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Executive Summary
❖ As a component of its ongoing Strengthening Canadian Democracy initiative, launched in June 2017,
the SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue conducted a pan-Canadian national survey of Canadians to
build out its current knowledge, and to establish baseline measures that will be used to track the
progress and impact of activities by multiple actors across Canada to strengthen Canadian democracy.
❖ The Centre developed a questionnaire with a set of key and relevant indicators designed to measure
Canadians’ views of and commitment to democracy. Questions touched on 8 key topic areas:
1.

Evaluation of the Performance of Canadian Democracy

2.

Commitment to Democracy as a System of Government

3.

Views on Democratic Values & Citizens Role in Democracy

4.

Trust in Institutions

5.

Participation in Democracy

6.

Engagement in Community

7.

Perceptions of the Impact of Disinformation on Democracy

8.

Key Sources of Information about Politics, Government, and Issues

The Centre worked with Advanis to collect data for the survey between July 5th and 15th, 2019 among a
randomly selected representative sample of 3,500 Canadians. For comparison purposes only, a
probability sample of 3,500 would carry a margin of error of +/- 1.7 percentage points, 19 times out of
20. The results have been statistically weighted according to the most current age, gender, and
province/territory Census data to ensure a sample representative of the entire adult population (18+) of
the Canadian population. Following is an Executive Summary of the survey findings
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Executive Summary (cont.)
State of Democracy in Canada
❖ A strong majority of Canadians (77%) prefer democracy as a system of government, up 12-points from
65% just two years ago. One-in-ten feel it either doesn’t matter whether a government is democratic or
not (13%), or that authoritarian rule is acceptable in certain circumstances (11%).
❖ Still, Canadians are not completely happy with the way their democracy is working. A majority believe
Canada is democratically governed (57%), but few hold this sentiment strongly (10%); and close to half
say our country is not governed democratically (43%). Similarly, most Canadians (59%) are only
moderately convinced that representative democracy is a good way to govern Canada, a sentiment that
has grown from 44% in 2017 to its current level. On a more positive note, a significant majority of
Canadians reject rule by a strong leader (77%) or military rule (91%) as a viable alternative for Canada.
❖ Canadians hold mixed views about their role in or impact on Canadian democracy. They are not
completely convinced that voting gives them a say about how government runs things (56% yes, 44%
no), or that they can influence government (44% yes, 56% no). A solid majority of Canadians (68%)
believe elected officials don’t care what ordinary Canadians think, and more than six-in-ten (61%) feel
government ignores their interests in favour of the establishment.
❖ Canadians’ views on how democracy is working in Canada impact their commitment. Those who feel
voting doesn’t matter or that they can’t influence government are less likely to prefer democracy over
other forms of government. Canadians who value voting and think they can influence government are
more likely to give positive reviews of representative democracy, and to believe Canada is being
governed democratically. And, people who believe elected officials are insensitive to the views or
interests of ordinary Canadians are less likely to prefer democracy, to value representative democracy
as a good way to govern Canada, or to believe Canada is being governed democratically.
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Executive Summary (cont.)
Views on Democratic Principles
❖ Canadians feel quite strongly that Canada should maintain some key democratic principles related to
governance and the political process. A significant majority (76%) believes in the legitimate transfer of
power through elections, where losing parties accept defeat and respect the outcome. There is also
solid opposition (68%) to the idea that people who disagree with the majority are a threat to Canada.
❖ Canadians hold less strong views, however, when it comes to who they feel should get a say in
government decisions. A slim majority (53%) do not believe Canadian-born citizens should have a
greater say in what government does. However, a full third do believe that those who were born
elsewhere and became citizens should have less say.
❖ Canadians feel that the current level of democratic protections and freedoms in our country is sufficient,
particularly for freedom of speech (62%) and freedom of the press (60%). They do find Canada lacking
when it comes to gender equality and are of two minds on the current level of protections for minority
rights (42% sufficient, 34% too little). And, though a majority of Canadians (56%) is happy with
protections for freedom of religion, many (28%) believe our country offers “too much” in this regard.
❖ Socio-Demographic Population Subgroup Differences:
▪ Canadians most likely to feel Canada stands behind democratic principles include those who live in
British Columbia, urban/suburban communities, are Canadian-born, have more formal education, and
are financially secure. Those most likely to think Canadian-born citizens should have a greater say in
government than those born outside the country live in Saskatchewan/Manitoba, Quebec, or Atlantic
Canada; are Canadian-born; have less formal education; and are struggling financially.
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Executive Summary (cont.)
Appeal of Populism
❖ Canadians are open to populist appeals from candidates running for election. But, playing the populist
card has some limits. On the one hand, a significant majority (80%) say they would be more likely to
vote for a candidate if they stood up for the “common people” against “the elite”. And, over half (53%)
would lend their support to someone who touched their national pride through Canada-first appeals
even if doing so affected relations with our allies.
❖ On the other hand, a strong majority of Canadians (70%) would be more likely to vote for a candidate
who supported the use of experts for making policy. Further, candidates who attacked the media for
bias or producing fake news, or who promoted strong anti-government views would lose support among
a solid majority of Canadians (58% and 71%, respectively). Still, a full three-in-ten say attacking the
media would be a motivator for them to vote for a candidate.
❖ Socio-Demographic Population Subgroup Differences:
▪ Canadians most open to populist appeals by candidates for election include those who are born
outside Canada in non-democratic political systems; have less formal education; and live in Atlantic
Canada, Quebec or Saskatchewan.
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Key Takeaways
State of Canadian Democracy
1.

Canadians’ changing commitment to democracy hides their underlying and
continued dissatisfaction with the way their democracy is working, and a less
than full embrace of representative democracy as the best way to govern their
country. Doubts about Canada’s democracy are very much tied to Canadians’
questioning their role in the democratic process or if they can have any
influence on what government does. And, they are largely of the view that
elected officials are insensitive to their views or interests.

2.

Despite their unease about how their democracy is working, Canadians largely
believe the foundational principles and values of our democracy are strong.
Many do see the need for more to be done for gender equality, protection of
minorities, opportunities for political participation, and civic education.

3.

There is an undercurrent of opinion – among a quarter to a third of Canadians –
who question minorities’ place in our democracy. This is rooted in a feeling that
that “too much” is being done to protect minority rights or to support freedom of
religion, and that Canadian-born citizens should have more to say in what
government does than those born outside the country.
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Key Takeaways
Appeal of Populism
4.

Canadians demonstrate a certain openness to populist appeals from candidates
running for election. However, they draw some boundaries for those who might
play the populist card; while they are prepared to support those who pit the
common people against the elites, they will punish those who attack the media
or who push strong anti-government positions.

5.

The appeal of populism is rooted in views that government ignores the interests
of ordinary Canadians, that minorities and newcomers should not have an equal
say in what government does, and that questioning the majority view is a threat
to Canada.
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Background & Methodology
❖ In June 2017, the SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue embarked on a pan-Canadian initiative
called Strengthening Canadian Democracy. Since then, it has held a series of consultations and
research with key stakeholders to explore the foundations of our democratic institutions and processes
with an eye to understanding how citizens could play a greater and more impactful role in
strengthening our democracy. In 2018, it undertook a survey of Metro Vancouver residents’ views on
democracy, initiated local civic engagement projects with community partners designed to build a
stronger commitment to Canadian democracy, and developed an evaluation framework to gauge what
types of democratic engagement activities work, in what contexts they work, and why they work.
❖ The overall goal of the Strengthening Canadian Democracy Project is to test intervention strategies
that could have a measureable impact on the commitment Canadians have to democracy as shown
through their participation in democratic processes and activities, the value they attribute to democratic
institutions, and their support for the underlying principles of democracy.
❖ In order to meet this goal, the Project has five main objectives:
1.

Engage and leverage expertise and assets of community partners, democracy thought leaders,
and the academic community in the Project’s implementation.

2.

Understand and explore the commitment Canadians have to democracy.

3.

Develop a set of key and relevant indicators to measure the impact of Project activities.

4.

Develop and pilot test a core set of activities designed to build commitment to democracy and to
engagement in democratic activities. This will help build an understanding of what types of
approaches work, in what contexts they work, and why they work.

5.

Determine implications of the Project, and make recommendations for how this work could scale
to larger populations, including its application in other geographic areas across Canada.
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Background & Methodology (cont.)
❖ In 2019, the Centre launched a pan-Canadian national survey of Canadians to build out its current
knowledge from Metro Vancouver, and to establish some baseline measures that will be used to track
the progress and impact of activities by multiple actors across Canada to strengthen Canadian
democracy
❖ The Centre developed a questionnaire with a set of key and relevant indicators designed to measure
Canadians’ views of and commitment to democracy. Questions touched on 8 key topic areas:
1.

Evaluation of the Performance of Canadian Democracy

2.

Commitment to Democracy as a System of Government

3.

Views on Democratic Values & Citizens Role in Democracy

4.

Trust in Institutions

5.

Participation in Democracy

6.

Engagement in Community

7.

Perceptions of the Impact of Disinformation on Democracy

8.

Key Sources of Information about Politics, Government, and Issues

The Centre worked with Advanis to collect data for the survey between July 5th and 15th, 2019 among
a randomly selected representative sample of 3,500 Canadians. Of these, 2,700 were completed
online and 800 via phone using a random digit dialing methodology. For comparison purposes only, a
probability sample of 3,500 would carry a margin of error of +/- 1.7 percentage points, 19 times out of
20. The results have been statistically weighted according to the most current age, gender, and
province/territory Census data to ensure a sample representative of the entire adult population (18+) of
the Canadian population. Discrepancies in or between totals are due to rounding. Please consult the
Appendix for a Profile of Respondents.
SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 1: State of Democracy & Appeal of Populism (August 2019)
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Background & Methodology (cont.)
❖ The sample distribution for the survey was drawn disproportionately in order to facilitate more reliable
analysis of findings at the provincial and regional levels. This means that in certain provinces the total
number of completed surveys was above (or below) what would normally be the case in a perfectly
representative sample. The table below shows the sample distribution.

Province/Region

Representative Sample
(N=3,500)
% of
N
Population

Final Sample
(N=3,500)
%

Final Sample

Margin of
Error*

British Columbia

13.1%

459

17%

600

+ 4.0

Alberta

11.7%

410

11%

400

+ 4.9

Saskatchewan/Manitoba

6.8%

237

9%

300

+ 5.7

Ontario

38.7%

1,355

31%

1,100

+ 2.9

Quebec

22.9%

801

21%

750

+ 3.6

Atlantic (NB, PEI, NS, NFLD/LAB)

6.5%

228

9%

300

+ 5.7

Territories (NWT, Yukon, Nunavut)

0.3%

10

1%

50

+ 13.9

TOTAL

100%

3,500

100%

3,500

+ 1.7

*NOTE: Margin of error is for comparison with a random probability sampling methodology.
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Approaches to Analysis & Reporting
The analysis of survey findings reveals a comprehensive picture of Canadians’ perspectives on
democracy. To achieve this, a number of analytic approaches were used.
❖ Total Population Trends: Interpretation of findings based on the distribution of responses to survey
questions in the total population. Specific grouping of response scales (e.g. topbox, lowbox %’s) was
undertaken to bring greater clarity to the interpretation.
❖ Socio-Demographic Differences: Interpretation of findings comparing responses to survey
questions by different population subgroups. Comparisons were done based on province/region,
gender, age, education, income, place of birth, type of community.
❖ Differences based on Attitudes/Views on Democracy: Interpretation of findings comparing
responses to survey questions given by residents who held more positive views on democratic values
and the role of citizens in a democracy with those who held less positive views.
❖ Differences based on Participation in Democratic Activities: Interpretation of findings comparing
responses to survey responses of people who participated in various democratic activities with those
who have not participated in these activities. The same dependent variable was used.
❖ Differences based on Views on Misinformation: Interpretation of findings comparing survey
responses to views on the impact of misinformation and how these relate to commitment to democracy
and to participation in democratic activities.
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Approaches to Analysis & Reporting (cont.)
In conducting the analysis, we referenced two approaches/measures used in other survey research on
democracy and democratic values:
❖ Commitment to Democracy Index – PEW Centre: The Index breaks populations into three
categories – Fully Committed Democrats, Less Committed Democrats, and Non-Democrats. Here, it
is commitment to “representative democracy”, where representatives elected by citizens decide what
becomes law.
❖ Typology of Democracies – Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU): The typology breaks countries into
four categories – Full Democracies, Flawed Democracies, Hybrid, Authoritarian. We used this
typology to group respondents based on their country of birth.
❖ For analysis purposes, and to highlight important trends, we have done the following:
▪ In tables comparing population subgroup differences, we highlighted statistically significant findings
where % point difference between population subgroups is above 5 percentage points. In the tables
provided, these are highlighted in yellow and bolded. An asterisk (*) indicates a statistically lower
%.
▪ Where appropriate, in charts, we have highlighted statistically higher percentages using a black
round text box.
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Detailed Findings State of Democracy
in Canada

State of Democracy in Canada
– Overview
❖ Canadians strongly prefer democracy as a system of government over all other alternatives, though
a quarter feel it doesn’t matter whether a government is democratic or not, while others believe
authoritarian rule is acceptable in certain circumstances. There has been a significant 12 percentage
point jump in the past 2 years in the number of Canadians who prefer democracy (65% in 2017 to
77% in 2019), with fewer now expressing ambivalence about democracy (down 9 points) or being
open to authoritarian rule (down 3 points).
❖ That said, Canadians are not completely happy with the way their democracy is working. While a
majority believes Canada is democratically governed (55%), i.e. where, through their elected
representatives, citizens have a say in decisions that affect them, few hold this sentiment strongly
(10%); and close to half say our country is not governed democratically (46%). Overall, Canadians
rate their country a 5.9 out of 10 as far as being governed democratically.
❖ This lukewarm embrace of democracy emerges more specifically in three ways:
▪ First, Canadians are only moderately convinced that its current form – representative democracy
– is a good way to govern Canada (25% very good way, 59% somewhat good way). Moreover,
they are increasingly moderate in their praise (up 15-points, from 44% in 2017 to 59% in 2019),
and much less strongly positive (down 18-points, 43% to 25%, respectively). Importantly,
however, representative democracy is still rated more favourably than the alternatives – direct
democracy (71%), rule by experts (51%), rule by a strong leader (21%), and military rule (9%).
This seems to confirm Winston Churchill’s famous adage: “Democracy is the worst form of
government, except for all the rest”.
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State of Democracy in Canada
– Overview (cont.)
▪ Second, Canadians hold mixed views about the extent to which they feel they can play a role in or
have an impact on Canadian democracy. They are, for example, unconvinced that voting gives
them a say about how government runs things (56% yes, 44% no), or that they can influence
government even if they make an effort (44% yes, 56% no).
o

Even those who prefer democracy over other forms of government see shortcomings in these
two areas: just over half (52%) feel ordinary citizens can’t do much to influence government
even if they make the effort, and many (38%) don’t believe voting gives them a say in how
government runs things.

▪ Third, Canadians believe that government is insensitive to what citizens think. A solid majority
(70%) say elected officials don’t care what ordinary Canadians think, and more than six-in-ten
(62%) feel government ignores their interests in favour of the establishment.
o

Those who prefer democracy are also critical of how it is working in these two areas. A majority
(65%) think elected officials don’t care what they think, and 60% think government favours
establishment interests over those of ordinary Canadians.

❖ Socio-Demographic Population Differences:
▪ Canadians with the most favourable views of democracy and the role of citizens include those
who live in Ontario, Quebec, and Atlantic Canada (compared to those in the Prairie provinces),
live in urban/suburban communities (vs. rural), have English as a mother tongue, are 50+ years of
age (though youth 18-24 are more optimistic about voting and their ability to influence
government), were born outside Canada in countries with non-democratic regimes, identify
as/with newcomers, persons with disabilities, or people in the LGBTQ2S+ community, have
completed a university education (BA+), and who are not struggling financially.

SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 1: State of Democracy & Appeal of Populism (August 2019)

1
9

Significant majority of Canadians prefer democracy over any other
form of government. BUT 1-in-5 don’t feel having a democracy
matters or are open to authoritarian rule.

Democracy is preferable to any other
form of government

Doesn’t matter whether a government is
democratic or non-democratic

In some circumstances authoritarian
government may be preferable to a
democratic one.

Q5. Which of the following statements do you agree with the most? Please select one only.
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
20
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Significant 12-point jump in Canadians’ preference for democracy
in past 2 years; highest level in 7 years.

2019
2017
2014
2012

Democracy
preferable to other
forms of gov’t

Doesn’t matter if
gov’t is democratic or
non-democratic

In some circumstances,
authoritarian gov’t may
be preferable

%’s for 2012, 2014, 2017 taken from Americas Barometer
survey.
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Canadians give mostly moderate praise to representative democracy as
good way to govern Canada; some are open to alternative forms of
non-democratic rule, notably “rule by experts”.
Is __ a good or bad way of governing
Canada?
Representative democracy

Direct democracy

Rule by experts

Rule by a strong leader

Rule by the military
Somewhat bad

Very bad

Very good

Somewhat
good

Q6. Do you think each of the following types of political systems is a very good, good, bad, or very bad way to govern Canada?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
22
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Canadians becoming much more moderate in their praise of
representative democracy as a good way to govern Canada
Representative democracy is a ….. to govern Canada

2019
2017

Very good way

Somewhat
good way

Somewhat
bad way

Very bad way

%’s for 2017 taken from PEW Centre survey.
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Canadians hold mixed views on extent to which they think Canada
is being governed democratically.
Canada is being
governed…
Very democratically
(9,10 out of 10)
Governed
Democratically
57%
Somewhat democratically
(6,7,8 out of 10)

Not that democratically
(3,4,5 out of 10)

Not at all democratically
(1,2 out of 10)

Not Governed
that
Democratically
43%

Mean (out of 10):
5.9
Q2. In your view, how democratically is Canada being governed today, that is where, through their elected representatives, citizens have a say in decisions that affect them?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
24
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No strong consensus among Canadians on the impact they might have on
Canadian democracy through voting or influencing government; significant
majority believes elected officials insensitive to their views.
Statement that comes closest to your own views…
Voting
By people like me doesn’t really
affect how government runs things

Gives people like me some say about how
government runs things

Influence of ordinary citizens on government
Can’t do much to influence government
even if they are willing to make the effort

Can do a lot to influence government if
they are willing to make the effort

Elected officials attention to citizens
Don’t care what people like me think

Care what people like me think

Q4. Which statement comes closest to your own views, even if neither is exactly right?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
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Solid majority believe government puts establishment interests
ahead of ordinary Canadians
“Interests of ordinary Canadians ignored by government in favour of the
establishment”
Strongly agree (6,7)
Agree
61%
Somewhat agree (5)

Neither agree nor disagree
(4)

Somewhat disagree (3)
Disagree
19%
Strongly disagree (1,2)

Q7e. Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
26
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Many Canadians who prefer democracy still see significant shortcomings,
notably in listening to citizens’ views, and ignoring their interests
Among the 77% of Canadians who “prefer
democracy over other forms of government”, %
who believe …
Elected officials don’t care what they think

Government ignores their interests in favour
of the establishment

Ordinary citizens can’t do much to influence
government

Voting doesn’t really give them a say in how
government runs things

27
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Impact of Perceptions of How Democracy is Working
Affects Canadians’ Commitment – Overview
❖ A more in-depth look at the survey findings suggests that Canadians’ frustrations with the way
democracy is working in Canada do impact their commitment. This emerges on three fronts:
▪ First, those who feel voting doesn’t matter or that they can’t influence government are less likely to
prefer democracy over other forms of government than those who think citizens do have a role to
play.
▪ Second, Canadians who value voting and think they can impact government are more likely to
give positive reviews of representative democracy, and to believe Canada is being governed
democratically.
▪ Third, Canadians who believe elected officials are not paying enough attention to the views and
interests of ordinary Canadians are less likely to prefer democracy over other forms of
government, to see representative democracy as a good way to govern Canada, or to believe
Canada is being governed democratically.
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Canadians’ dissatisfied with citizen role in democracy are less
likely to prefer democracy, to praise representative democracy,
or to think Canada is being governed democratically
% think Canada is being
% think representative
democracy is “very good way” governed democratically
(8, 9, 10 out of 10)
to govern Canada

% who prefer democracy
Among those who believe…
Voting gives people a say in how
gov’t runs things
+ 18

+ 14

+ 22

+ 12

+ 10

+ 10

+ 10

+ 15

+ 28

Voting doesn’t really affect how
gov’t runs things

Ordinary Canadians can do a lot to
influence government
Ordinary Canadians can’t do much
to influence government

Elected officials care what ordinary
Canadians think
Elected officials don’t care what
ordinary Canadians thinks
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State of Canadian Democracy
– Population Subgroup Differences
❖ Overall, Canadians from all regions of the country and all socio-demographic population groups
share similar views on democracy as a system of government for Canada. However, important
differences in perceptions of democracy emerge between some groups.
Region:
▪ There is an evident East-West difference, with Prairie province residents holding somewhat less
positive views of Canadian democracy than those in Ontario, Quebec, and Atlantic Canada. This
surfaces notably in perceptions of whether Canada is being governed democratically, preference
for democracy as a system of government, and the attention they feel elected officials pay to
interests of ordinary Canadians or to what people think.
BC

AB

SK/MB

ON

PQ

ATL

Prefer Democracy

78%

74%

71%

78%

77%

79%

Canada is governed democratically

59%

54%

50%

59%

60%

52%

Voting gives me a say

60%

55%

56%

60%

49%

58%

Ordinary citizens can influence government

44%

44%

42%

47%

40%

46%

Elected officials care what I think

34%

25%

26%

32%

37%

31%

Gov’t favours Establishment interests

57%

66%

62%

62%

58%

63%

Significantly Higher %

Democracy as System of Government

Citizen Role / Impact
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State of Canadian Democracy
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Type of Community:
▪ Canadians living in different types of communities hold similar overall perspectives on democracy,
except when it comes to their role in or impact on the political process. Here, rural residents are
somewhat less convinced of the influence they could have on how government runs things
through voting or other forms of democratic engagement.
Mother Tongue:
▪ For the most part, mother tongue is not a major factor in assessing Canadians’ views on
democracy. However, those whose mother tongue is French are less likely to feel they have a
role to play in or can influence government.

Significantly Higher %

Type of Community
Urban/
Suburban

Rural

Mother Tongue
English

French

Other

79%

77%

73%

Democracy as System of Government
n/s

Prefer Democracy

n/s

Canada is governed democratically

61%

45%

n/s

n/s

n/s

Voting gives me a say

59%

50%

60%

48%

55%

Ordinary citizens can influence government

46%

40%

45%

37%

50%

Citizen Role / Impact
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State of Canadian Democracy
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Age:
▪ While Canadians of all ages hold generally similar views when it comes to democracy, important
differences do exist. Those 50+ are more likely to say they prefer democracy but are least likely
to think Canada is being governed democratically.
▪ Generally speaking youth aged 18-24 and older Canadians 65+ are more convinced than those
25-64 that they can play a role in or have an impact on their democracy through voting or making
an effort to influence government. Meanwhile, those 18-24 are least likely to believe that
government ignores the interests of ordinary Canadians in favour of the establishment.

18-24

25-34

35-49

50-64

65+

Prefer Democracy

72%

69%

73%

79%

87%

Canada is governed democratically

68%

61%

60%

51%

56%

Voting gives me a say

64%

54%

54%

53%

62%

Ordinary citizens can influence government

53%

42%

42%

41%

47%

Elected officials care what I think

36%

27%

29%

31%

39%

Gov’t favours Establishment interests

52%

59%

62%

64%

62%

Significantly Higher %

Democracy as System of Government

Citizen Role / Impact
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State of Canadian Democracy
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Education:
▪ Canadians who have completed a university education with a BA or higher are significantly more
likely to hold positive views of democracy in Canada than those with less formal education.
Adequacy of Salary/Household Income
▪ Canadians who say their salary and total household income is enough for them so they have no
major problems have more positive views of how democracy is working in Canada compared to
those who are struggling financially.
Education
Significantly Higher %

Adequacy of Salary

HS or less

Some
Post-Sec

Non-Univ
Credential

BA+

Enough

Not enough

Prefer Democracy

67%

72%

78%

84%

81%

71%

Canada is governed democratically

47%

52%

52%

68%

62%

48%

Voting gives me a say

47%

55%

54%

63%

62%

46%

Ordinary citizens can influence government

39%

41%

39%

51%

49%

36%

Elected officials care what I think

28%

29%

28%

38%

38%

21%

Gov’t favours Establishment interests

63%

63%

66%

57%

57%

69%

Democracy as System of Government

Citizen Role / Impact
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State of Canadian Democracy
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Country of Birth:
▪ Canadians who were born outside Canada, and notably in countries that are not considered full
democracies, express more positive views of how Canada currently functions as a democracy
than people born in Canada. Yet those born in non-democratic countries are also more likely to
say a system of government where a “strong leader” makes decisions without interference from
Parliament or the courts is a “good way” to govern Canada.
▪ Canadians born outside the country are also more inclined to believe that citizens can influence
government if they make an effort. Again, this is more true of those born in flawed democracies or
hybrid regimes which tend to have substantial election irregularities making them less free and
fair.
Born in Canada?
Significantly Higher %

Type of Political System*
Full
Flawed
Democracy Democracy

Hybrid

Authori-taria
n

33%

22%

43%

62%

69%

75%

74%

40%

62%

58%

42%

Yes

No

“Strong Leader” good way to govern Canada

n/s

n/s

9%

Canada is governed democratically

56%

68%

43%

51%

Democracy as System of Government

Citizen Role / Impact
Ordinary citizens can influence government

* Based on The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index
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State of Canadian Democracy
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Canadians who identify with or consider themselves a part of a particular population subgroup do
differ in some respects from each other and from those who have no affiliation with any of the
groups. Newcomers, persons with disabilities, and people in the LGBTQ2S+ community, along
with those who have no group affiliation, are more likely than others to prefer democracy over all
other forms of government
▪ Newcomers are most likely to think Canada is being governed democratically and feel they can
influence government if they make the effort.
▪ On the other hand, those who self-identify as LGBTQ2S+ are most likely to feel that government
ignores the interests of ordinary Canadians in favour of the Establishment.
Person
with
LGBTQ2S+ Newcomer Indigenous
disabilities

None

Visible
minority

Prefer Democracy

80%

67%

77%

78%

83%

64%

Canada is governed democratically

57%

65%

50%

57%

80%

55%

Ordinary citizens can influence government

43%

45%

48%

47%

63%

49%

Gov’t favours Establishment interests

61%

65%

60%

71%

46%

62%

Significantly Higher %

Democracy as System of Government

Citizen Role / Impact
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Overview
❖ Canadians feel quite strongly that Canada should maintain key democratic principles related to
governance and the political process, particularly when it comes to the legitimacy of elections and to
citizens’ right to oppose the majority. A significant majority of the population (76%) believes in the
legitimate transfer of power through elections where losing parties accept defeat and respect the
outcome; most hold strong views on this point. Further. there is solid support for the legitimacy of
dissent in our democracy; 68% of Canadians reject the idea that people who oppose the majority
view are a threat to Canada; again, most hold strong opinions.
❖ However, Canadians hold less strong views when it comes to who they feel should get a say in
government decisions. A slim majority (53%) do not believe Canadian-born citizens should have a
greater say in what government does. However, a full third do believe that those who were born
elsewhere and became citizens should have less say, while the rest hold a more neutral position.
❖ Canadians feel that the current level of democratic protections and freedoms in our country is
sufficient, particularly for freedom of speech (62%) and freedom of the press (60%). This is less true
for gender equality where close to half of Canadians (48%) believe Canada is lacking in equal rights
for men and women. They hold quite mixed views on the protection of minority rights; most (42%)
think current protections are at the right level, but a third believe Canada has “too little” and a quarter
think there is “too much”. Moreover, while a majority of Canadians (56%) are happy with protections
for freedom of religion, almost three-in-ten believe our country offers “too much” in this regard.
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Overview
❖ Socio-Demographic Population Subgroup Differences:
▪ Canadians most likely to stand behind a range of democratic principles include those who live in
British Columbia and/or urban/suburban communities, were born in Canada, have more formal
education, and are financially secure. Quebec residents are more critical than others when it
comes to freedom of religion.
▪ Those most likely to give Canadian-born citizens a greater say in government than those born
outside the country include those who live in Saskatchewan/Manitoba, Quebec, or Atlantic
Canada; are Canadian-born, have less formal education, and are struggling financially.
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Canadians feel strongly that elections outcomes should be
respected, BUT also accept that people can disagree with the
majority
Agree / Disagree
that….?
Free/fair elections have winners and
losers; losers/supporters must
accept they lost election

Those who disagree with the
majority represent a threat to
Canada.

Somewhat
disagree (3)

Strongly
disagree (1,2)

Strongly agree
(6,7)

Somewhat
agree (5)

Q7ab. Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
38
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Slim majority reject idea that Canadian-born citizens should have
greater say in what gov’t does than those born elsewhere; BUT
many hold opposite view
“Canadian citizens born/raised in Canada should have a greater say in what
gov’t does than those who came from another country and became citizens”

Strongly agree (6,7)
Agree
34%
Somewhat agree (5)

Neither agree nor disagree
(4)

Somewhat disagree (3)
Disagree
53%
Strongly disagree (1,2)

Q7d. Do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
39
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Most Canadians believe level of democratic freedoms and protections in
Canada is sufficient; BUT, many perceive inadequacies for gender equality,
and give mixed reviews for minority rights and freedom of religion
Canada has too
little of…

Canada has too
much of…

Equal rights for men & women

Protection of rights for minorities

Freedom to express political views
without fear

Freedom of the press

Freedom of religion

Canada has
about the right
amount of…

46%

42%

62%

60%

56%

Stand out high %
Q3. Do you believe that nowadays in Canada we have way too much, too much, about the right amount, too little, or way too little of ... ?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences
Region:
▪ Quebec and Atlantic Canada residents are slightly more likely than those living elsewhere in the
country to support the notion of free and fair elections. BC residents agree the least.
▪ Few Canadians across all provinces object to the legitimacy of dissent in their democracy.
▪ British Columbia, Ontario and Alberta residents are the least agreeable to the notion that
Canadian born citizens should have a greater say in what the government does than those who
came from another country and became citizens. To contrast, close to 40% of residents in
Saskatchewan/Manitoba, Quebec and Atlantic Canada agree that Canadian born citizens should
have a greater say.
BC

AB

SK/MB

ON

PQ

ATL

Free/fair elections have winners/losers;
losers/supporters must accept they lost

71%

74%

76%

76%

79%

78%

Those who disagree with the majority
represent a threat to Canada

14%

18%

18%

16%

17%

16%

Canadian citizens born/raised in Canada
should have a greater say in government

28%

32%

40%

31%

38%

38%

% Agree

Significantly Higher %
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Age:
▪ While Canadians of all ages hold generally similar views when it comes to key democratic
principles, some differences do exist. Those 65+ are significantly more likely than their younger
counterparts – particularly those 18-24 years of age - to respect the legitimacy of election
outcomes. However, older Canadians are also slightly more likely to consider disagreement with
the majority as a threat to Canada, a view also held more of those in the 25-34 age group.
▪ There are no statistically important differences between age groups on whether or not
Canadian-born citizens should have a greater say in what government does than those born
outside the country.

Significantly Higher %

18-24

25-34

35-49

50-64

65+

Free/fair elections have winners/losers;
losers/supporters must accept they lost

67%

66%

76%

76%

87%

Those who disagree with the majority
represent a threat to Canada

18%

19%

14%

13%

19%

Canadian citizens born/raised in Canada
should have a greater say in government

31%

34%

36%

34%

30%
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences
Education:
▪ Canadians with less formal education (High school or less) view disagreement with the majority as
a threat more so than those with at least some post-secondary education. They are also much
more likely than others to give Canadian-born citizens a greater say in what government does,
more than double the percentage of those with a university degree (BA+).
Adequacy of Salary/Household Income
▪ Canadians who struggle financially are less likely to see the legitimacy of election outcomes as a
valued democratic principle, and they are more likely to feel that Canadian-born citizens should
have a greater say in what government does than those born outside the country.
Education
Significantly Higher %

Adequacy of Salary

HS or less

Some
Post-Sec

Non-Univ
Credential

BA+

Enough

Not enough

Free/fair elections have winners/losers;
losers/supporters must accept they lost

73%

75%

77%

76%

78%

71%

Those who disagree with the majority
represent a threat to Canada

24%

15%

16%

13%

15%

19%

Canadian citizens born/raised in Canada
should have a greater say in government

48%

38%

38%

22%

30%

40%
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Country of Birth:
▪ Canadian-born citizens are more than twice as likely as those born elsewhere to say citizens born
in Canada should have a greater say in what government does than those born outside the
country.
▪ Canadian citizens born in countries with Hybrid or Authoritarian governments are more likely than
those born in fully democratic countries to believe disagreement with the majority may represent a
threat to Canada.

Born in Canada?
Significantly Higher %

Type of Political System*
Full
Flawed
Democracy Democracy

Hybrid

Authori-tari
an

78%

80%

80%

14%

17%

21%

20%

16%

11%

15%

16%

Yes

No

Free/fair elections have winners/losers;
losers/supporters must accept they lost

75%

78%

78%

Those who disagree with the majority
represent a threat to Canada

16%

17%

Canadian citizens born/raised in Canada
should have a greater say in government

37%

14%

* Based on The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Canadians who do not identify with a population subgroup are more likely to believe in the
legitimacy of election outcomes than indigenous or LGBTQ2S+ Canadians.
▪ Those who see themselves as indigenous or part of a visible minority group view disagreement
with the majority as a threat to Canada more than those who identify with other population
subgroups, particularly LGBTQ2S+.
▪ Indigenous Canadians and persons with disabilities are significantly more likely than others to
think Canadian-born citizens should have a greater say in what government does than those
citizens who were born outside the country and became citizens.
Person
with
LGBTQ2S+ Newcomer Indigenous
disabilities

None

Visible
minority

Free/fair elections have winners/losers;
losers/supporters must accept they lost

77%

75%

71%

69%

74%

67%

Those who disagree with the majority
represent a threat to Canada

15%

21%

14%

11%

15%

25%

Canadian citizens born/raised in Canada
should have a greater say in government

33%

29%

42%

29%

17%

43%

Significantly Higher %
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Region:
▪ British Columbians stand out from others across the country for believing Canada has the
appropriate amount of democratic freedoms, notably freedom of the press and religion, as well as
for believing Canada has the right amount of opportunities for political participation.
▪ Quebec residents are less satisfied with the status quo particularly with respect to freedom of
religion and opportunity to participate politically. Indeed, they are twice as likely as Canadians
living elsewhere to think Canada has “too much” freedom of religion.
▪ Albertans are the least satisfied with the ability to express political views without fear and are least
likely to feel the freedom of press, religion and opportunities to participate politically are sufficient.
Significantly Higher %

*Significantly Lower %

BC

AB

SK/MB

ON

PQ

ATL

Freedom to express political views

65%

55%*

62%

63%

65%

61%

Freedom of the press

66%

56%

57%

59%

59%

62%

Opportunities for political participation

57%

53%

50%

53%

43%*

49%

Freedom of religion

64%

56%

57%

62%

39%*

63%

Believe Canada has too much freedom of religion

20%

26%

22%

21%

48%

19%

Believe Canada has “right amount” of…
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Type of Community:
▪ Canadians living in urban or suburban centres share similar overall perspectives with rural
residents in terms of whether they believe Canada has the appropriate level of equality between
sexes, and the protection of minorities.
▪ However, they differ in whether Canada has the right about of democratic freedoms including
freedom to express political views, freedom of the press and freedom of religion.
▪ Canadians in rural communities are more likely to agree that Canadian citizens born and raised in
Canada should have a greater say in what government does than those in urban/suburban
centres.
Type of Community
Significantly Higher %

Urban/
Suburban

Rural

Equality between women and men

46%

45%

Protection of rights for minorities

44%

40%

Freedom to express political views

65%

58%

Freedom of the press

61%

55%

Freedom of religion

58%

52%

Canadian citizens born/raised in Canada should have greater
say in what government does

31%

39%

Believe Canada has right amount of…
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Education:
▪ Canadians who have completed a university education (BA+) are significantly more likely to hold
positive views about Canada’s level of freedom of religion and freedom of expression than those
with less formal education (e.g. High school or less, some post-secondary).
Adequacy of Salary/Household Income
▪ Canadians who feel their salary and household income is sufficient are much more likely than
those who are struggling financially to believe there is the right amount of protections of rights and
freedoms in Canada. The one exception is with freedom of the press, where views are reversed.

Education

Significantly Higher %

Adequacy of Salary

HS or less

Some
Post-Sec

Non-Univ
Credential

BA+

Enough

Not enough

Equal rights for men and women

48%

43%

44%

47%

49%

40%

Protection of rights for minorities

42%

38%

43%

44%

47%

33%

Freedom express political views without fear

55%

58%

62%

67%

66%

56%

Freedom of the press

56%

56%

58%

63%

51%

64%

Freedom of religion

49%

54%

53%

61%

59%

50%

Canada has the ”right amount” of…
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Country of Birth:
▪ Canadians born outside of Canada are more likely to believe that Canada has the right amount of
protection of right for minorities, versus those who are born in Canada.
▪ Canadians born outside the country in non-democratic hybrid regimes are those most likely to
believe that Canada has the right amount of equal rights for men and women, as well as the
protection of rights for minorities.

Born in Canada?
Significantly Higher %

Type of Political System*
Full
Flawed
Democracy Democracy

Hybrid

Authori-taria
n

50%

63%

53%

44%

47%

62%

49%

62%

61%

66%

61%

58%

59%

62%

56%

63%

66%

65%

56%

55%

62%

60%

63%

55%

Yes

No

Equal rights for men and women

45%

50%

41%

Protection of rights for minorities

41%

48%

Freedom express political views without
fear

62%

Freedom of the press
Freedom of religion

Canada has the “right amount” of:

* Based on The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index
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Views on Democratic Principles
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Canadians who identify with or consider themselves a part of a particular population subgroup do
differ in some respects from each other and from those who have no affiliation with any of the
groups. For example:
o Newcomers to Canada are among the most likely of all groups to believe that Canada has the
right amount of rights and freedoms protection across most categories.
o Indigenous Canadians are the least likely of all groups to believe that Canada has the right
amount of freedom of religion.
o Those in the LGBTQ2S+ community are significantly more likely than others to believe Canada
has the right amount of freedom of expression.
Person
with
LGBTQ2S+ Newcomer Indigenous
disabilities

None

Visible
minority

Equal rights for men and women

47%

49%

37%

38%

50%

42%

Protection of rights for minorities

44%

37%

36%

32%

55%

35%

Freedom express political views without fear

64%

59%

59%

70%

57%

45%

Freedom of the press

60%

61%

54%

66%

77%

51%

Freedom of religion

57%

55%

56%

57%

56%

47%

Significantly Higher %

Canada has the ”right amount” of…
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Detailed Findings Appeal of Populism

The Appeal of Populism
– Overview
❖ Canadians demonstrate a certain openness to populist appeals from candidates running for election.
But they also draw some boundaries for those who might play the populist card:
▪ On the one hand, a significant majority (79%) say they would be at least somewhat more likely to
vote for a candidate if they stood up for the “common people” against “the elite”, including
four-in-ten who strongly feel this way. And, just over half the population (53%) would lend their
support to someone who touched their national pride through Canada-first appeals even if doing
so affected relations with our allies; 38% would be less inclined to support a candidate who
adopted this stance.
▪ On the other hand, a strong majority of Canadians (69%) would be at least somewhat more likely
to vote for a candidate who supported the use of experts for making policy (30% strongly).
Further, candidates who attacked the media for bias or producing fake news, or who promoted
strong anti-government views would lose support among a solid majority of Canadians (58% and
71% less likely, respectively). Still, a full three-in-ten say attacking the media would be a motivator
for them to vote for a candidate.
❖ Socio-Demographic Population Subgroup Differences:
▪ Canadians most open to populist appeals by candidates for election include those who are born
outside Canada in non-democratic political systems, have less formal education, and live in
Atlantic Canada, Quebec or Saskatchewan.
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Canadians are susceptible to anti-elite populist and nationalist appeals.
BUT most back using experts to make policy, and are much less open to
attacks on the media or strong anti-government views.
More/less likely to vote for a candidate if
they….?
Stood up for common people
against the elite

Supported the use of experts
for making policy

Put Canada first even if it
negatively affected relations
with our allies
Attacked the media as biased
or producing fake news

Promoted strong
anti-government views
Somewhat less
likely

Much less likely

Much more
likely

Somewhat more
likely

Q8. Thinking about what is important and what is not important to you when deciding what candidate to vote for in an election, would you be more likely or less likely to vote for a
candidate if they...?
Base: All respondents – (N=3,524)
SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 1: State of Democracy & Appeal of Populism (August 2019)

53

What Lies Behind the Appeal of Populism?
– Overview
❖ What lies behind Canadians’ susceptibility to populist appeals? Three broad factors offer some
insights:
▪ First, is the idea that democracy plays favourites, or that not everyone’s interests are considered.
Canadians who believe elected officials don’t care what ordinary people think or who feel
government ignores their interests in favour of the establishment are more inclined to vote for a
candidate who stands up for the common people against the elites than those who feel elected
officials and government are paying attention to them.
▪ Second, is the questioning of the place of minority voices in Canada. Canadians who believe that
Canadian-born citizens should have a greater say in what government does than those born
elsewhere and became citizens are more likely to vote for a candidate who promotes a Canada
first agenda than those who reject this idea. Similarly, those who believe Canada provides “too
much” protection for minority rights are also more inclined to vote for candidates who send
Canada-first signals to the electorate, when compared to those who see “too little” protection.
▪ Third, is the challenge to free speech, freedom of the press and how both relate to dissenting
from the majority view in a democracy. Canadians who feel there is “too much” freedom of the
press in Canada or who believe criticizing the will of the majority represents a threat to Canada
are more open to candidates who attack the media as biased or producing fake news than those
who support press freedoms and the democratic right to dissent.
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Canadians who feel elected officials and government are not
sensitive to their interests are susceptible to populist “common
people vs. elite” appeals
% “much more likely” to vote for candidate who
stood up for common people vs. the elites
Among those who believe…
Elected officials care what ordinary
Canadians think

- 13

Elected officials don’t care what ordinary
Canadians think

Government does not ignore interests of
common people in favour of establishment

-16

Gov’t ignores interests of common people in
favour of establishment

SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 1: State of Democracy & Appeal of Populism (August 2019)

Canadians who place less value on minority rights are more
susceptible to nativist “Canada-First” appeals
% “more likely” to vote for
candidate who puts Canada first
Among those who believe…
Canadian-born citizens should have a greater say in
what government does than those born elsewhere
+ 12

Canadian-born citizens should not have a greater say in
what government does than those born elsewhere

There is too much protection of minority rights
+15

There is too little protection of minority rights

56
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Canadians who place less value on a free press or the legitimacy
of dissent in a democracy are open to attacks on the media
% “more likely” to vote for candidate
who attacks the media as biased
Among those who believe…
There is too much freedom of the press
+ 12

There is too little freedom of the press

Those who disagree with the majority represent
a threat to Canada
Those who disagree with the majority do not
represent a threat to Canada

+10

57
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The Appeal of Populism
– Population Subgroup Differences
Region:
▪ Across all provinces there is consensus that candidates standing up for the average person
against the elite is a highly valued quality that Canadians would look for in a candidate.
Three-quarters or more residents in each province share this view. More than half also approve of
candidates who support the use of experts and putting Canada first regardless of the impact on
relations with our allies, with Quebec residents slightly less likely to do so.
▪ Quebec residents stand out for consistently being the least likely to vote for candidates who take
these stances. However, they are twice as likely to back candidates who attack the media
compared to Canadians living elsewhere in the country.

BC

AB

SK/MB

ON

PQ

ATL

Stood up for common people against elite

81%

81%

80%

79%

75%*

84%

Supported use of experts for making policy

73%

73%

70%

71%

64%*

70%

Put Canada first even if it negatively affected
relations with our allies

55%

56%

57%

54%

49%

50%

Attacked media for bias/producing fake news

21%

25%

27%

24%

49%

18%

Promoted strong anti-government views

14%

17%

18%

17%

15%

15%

Significantly Higher %

*Significantly Lower %

Canadians more likely to vote for a candidate if…
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The Appeal of Populism
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Education:
▪ Canadians with non-university credentials are those most likely to support candidates who stood
up for the common people against the elite.
▪ The likelihood of voting for candidates who support the use of experts for policy making increases
with education.
▪ Canadians with high school or less are slightly more inclined than others to say they would be
more likely to vote for a candidate who promoted strong anti-government views.
Adequacy of Salary/Household Income – no significant differences.
Education

Significantly Higher %

Adequacy of Salary

HS or less

Some
Post-Sec

Non-Univ
Credential

BA+

Enough

Not enough

Stood up for common people against elite

79%

81%

84%

75%

78%

82%

Supported use of experts for making policy

61%

67%

71%

74%

71%

68%

Put Canada first even if it negatively
affected relations with our allies

54%

53%

56%

51%

53%

53%

Attacked the media as biased

30%

29%

29%

29%

29%

30%

Promoted strong anti-government views

20%

15%

16%

15%

15%

19%

More likely to vote for a candidate if they…
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The Appeal of Populism
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Country of Birth:
▪ Canadian-born citizens are slightly more likely than those born outside the country to vote for a
candidate who stood up for common people against the elite.
▪ Canadians born in countries with either hybrid or authoritarian regimes are more likely to vote for
candidates who promoted strong anti-government views.
▪ Those born in authoritarian regimes are also more likely to support candidates who attack the
media as being biased or for producing fake news.

Born in Canada?
Significantly Higher %

Type of Political System*
Full
Flawed
Democracy Democracy

Hybrid

Authori-taria
n

79%

75%

73%

70%

75%

63%

67%

50%

46%

48%

62%

51%

30%

29%

27%

27%

28%

37%

16%

16%

9%

17%

25%

23%

Yes

No

Stood up for common people against elite

80%

75%

73%

Supported use of experts for making policy

69%

70%

Put Canada first even if it negatively
affected relations with our allies

54%

Attacked the media as biased/fake news
Promoted strong anti-government views

More likely to vote for a candidate if they…

* Based on The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index
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The Appeal of Populism
– Population Subgroup Differences (cont.)
Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ The vast majority of Canadians who identify with a specific population group say they would vote
for a candidate who stood up for common people against the elite; newcomers were less likely to
hold this view.
▪ Canadians in the LGBTQ2S+ community are those most likely to vote for candidates who support
the use of experts for making policy.
▪ Indigenous Canadians are more open to other populist appeals than those in other groups,
specifically “Canada-first” and strong “anti-government” positions.
Person
with
LGBTQ2S+ Newcomer Indigenous
disabilities

None

Visible
minority

Stood up for common people against elite

79%

80%

81%

85%

70%

83%

Supported use of experts for making policy

70%

71%

66%

74%

69%

68%

Put Canada first even if it negatively
affected relations with our allies

53%

55%

54%

44%

45%

60%

Attacked the media as biased/fake news

30%

28%

28%

22%

29%

33%

Promoted strong anti-government views

15%

18%

12%

21%

21%

32%

Significantly Higher %

More likely to vote for a candidate if they…
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