENCE MARKET SIZING

We currently track the 24 largest student housing markets in Canada, which include the top 34 institutions 
by enrollment size (mainly universities). Our latest survey indicated that these institutions captured 
approximately 60% of all full-time, post-secondary students across the country.

• Total university-owned (on-campus) and privately-owned (off-campus) housing provide about 145,000 
beds in these markets, which represents about 15% of total full-time students. Of this total, about 45,000 
beds are located in privately-owned, off-campus student residences.

• Comparatively, RealPage report that U.S. student housing bed supply equated to about 40% of total 
student enrollments in 2020/21. In the U.K., total bed supply is estimated to make up about 35% of 
student enrollments. This would indicate that there remains strong investment opportunity in Canada for 
new student residence development.

• In terms of new supply in Canada, we have identified approximately 21,000 beds currently in the 
development pipeline for both university-owned and privately-owned student properties in these 
markets. These developments are expected to be completed between 2022 and 2025.
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COVID-19 RECOVERY & RETURN OF 
INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS

POST-SECONDARY ENROLLMENT IN CANADA 
CONTINUES TO GROW

According to Statistics Canada’s latest results, total enrollment at Canadian post-secondary 
institutions (colleges and universities) continued to grow through 2019/20. 

• Enrollment at Canadian public post-secondary institutions (colleges and universities)
totaled 2,183,973 in the 2019/20 academic year, representing the eighth consecutive year
enrollments have exceeded two million. Data for 2020/21 is not yet available.

• International student enrollment in Canada improved at an annual average rate of 12% over
the last decade (2010/11 - 2019/20). In contrast, the annual average rate of growth was -0.2%
for domestic students during the same period.

• The increase in international students has continued to be the primary catalyst for the
establishment of the purpose-built student residence market in Canada.

• Availability of on-campus accommodations – particularly for first-year students, remains a
major concern for post-secondary institutions. In recent years a number of private investors
have capitalized on this growing demand. This has included developing off-campus
residences, as well as a growing number of public-private partnerships with institutions.

• International students are expected to continue to represent a greater mix of the student
population at Canadian universities. These temporary residents will continue to be an
important and growing demand segment for student housing.

• Universities are following their ‘return-to-campus’ plans in 2022; however, they will continue to
be dictated by government health and safety policies. Institutions have varied policies regarding
proof of vaccine requirements; however, the majority have made them mandatory for those
attending in-person classes.

• While Statistics Canada has yet to release enrollment statistics beyond 2019, international study
permit holder data from Immigration Refugee and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) has historically
been correlated with post-secondary international student enrollment.

• The IRCC has indicated that it received over 447,000 applications for study permits in 2021,
most of which were post-secondary students.  This represents the highest number of individual
applicants reported since 2015, indicating an expected rebound in international student arrivals.

• Universities had allowed new students in the Fall 2020 to defer acceptance offers for up to one
year (i.e. September 2021), which likely contributed to the influx of international study permit
applications last year.

IRCC STUDY PERMITS ISSUED 2015 - 2021 (INDIVIDUAL APPLICANTS)

CANADIAN STUDENT HOUSING OVERVIEW
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Maclean’s Canada Ranking 2022 5th

Times Higher Education Global Ranking 2022 80th

Total Full-Time Enrollment (2020/21) 34,252

% International Students 16% (5,624 students)

% Undergraduate Students 88% (30,171 students)

• According to McMaster University, the number of degree-seeking full-time students increased at an
annual average (compound) growth rate of 3.9% between 2011/12 and 2020/21. The total of 34,252 full-
time students in 2020/21 includes both undergraduates and graduates.

• International enrollments reached 5,624 students that year, increasingly making up larger percentage of
the total full-time student population (8% in 2011 vs. 16% in 2020). This follows a similar trend seen across
Canada, as international students have become a progressively important source of tuition funding for
Canadian post-secondary institutions.

MCMASTER UNIVERSITY UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS (FALL 2019)

MARKET FOCUS – MCMASTER UNIVERSITY (HAMILTON, ON) 

Cushman & Wakefield collects market data on a number of post-secondary institutions and 
their respective PBSA markets across Canada. For this Market Focus, we present an overview of 
McMaster University located in Hamilton, Ontario.

ENROLLMENT TRENDS
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• McMaster University is currently developing a 644-bed graduate student residence and 1,373-bed
undergraduate residence, in partnership with Knightstone Capital Management. The residences are
scheduled for completion in 2023 and 2024, respectively.

• Upon completion through 2024, the total on-campus supply will reach 5,559 undergraduate-focused
beds in addition to a new 644-bed, off-campus graduate residence.

• McMaster’s University’s 2021/22 budget indicated a projected average of 1.6% growth in 2021/22 through
2023/24. This represents an estimated 35,912 total students by 2023/24, of which 6,403 students or 18%
will be international. Undergraduate students are budgeted to reach 31,828 students by 2023/24.

Undergraduate Residence Graduate Residence

CANADIAN STUDENT HOUSING OVERVIEW
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• Our survey of the Hamilton student residence market indicated four purpose-built, off-campus student
residence properties operating with a total of 1,120 beds. In addition to 4,186 on-campus beds, this would
indicate a total of 5,306 beds currently catering to McMaster University students. This represents about
18% of total undergraduate enrollments in 2020.

• We have identified 3,645 beds currently in the pipeline, of which about 1,068 beds are off-campus and
privately-owned residences that will be marketed to McMaster University students.

• As previously discussed, the McMaster University 2021/22 Budget estimates 31,828 full-time
undergraduate students by 2023/24. This would indicate the future potential 8,307 total on-campus and
off-campus beds would make up 26% of full-time undergraduate students.

• Comparatively, our research indicated future supply to potentially reach about 52% of undergraduate
students in Waterloo, ON (University of Waterloo and Wilfrid Laurier), and 39% in Kingston,
ON (Queen’s University).

• Overall, this indicates that enrollment levels at McMaster University should continue to outpace supply
increases over the medium-term.

HAMILTON STUDENT HOUSING MARKET SIZING

2019/20 2020/21 2021/22F 2022/23F 2023/24F

Undergraduate Enrollments 28,209 30,171 30,715 31,325 31,828

On-Campus Undergraduate Beds 4,186 4,186 4,186 4,186 5,559

Off-Campus Undergraduate Beds 991 1,120 1,120 1,120 2,748

Total Undergraduate Beds 5,177 5,306 5,306 5,306 8,307

% of Undergraduate Enrollments 18% 18% 17% 17% 26%

OFF-CAMPUS STUDENT RESIDENCE MARKET 
SIZING & PIPELINE

• Our current survey of Student Residence
Revenue & Expenses consists of 15 properties
with results for 2018 – 2021.

• Net Operating Income for student residences
range from 40% to 75%, with a median around
63%. The largest variances among properties
surveyed are Utilities Expenses and Payroll &
Benefits Expenses.

• Over the last year, Utilities expenses have seen
a general increase resulting from higher fuel
and hydro-related costs. Insurance premiums
have also seen an upward trend, which is partly
related to the impact of COVID-19.

STUDENT RESIDENCE REVENUE & EXPENSE 
COMPARISON (SURVEY MEDIAN)

EXPENDITURE 
PER BED

PERCENTAGE 
OF EGI

Effective Gross Income $8,775 100.0%

Repairs & Maintenance $418 5.2%

Utilities $816 8.4%

Insurance $143 1.7%

Payroll & Benefits $638 4.9%

Administrative 
& Marketing $239 2.6%

Management Fee $295 3.3%

Realty Taxes $982 11.9%

Total Expenses $3,347 37.1%

NOI $5,596 62.9%

OPERATING 
RATIOS 
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98  |  CUSHMAN & WAKEFIELD



RECENT TRANSACTIONS

Interest in the student housing market continued to increase in 2021 as investors recognized the benefits of 
this sector and superior returns offered. The following are recent transactions in the Student Housing sector:

PRESTON HOUSE & BRIDGEPORT HOUSE | $100.0 MILLION
Where: Waterloo, Ontario
Beds: 795
Per Bed: $126,000
Date: March 2021
Buyer: Alignvest Student Housing REIT
Takeaway: Two-property portfolio consisting of the 310-bed Preston House and 485-bed Bridgeport House.

THE THEO | $116.3 MILLION
Where: Ottawa, Ontario
Beds: 528
Per Bed: $220,000
Date: July 2021
Buyer: Alignvest Student Housing REIT
Takeaway: A luxury-positioned residence, newly converted from an office building in 2019. 
Transaction included residential and commercial rent guarantees until September 2022.

ARIA UNIVERSITY DISTRICT | $103.5 MILLION
Where: Calgary, Alberta
Beds: 325
Per Bed: $318,000
Date: August 2021
Buyer: Harrison Street
Takeaway: This Harrison Street’s first student-focused asset in Canada. This represents increased 
interest in the Canadian market from established U.S. investment groups. Located next to the University 
of Calgary and marketed to both students and young professionals.

1 COLUMBIA STREET WEST | $23.34 MILLION
Where: Waterloo, Ontario
Beds: 185 (50% interest of 370 beds)
Per Bed: $126,000
Date: September 2021
Buyer: Centurion Apartment REIT
Takeaway: The REIT acquired the remaining 50% interest in the 370-bed 1 Columbia Street West 
(equating to 185 beds), following its initial 50% share purchase in December 2016 representing a 
price of $103,000 per bed.

SIMON FRASER EAST/WEST TOWERS | $62.73 MILLION
Where: Burnaby, British Columbia
Beds: 482
Per Bed: $130,000
Date: September 2021
Buyer: Centurion Apartment REIT
Takeaway: The newly built Simon Fraser East/West Towers is a 482-bed development in 
partnership with Simon Fraser University. The dorm-style residence is reported by the REIT to 
have been acquired for $62,730,000 or $130,000 per bed. No operating history.

21 COLUMBIA STREET WEST | $22.175 MILLION
Where: Waterloo, Ontario
Beds: 205
Per Bed: $108,000
Date: December 2021
Buyer: Centurion Apartment REIT
Takeaway: Property had been marketed for sale since 2018 and is located further from Wilfrid 
Laurier and the University of Waterloo.

THE SPIRE | $17.5 MILLION
Where: Ottawa, Ontario
Beds: 61
Per Bed: $287,000
Date: January 2022
Buyer: Forum Equity Partners
Takeaway: Formerly a church built in 1955, converted to a 4-storey co-living residence, 
featuring 61 furnished studio units in 2014. Marketed to both students and young professionals.

Conclusion
The outlook for the industry remains strong and the pace 

of development is expected to continue in the short to mid-term. 
The return of international students following impact of COVID-19, 

combined with a return to classes over the coming year, should 
continue to drive demand for quality accommodations. 

A growing international student population, continued investor 
interest in this asset class, and university partnerships with private 
student residence developers provide a positive long-term outlook 

for  the sector. Cushman & Wakefield offers both a global and national 
platform for specific market focus and regional support. Our Student 

Housing practice group provides a platform that supports the 
continued expansion of the Canadian market. This includes 

in-depth valuation and appraisals, market research and 
feasibility studies.
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