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Background 
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The polling on how Canadians feel about aboriginals reveals a nation that, at 

best, is ambiguous and, at worst, is shockingly unsupportive of native issues. 

Canadians are more eager than they have ever been to give a full bear-hug of 

acceptance to a disparaging image of aboriginals and, I might add, a very 

positive one of themselves. 

                                    - Michael Harris in iPolitics (March 24, 2013) 



Why this research is needed 

• Public opinion matters – and what we “think it is” and “what we tell each 

other it is” sometimes matters even more 

• Prevailing thinking is that mainstream opinions of Aboriginal peoples and 

issues is predominantly negative 

• This view is based mostly on anecdote, stereotypes and politics – there 

is very little empirical evidence 

• Now is a critical time to have a current, balanced and thoughtful 

understanding of public knowledge and attitudes 

 



The Environics Institute for Survey Research 

• Founded in 2006 to promote relevant public opinion and 

social research on important issues of public policy and 

social change 

• Public opinion research makes an important 

contribution to democracy and the public interest 

• Governments used to do do this type of research, but 

the role has now been largely vacated 

• Non-profit, and not formally linked to the commercial 

Environics companies 

 



Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study 
2010 



Research objectives 

• What Non-Aboriginal Canadians know about Aboriginal peoples, and the 

challenges they face 

• Perceptions and attitudes – generally and on specific issues (residential 

schools, economic disparities, band governance) 

• How opinions have changed over the past decade (updating previous 

surveys) 

• How perspectives vary across the population (region, demographics, 

social values) 

 



Study Partners 



Survey themes  

• Impressions and perceptions of Aboriginal peoples 

• Knowledge and connections with Aboriginal peoples 

• Treatment by mainstream society 

• Relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Canadians 

• Indian residential schools and the TRC 

• Reconciliation 

• Aboriginal governance 

• World-view perspectives on Aboriginal peoples 

 



Survey methods 

• Telephone survey with representative sample of 2,001 non-Aboriginal 

Canadians (aged 18 plus) 

• Sample stratified across 10 provinces and 3 territories 

• Fieldwork conducted January 15 – February 8, 2016  

• 40 percent of the interviews conducted via respondents’ cell-phones 

• Margin of sampling error is +/-2.2% (19 in 20 samples)   

 



Survey findings 
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What makes Canada unique? 

dk/na 

Other 

The North/Arctic 

Hockey 

Aboriginal peoples/culture 

Bilingualism 

Values 

Tolerence 

Political system 

Universal health care 

Natural resources 

Peace/peacefulness 

Weather/climate/cold 

The people (non-specific) 

Friendly/humble/nice people 

Freedom/free country/democracy 

Land/geography 

Multiculturalism/diversity 43 

17 

14 

11 

10 

7 

7 

6 

6 

5 

4 

3 

3 

2 

1 

1 

9 

7 

Unprompted mentions 
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Importance in defining Canada 

Bilingualism 

Aboriginal history/culture 

Multiculturalism 

Land/geography 

Health care system 84 13 3 

63 32 4 

59 31 9 

55 37 8 

43 38 18 

Very important Somewhat important Not very/ not at all important 
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No different/same  

as other Canadians 

Family/friends 

Land/treaty claims/disputes 

Social issues (non-specific) 

Tax breaks/priviledges/rights 

Loss of culture/assimilation 

Poverty/poor living conditions 

Reserves 

First nations/Métis/Inuit/Natives 

Mistreatment/abuse/misunderstood  

by citizens/government 

History/culture/traditions/art 

First inhabitants of land/Canada 20 

17 

17 

9 

8 

7 

7 

5 

4 

4 

4 

4 

Top-of-mind impressions of Aboriginal peoples  

Unprompted mentions 
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Has your impression of Aboriginal peoples changed? 

Gotten 

better 

Stayed the 

same 

Gotten 

worse 

26 

61 

10 

In the past five years 



Do Aboriginal peoples have unique rights or  
are they just like other ethnic/cultural groups?        
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Territories 

Atlantic provinces 

Quebec 

Ontario 

Manitoba 

Saskatchewan 

Alberta 

BC 

CANADA 52 41 7 

47 40 12 

35 57 8 

37 55 6 

37 52 9 

56 38 5 

58 35 6 

52 44 4 

59 38 3 

Have unique rights Just like other groups Both/neither 
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Sources of learning about Aboriginal peoples 

Other sources 

Movies/film 

Museums/cultural performances 

Through work/job 

Live near Aboriginal 

community/reserve  

Books 

From family/friends 

Have Aboriginal friends/co-workers 

Contact with Aboriginal peoples 

Media/TV/newspapers 

School/education 45 

36 

24 

21 

15 

14 

9 

7 

4 

3 

6 

Unprompted mentions 



How much attention paid to news and stories about Aboriginal peoples        

18 

60 or older 

45 - 59 

30 - 44 

18 - 29 

TOTAL 22 51 21 6 

10 50 28 12 

15 53 26 6 

26 50 19 4 

31 53 14 2 

Great deal of attention 

Some attention 

Only a little 

None at all 

By age cohort 



Frequency of personal contact with Aboriginal peoples        
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Often Occasionally Rarely Never 

26 26 
28 

30 

25 26 

21 
18 

2006* 2016 

* Environics Research Focus Canada (December 2006) 



Most important challenge facing Aboriginal peoples today        

20 

Poverty/homelessness 

Substance abuse/addiction 

Poor housing/living conditions 

Violence against women/MMIW 

Unemployment/economic development 

Self-government/autonomy 

Land claims/territory/treaty rights 

Threat to culture/traditions/identity 

Lack of education/dropping out 

Social issues/isolation/inability  
to integrate 

Stigma/inequality/discrimination 6 

18 

4 

11 

9 

8 

3 

6 

18 

6 

3 

6 

7 

6 

1 

6 

6 

6 

9 

5 

7 

4 

2008 

2016 

Top mentions 



Aboriginal – Non-Aboriginal gap in standard of living        

21 

Large 

gap 

Moderate 

gap 

Small 

gap 

None 

at all 

Depends/ 

dk/na 

59 

22 

9 4 5 



Has the standard of living gap been changing?        
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Depends/dk/na 

Getting smaller 

Not really changing 

Getting bigger 22 

54 

17 

7 



Biggest obstacle to achieving economic and social  
equality for Aboriginal peoples        

23 

Policies of 

Canadian 

governments 

Aboriginal 

peoples 

themselves 

Attitudes of 

Canadian 

public 

All these 

equally imp. 

Other 

combinations 

26 26 

18 17 

10 



“Aboriginal peoples have a sense of entitlement about  
receiving support from government and taxpayers”        

24 

Strongly 
agree 

Somewhat 
agree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Neither/ 
dk/na 

27 

39 

17 

10 
7 

66 27 



Extent of discrimination against Aboriginal peoples in Canadian society        
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2016 

2006* 

2004* 36 39 18 5 

42 32 15 9 

46 41 7 3 

Often Sometimes Rarely Never 

* Environics Research Focus Canada (2004, 2006) 



Discrimination experienced by Aboriginal peoples versus other groups        

26 

Muslims 

Blacks 

South Asians 40 30 20 9 

34 39 20 7 

15 32 46 7 

Aboriginal peoples 

experience more 
Aboriginal peoples 
experience the same 

Aboriginal peoples 

experience less 

dk/na 



“Most Canadians are prejudiced against Aboriginal peoples,  
whether or not they are conscious of it”        

27 

Strongly 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

24 

41 

20 

10 

65 30 



Treatment of Aboriginal peoples by institutions compared  
to other Canadians        

28 

Criminal  

justice system 

Education system 

Workplace 

Health care  

system 
9 53 26 12 

6 57 23 14 

12 37 42 8 

7 41 38 13 

Treated better 

Treated the same 

Treated worse 

depends/dk/na 



“Mainstream Canadian society benefits from ongoing discrimination  
against Aboriginal peoples”        

29 

Strongly 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

10 

23 24 

37 

61 33 



Have read or heard about Indian residential schools        

30 

    

CANADA  West Ontario Quebec Atlantic Territories 

51 

66 
72 

79 

49 

64 

27 

49 
45 

68 

86 

97 
2008* 2016 

* 2008 National Benchmark Study, Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada 



What have you heard or read about residential schools? 
       

Cultural genocide/ 
loss of culture 

Lawsuits/settlements/ 
financial compensation 

Long-term impacts/ 
dysfunctional families 

Run by gov't/church staff 

Integration into mainstream  
society/assimilation 

Forbidden to speak language/ 
learn culture 

Mistreatment of Aboriginal peoples 

Children separated from families 

Abuse/molestation of students 37 

42 

20 

31 

14 

29 

10 

18 

7 

11 

4 

6 

0 

6 

12 

5 

0 

4 

2008 

2016 

Those who have heard of residential schools – unprompted mentions 

* 2008 National Benchmark 

Study, Indian Residential 

Schools Resolution Canada 



Extent of connection between residential schools experience  
and current challenges facing Aboriginal communities 
 

       

32 

2016 

2008* 18 42 20 9 11 

32 41 17 6 3 

Great extent Some extent A little Not at all dk/na 

Those who have heard of residential schools 

* 2008 National Benchmark Study, Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada 



“Canada's residential schools policy was not an intentional  
effort to destroy Aboriginal culture and connection to land” 
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Strongly 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

Neither/ 

dk/na 

16 

26 

19 

28 

11 

47 42 



Have read or heard about the Truth and Reconciliation Commission        

34 

CANADA BC AB SK MN ON QC AC TR 

42 

56 

45 

57 59 

40 

29 

48 

87 



Recall of TRC Calls to Action        

35 

dk/na 

Other 

Better relations between Aboriginal  

and non-Aboriginal people 

94 reccomendations 

Compensation/financial settlement 

Church/Pope apology 

Reconciliation actions 

Missing and murdered 

Aboriginal women 

Government/public apology 

Government funding/support 

Educational funding/teach Aboriginal  

history/culture in schools 
9 

5 

5 

4 

4 

4 

4 

3 

3 

14 

67 

Unprompted - Those who have heard of the TRC 



Support for Aboriginal rights and reconciliation        

36 

Settling all outstanding land claims,  

regardless of what this may cost 

Provide Aboriginal communities with  

full control over natural resources  

on traditional territories 

Government funding to ensure  

protection of Aboriginal languages 

Mandatory curriculum in all schools to  

teach Aboriginal history and culture 

Government funding to reserves for  

clean drinking water/adequate housing 

Increase fundng for Aboriginal  

education to match other schools 
75 16 3 3 2 

75 15 4 4 2 

56 31 7 5 2 

45 33 11 8 2 

31 35 14 15 5 

24 36 17 16 6 

Strongly support 

Somewhat support 

Somewhat oppose 

Strongly oppose 

Depends/dk/na 



Do individual Canadians have a role in bringing about reconciliation?        

37 

2016 

2008 42 25 15 12 7 

64 20 6 6 4 

Yes, feel strongly 

Yes, do not  

feel strongly 

No, do not  
feel strongly 

No, feel strongly 

dk/na 

* 2008 National Benchmark Study, Indian Residential Schools Resolution Canada 



Importance of understanding true history of how  
Aboriginal peoples have been treated in Canada        

38 

Very 

important 

Somewhat 

important 

Not very 

important 

Not at all 

important 

62 

30 

6 
2 



“Would be personally interested in learning more about Aboriginal cultures”        

39 

Strongly 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

39 40 

13 

6 

79 19 



“Reconciliation will be impossible as long as Aboriginal  
peoples remain socio-economically disadvantaged” 
 

       

40 

Strongly 

agree 

Somewhat 

agree 

Somewhat 

disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

Neither/ 

dk/na 

36 
38 

15 

7 
4 

22 74 



Prospects for meaningful reconciliation happening in your lifetime        

41 

Very 

 optimistic 

Somewhat 

optimistic 

Somewhat 

pessimistic 

Very 

pessimistic 

Neither/ 

dk/na 

17 

51 

23 

7 2 



Effectiveness of Aboriginal leaders compared to local   
government leaders in your province        

42 

Aboriginal leaders 

do a better job 

Aboriginal leaders 

do about the same 

Aboriginal leaders 

do a worse job 

Depends/ 

dk/na 

7 

54 

24 

14 



Support for expanded Aboriginal representation in federal institutions        

43 

Create a new Aboriginal  

political party 

Establish a new parliamentary cte.  

of Aboriginal MPs to review all laws  

from Aboriginal perspective 

Require at least one Aboriginal  
minister in federal cabinet 

Ensure Aboriginal representation  

at every First Ministers meeting 
76 18 3 3 

73 22 3 2 

63 30 4 3 

49 41 6 4 

Support Oppose Depends dk/na 
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Mainstream world views about Aboriginal peoples 

Positive about Aboriginal peoples
K

n
o

w
le

d
g

e
a

b
le

a
b

o
u

t A
b

o
rig

in
a

l
p

e
o

p
le

s

Negative about Aboriginal peoples

U
n

in
fo

rm
e

d
a

b
o

u
t 
A

b
o

ri
g

in
a

lp
e

o
p

le
s

Connected 

Advocates
Young 

Idealists

Dismissive 

Naysayers

Disconnected 

Skeptics

Informed 

Critics
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Connected Advocates (18% of non-Aboriginal Canadians) 

• Most positive and connected group 

• Most knowledgeable about history and current challenges 

• Strongest proponents of major changes and new direction 

Who they are: 

 Mostly female 

 Older (especially 60 plus) 

 Post-graduate degrees but not highest incomes 

 All community sizes  

 Most apt to be found in Territories, Atlantic Canada and B.C. 
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Dismissive Naysayers (14%) 

• Most negative of all groups (core racist views) 

• Least apt to see economic disparities/most likely to blame the 

victim 

• Weaker support for major policy initiatives (education, living 

standards) 

Who they are: 

 Predominantly male 

 Higher than average incomes, but not education 

 Least urban of all groups 

 Concentrated in prairies (least evident in Quebec) 
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Young Idealists (23%) 

• Very positive about Aboriginal peoples (share much in common 

with Connected Advocates) 

• Much less knowledgeable about history and current challenges 

• Less engaged or connected to the issues 

Who they are: 

 Youngest group of all 

 Predominantly female and urban (Toronto and Montreal) 

 Significant proportion is foreign-born 

 Being young are less likely to have post-secondary degree or high 

incomes 
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Disconnected Skeptics (21%) 

• Mostly tuned out and disengaged 

• Generally unsympathetic to challenges of Aboriginal peoples but 

not as negative as Dismssive Naysayers 

• Know the least and care the least of any group 

Who they are: 

 Male-dominated group 

 Predominantly young and foreign-born 

 Slightly older than Young Idealists, but less apt to have high school 

diploma or post-secondary education 

 Mostly prevalent in Quebec, and in smaller towns/rural areas 
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Informed Critics (23%) 

• Among the most knowledgeable and connected with respect to 

Aboriginal peoples/issues 

• Acknowledge troubled history but not as sympathetic to 

challenges and aspirations 

• Line up with Connected Advocates on some opinions, with 

Dismissive Naysayers on others 

Who they are: 

 Oldest and most affluent of the groups 

 Most urban 

 Concentrated west of Ontario (esp. in Territories, Manitoba, 

Saskatchewan)  

 



In conclusion 



Conclusions  

• Broad perceptions and attitudes of Aboriginal peoples are mixed, and haven’t 

changed that much over the past decade 

• But there has been significant growth in public awareness and understanding 

of the challenges, especially the residential school experience 

• There is now widespread and heartfelt support for bold steps and meaningful 

solutions, especially to address Aboriginal living conditions and education 

• Reconciliation is seen as a responsibility for all Canadians, not just 

governments 
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