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Background

Naturally occurring retirement communities (NORCs) are places not intentionally
designed for, but which over time have come to house a significant number of older
adults. NORCs can be found in multi-story residential buildings (vertical NORCs) or
defined geographical areas (horizontal NORCs).

Here at the NORC Innovation Centre, we are most interested in vertical NORCs.

Their high density provides ideal conditions for community-building, chanced
connections among neighbours, and mutual support. Having a large number of older
adults at a specific address allows for the efficient and effective delivery of onsite,
place-based health and social services. For the purposes of this document, when
we say NORCs we mean vertical NORCs.

In 2021, we developed the methodology (using 2020 data) for classifying NORCs,

and identified a total of 489 apartment, condo and co-op buildings in Toronto where
at least 30 percent of residents were 65 years of age or older and where there were
at least 50 of them at each address. The methodology was developed as part of our
work with the Ontario Science Table to put forward a COVID-19 vaccination strategy
that used a mobile, onsite approach to bring vaccines to NORC buildings in high-
risk neighbourhoods. At the request of several public health units across Ontario, we
later expanded the database to include NORCs across the entire province, i.e. the
Ontario NORC Registry. We identified 1,941 residential buildings as NORCs in Ontario,
housing a total of 217,345 older adults.

That Ontario NORC Registry is now several years old. This document describes

an updated Ontario NORC Registry, applying the same methodology as we did
previously but using the latest available data. This document also highlights trends
and other insights important to efforts looking to unlock the potential of NORCs as
focal points for aging in place.
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Methods for Creating the Ontario

NORC Registry

We retrieved the age distribution for all residents
within each postal code in Ontario from the
Registered Persons Database for the year 2024.
This database provides basic demographic
information (e.g., age, sex, postal code) for people
who are registered to the province's universal,
publicly-funded healthcare system. All Ontario
residents are registered apart from those who do
not meet residency requirements (i.e., international
students, temporary visitors, and transient
workers).

We identified postal codes where at least 30
percent of residents were 65 years of age or older,
and with at least 50 older persons per postal code.

We then excluded postal codes corresponding
with long-term care and retirement homes since
they do not meet the definition of NORCs. This was
accomplished by obtaining geospatial datasets for
long-term care and retirement homes in Ontario,
matching them to our data by postal code, and
excluding those matches from our dataset.

The remaining postal codes were manually verified
as belonging to residential buildings. Reverse
postal code look up via Canada Post, the national
postal service, was used to determine if a postal
code corresponded uniquely to a single building.
Postal codes corresponding with an area, such

as a city block of single-family homes, were
excluded. Following that, Google searches of the

Registered Persons

Database (OHIP)
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postal codes were used for validation and to determine building type and address.
The classification of building types included: apartments (i.e. purpose-built rental
apartments), condos, co-ops, and community housing (i.e. affordable housing
owned and/or operated by the municipality).

Geocoding was then completed to assign longitude and latitude to each NORC
building based on the postal code so that they can be mapped using GIS software.

What the NORC Registry Tells Us

The latest data from the Ontario NORC Registry identifies 2,143 NORC buildings in
the province. These buildings are home to a total of 255,006 older adults. This is
higher than the number of people in Ontario living in long-term care and retirement
homes, combined, and represents approximately 10 percent of Ontario’s older adult
population.

It is worth noting that the NORC buildings in the registry have been identified
purely on the basis of their demographic characteristics. These buildings do not
necessarily have NORC programs and services in place. In fact, it is entirely likely
that the vast majority of residents do not know that they live in a NORC. And
while some buildings might have organized activities, they are likely sustained
by residents, volunteers, and community organization rather than any formal
government support or funding.

NORCs in Ontario, by Building Type

1,093 Condos
137,530 older adults

2,143 NORC Buildings

255,006 older adults
652 Apartments
68,433 older adults

363 Community Housing
45,605 older adults
T 35 Co-ops
3,438 older adults




Condos make up the largest proportion of NORC buildings (50.9 percent), followed
by rental apartments (30.8 percent), community housing (16.7 percent), and co-ops
(1.5 percent).

NORCs can be found across numerous municipalities in Ontario. The cities with
largest concentrations of NORCs are Toronto, Ottawa, Hamilton, London, Burlington,
and Mississauga. The city of Toronto is, by a wide margin, where NORCs are most
abundant, with 531.

NORCs are, for the most part, an urban phenomenon since multi-storey residential
buildings are largely concentrated in cities. Rural parts of the province, with their low
population density and relative absence of tall buildings, are not places abundant in
NORC:s.

Top 20 Municipalities by Number of NORCs
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Location of NORCs in Ontario

Even though they are present in numerous municipalities across Ontario, 47 percent
of NORC buildings (1,015) are located in the Greater Toronto Area where they are
home to 57% of all older Ontarians living in NORCs.

While our methodology considers buildings with at least 50 older adults, many
NORC buildings are significantly larger than that. Among the 2,143 NORC buildings in
Ontario, 543 have 150 or more older adults living in them. Buildings with substantially
large numbers of older adults can be ideal locations for the efficient delivery of
onsite services for improved accessibility, convenience, and coordination.



Size of NORC Buildings
by Number of Older Adults
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Even among smaller buildings, in some areas, several NORCs are located within
walking distance of one another so that their collective population can be sizable.
We call these “NORC clusters.” We have developed a methodology to identify
clusters where no two buildings are farther than 750 metres from each other. This is
a walkable distance whereby a provider, such as a personal support worker, serving
the cluster could easily go from building-to-building with minimal travel time. Across
Ontario, there are 502 NORC clusters, each containing an average of 3 buildings and
420 older adults in total. The largest cluster (by number of buildings) is located in
Toronto (midtown), consisting of 17 buildings that are home to a total of 1,822 older
adults, followed by a cluster of 16 NORC buildings in Burlington.



Top 20 NORC Clusters by Senior (65+) Population
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Location of NORC Clusters
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NORC Registry in Action

The Ontario NORC Registry has been used in combination with other datasets at the
postal code level to generate unique insights to inform policy, planning, and onsite
activities. Below are just a few examples.

Onsite COVID-19 Vaccination to Improve Equity — In spring 2021, we worked
with the Ontario COVID-19 Science Advisory Table to propose a novel approach

to vaccinating vulnerable older adults. By providing onsite vaccination in NORC
buildings, the initiative targeted communities experiencing heightened risks
COVID-19 infections while also allowing older adults with mobility challenges and
those experiencing difficulty accessing online booking systems to get their vaccines
at their place of residence. In Toronto, of the 489 NORC buildings in the registry, we
identified 256 that were located in neighbourhoods with high rates of COVID-19
infections. We published and shared this data with mobile vaccination teams, and
worked with volunteers to go door-to-door in many of those buildings to enroll older
adults for the mobile vaccination program.

Understanding the Health of Older Adults Living in NORCs — In 2024, we worked
with researchers at Women's Age Lab at Women's College Hospital and ICES to

link the Ontario NORC Registry with healthcare and sociodemographic data. The
research showed that compared to community-dwelling older adults, NORC
residents were generally older, more female, and lower income. NORC residents also
had more active chronic conditions, were on more medications, used more home
care, had more primary care visits. Additional research showed that 84 percent

of older adults in NORCs in Ontario live with multimorbidity. The insights point to
NORCs as important targets for equity-focused strategies to support aging in place.

Creating Home Care Capacity — In 2024, we linked the Ontario NORC Registry with
home care client data to understand how older adults are currently being served
by Ontario’s home care system. The data revealed a fragmented, uncoordinated

approach where over a third of NORC buildings in Ontario had four or more home
care agencies coming in to serve different clients on a daily basis. We proposed

a new model where a single lead home care agency is assigned to a NORC, with
dedicated personal support workers serving multiple clients within the same NORC


https://pandemics.utoronto.ca/resources/mobile-on-site-covid-19-vaccination-of-naturally-occurring-retirement-communities-by-neighbourhood-risk-in-toronto/
https://agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jgs.19278
https://agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jgs.19278
https://agsjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/jgs.70416
https://norcinnovationcentre.ca/wp-content/uploads/A-Home-Care-Model-for-NORCs-in-Ontario.pdf

or NORC cluster, who are able to work a full-time or part-time shift with minimal
travel. It's a redesign that promises to be more client-centered, better for workers,
and efficient—potentially saving the healthcare system over $26 million annually,
adding 20% capacity to the existing system

Better Public Transit — In 2025, we linked the Ontario NORC Registry with transit
data from the Toronto Transit Commission (TTC) and City of Toronto. We were
interested in whether transit was accessible for the large number of older adults
living NORCs in Toronto. While our findings showed that the majority of stops closest
to a NORC building had a shelter with a bench, there were buildings where older
adults had to walk challenging distances to get to the nearest stop. We proposed
expanding the TTC's community bus network by creating new routes that serve the
high-density NORC communities, especially those in transit-poor Scarborough. One
of the routes proposed ended up being implemented by the TTC, and is currently in
pilot testing.

30 NORC Buildings Supported Through UHN NORC Model — The NORC Innovation
Centre at the University Health Network has an active program supporting 30

buildings in the Toronto area, reaching a combined population of approximately
4,000 older adults. The NORC Registry, combined with building-level health
profile data, has helped inform site selection and identify where different levels of
support may be needed. This data also enables NIC to better target services and
programs based on resident needs, allowing for more comprehensive, coordinated
health and social support in each building. Across these sites, support varies
depending on community needs and readiness, including the presence of onsite
NORC Connectors in some buildings. NIC has also partnered with over 65 local
organizations to deliver more targeted and coordinated health and social services
that support older adults to age in place.

Sustainable Integrated Health and Social Care — The NORC Registry is helping

the NORC Innovation Centre spread and scale the UHN NORC Model beyond UHN-
supported buildings by giving regional partners a clearer picture of where NORCs are
located and where support may be most needed. Through the NORC Accelerator,
NIC is partnering with six lead agencies across Ontario, covering nine Ontario Health
Teams (OHTs), to support the adoption of NORC Model in new communities. Registry
and health profile data help these partners identify potential sites, understand local
needs, and prioritize services and programs that can better support older adults to
age in place.
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https://norcinnovationcentre.ca/wp-content/uploads/Improving-Transit-Accessibility-Around-NORCs-FINAL-1.pdf
https://norcinnovationcentre.ca/
https://norcinnovationcentre.ca/

More Than One Way to Define
NORCs

In the preceding sections, we defined NORCs as buildings where at least 30

percent of residents are 65 years of age or older and where there are at least 50

of them in each building. With those thresholds, there are 2,143 NORCs in Ontario.
However, those thresholds can be adjusted upwards to yield fewer but larger NORCs.
Increasing the minimum density from 30% to 50% while keeping the minimum
number of older adults at 50 decreases the number of NORCs in Ontario from 2,143
to 1,370. Conversely, increasing the minimum number of older adults from 50 to 100
while keeping the minimum density at 30% decreases the number of NORCs from
2143 to 982. Increasing both thresholds, where the minimum density is 50% and
minimum number of older adults is 100, yields 640 NORCs in Ontario.

There is no right or wrong way to set those thresholds; it depends on what the
objective is. Our standard practice at the NORC Innovation Centre has been to use
the lower thresholds so that we can be more inclusive. In other words, buildings with
at least 100 older adults are contained within the dataset for buildings with at least
50 older adults, but not the reverse.

Different Ways to Define NORCs

+ 30%
Older Adults

+ 50%
Older Adults

50+ 100+
Older adults Older adults
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Looking Ahead

The Ontario NORC Registry was successfully created using health insurance data
and a unique method involving manual and automated steps. The creation of the
registry has given rise to a variety of downstream benefits, from novel research
published in peer-reviewed journals and innovative ways to deliver health services
to new policy ideas that have the potential to reshape how we approach aging in
place.

But we're not finished. The NORC Registry is a living database, reflecting the dynamic
nature of the NORC phenomenon. A NORC building today might not be a NORC
building in the future if many older adults move or pass away. The reverse is also
true; buildings not currently on our radar might become NORCs in the future as
residents age or more older adults move in. This dynamic nature of NORCs is visible
when we compare the current registry with its predecessor: between 2020 to 2024,
the number of NORC buildings in Ontario increased from 1,941 to 2,143 (10.4%) while
the number of older adults living in them increased from 217,345 to 255,006 (17.3%).
The NORC Registry will need regular refreshing in order to reflect the changes taking
place on the ground.

The registry will also need to be expanded in order to more fully capture the NORC
phenomenon across Canada. Because our methodology relies on standard publicly-
funded health insurance data, this approach can be easily adapted and scaled
across Canada.

Finally, the true potential of the registry lies in its linkage to other datasets to yield
deeper insights. We've only scratched the surface in this regard.
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