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Income inequality in Canada: What does the public see?

As part of its annual Focus Canada national public opinion survey, the Environics Institute asked Canadians
about the issue of income inequality in Canada. The results of this research were publicly released at the Canada
2020 conference on income disparity and polarization, in Ottawa on January 19, 2012.

Perceptions of income disparities in Canada

A majority of Canadians believe there is a growing gap between the wealthy and other Canadians, and that this
is most likely due to the current economic system. At the same time, most also think this gap is no worse if not
better than in other countries, and only one in three believe large corporate profits are a bad thing.

Are income disparities growing? Canadians have long been aware of the significant disparities in income between
the rich and poor in this country, and Focus Canada surveys over the past two decades have confirmed that most
believe this gap has been widening over time (in 2010, 66% said this gap has grown over the past 10 years). In
2011, the question shifted from the gap between rich and poor, to the one separating the wealthy from everyone
else (1% versus the other 99%, as articulated by the recent Occupy movement).
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Views on this question are notably consistent across the population, although belief in a historically large income
gap is more widespread among Canadians with a university education and those who support the federal NDP,
Bloc Québécois and Green parties (and least so among those who support the Conservatives). Opinions in Canada
are almost identical to those in the U.S., based on a November 2011 Washington Post survey (61% historically
larger income gap, 31% about the same, 5% smaller).

Reasons for a growing gap. When asked (unprompted) why the income gap in Canada is at record levels, no
particular explanations predominate but three-quarters (74%) emphasize structural inequalities of one form or
another, notably tax breaks going only to the rich (18%), capitalism helping only the rich (14%), regional and other
structural disparities in opportunities (10%), government policies (7%) and fewer middle-class jobs (6%).

A small proportion attributes this gap to basic greed and speculation (7%), while a similar percentage (5%) say
wealthy people work harder and earn what they make.
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Income disparities in Canada versus other countries.

Canadians tend to be positive about their country’s . .
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income disparities relative to other countries,

although there is no consensus on these views. Most
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developing countries such as China and India (46% say

gap is smaller in Canada, 13% say about the same). Geﬁgﬁ; ,?,ance Deveé%ﬁ,':?nggunmes
M Biggerin Canada Same as Canada M Smaller in Canada

By comparison, Canada is most apt to be seen as

having about the same income disparities as
European countries such as Germany and France (40%).

Views about large corporate profits. Recent attention to growing income inequality fueled by the “Occupy”
movement does not appear to have influenced Canadian public opinion about large corporate profits. The
proportion who say large corporate profits are a bad thing has declined to 21 percent (down 4 points since 2006),
reversing a modest upward trend dating back to the
mid-1990s. Three-quarters say such profits are either Opinion of large corporate profits
a good thing (33%, up 4), or are neither good nor bad
(40%, up 1).
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prominent in Quebec, among men, high income

earners and Conservative supporters.

Responsibility of government to reduce disparities

More than eight in ten Canadians believe their governments have a responsibility to do something to reduce the
gap between wealthy people and those less fortunate.

Despite an absence of consensus about the state of income disparities in Canada or how it compares with other
countries, a large majority strongly (52%) or somewhat (30%) agree that governments in this country should
actively find ways to reduce the gap between wealthy

people and those less fortunate. Governments are responsible for actively
reducing gap between wealthy and others

This is the predominant view across the population,

but strong agreement is most notable among

residents of Atlantic Canada and Quebec, as well as

among supporters of the federal NDP (70%) and Bloc

Québécois (71%), and much less among those who 6

support the Conservatives (37%).
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How do opinions on this question vary across the
income spectrum? Strong majorities in all income brackets agree that governments have a responsibility to reduce
the gap between the wealthy and others, but Canadians in the top bracket (household incomes over $100K) are
less apt to agree strongly (43%) about this issue.
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Personal impact of income disparities

Despite broad agreement about a growing disparity between the wealthy and others that should be reduced,
most Canadians are not feeling a personal impact from such a gap in terms of their own standard of living or
economic prospects.
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the negative effects of growing income disparities.

In 2010, almost half (46%) said their standard of 2003 12 5

living has improved, compared with only 18

percent who report it is now worse (the remaining 2010 12 5

third indicate there has been little change).
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Moreover, these results reflect an improvement B Somewhat satisfied Very dissatsfied

over late 2008 (during the early days of the
financial meltdown) and are comparable to 2006 levels. As would be expected, changes in living standards are
closely linked to household income, although this positive trend since 2008 is evident across all income levels.

Personal financial outlook. In late 2011 Canadians

expressed growing concerns about the broader Expectations for personal finances in 2012
economy, but are notably positive about their own

personal financial outlook over the coming year.

Close to half (47%) expect their personal finances L

will improve in 2012, compared with 28 percent

who think they will get worse (another 20% do not

anticipate any change). ﬂ
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Anticipation of improving personal finances is

strongest in Quebec and the Prairies, and most
notably among youth. Such optimism is even more widespread in the U.S. (from a June 2011 Pew Research Center
survey), where six in ten (62%) Americans believe their financial situation will improve over the next year (not
surprising given how poorly many fared over the past couple of years).

Research Methodology

These results are drawn from the Focus Canada 2011 national public opinion survey sponsored and conducted by
the Environics Institute. The survey is based on telephone interviews conducted November 21 to December 14
with a representative sample of 1,500 Canadians (aged 18 and over). A sample of this size drawn from the
population produces results accurate to within plus or minus 2.5 percentage points in 19 out of 20 samples. A full
report on this study will be available in March 2012.

About the Environics Institute

The Environics Institute for Survey Research was established by Michael Adams in 2006 to promote relevant and
original public opinion and social research on important issues of public policy and social change. The focus of the
Institute’s mandate is to survey individuals and groups not usually heard from, asking questions not normally
asked. For further information see www.Environicsinstitute.org

For further information: Keith Neuman, Ph.D., 613-230-5089 keith.neuman@environics.ca
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