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INCREASED POLARIZATION ON ATTITUDES TO IMMIGRATION 

RESHAPING THE POLITICAL LANDSCAPE IN CANADA 
 

[Ottawa – April 15, 2019] In Canada, attitudes to immigration have never been a critical ballot 

booth issue. Unlike in America or Europe, where they have been deeply divisive the differences in 

Canada have been more moderate and there has been a political agreement on a broadly open 

policy on immigration. There have been significant differences across partisan boundaries, but 

they have not shaped election outcomes in a significant manner. This may be changing in 

important ways that reflect broader shifts in public outlook. 

 

Our research is examining the evolution of what we have called ordered or authoritarian 

populism. This is a fairly recent and powerful force redefining the nature of politics in much of the 

advanced western world. The issue of immigration is receiving increased public salience and is at 

the forefront of much of the authoritarian populist movements. We intend to connect shifting 

attitudes to these broader forces and the survey we have just completed includes several 

indicators designed to measure that outlook. We will be presenting these in the coming weeks 

but our purpose here is to focus on attitudes to immigration in general, and attitudes to 

immigration shaped on race. 

 

These attitudes are very much entangled in the broader ordered populist outlook and that 

outlook strongly predicts these attitudes. It also increasingly predicts voter preferences and it 

represents a very different dynamic than what we have seen in the past. The traditional left-right 

axis has been transformed into a new contest about the future. The desire to restrict immigration 

and, in particular, immigration of non-whites, is an expression of this authoritarian reflex which 

has produced increased hostility to outgroups and a vocal desire to curtail immigration, 

particularly non-white immigration.  

 

What is extremely important is to note that opposition to immigration in general – and visible 

minority immigration in particular – is not up dramatically. What is dramatic is the level of 

ideological and partisan polarization on this issue. This also connects to similar irreconcilable 

differences on a range of other key policy issues that will be at the core of the coming election. 

Immigration attitude have become much more polarized and our research suggests that they are 

sorting voter choices in ways that we have never seen before in Canada. 

 

The two questions on immigration are part of a long-term tracking program that we have 

conducted for about 25 years. A couple of critical points are evident in the chart below. First, 

opposition to immigration in general is up somewhat, but lower than in the mid-90s. What is up 

more significantly is opposition to the incidence of immigrants who are members of visible 

minorities. Recognizing the difficulties associated with the term visible minority, we retain the 

term in order to not disrupt the long-term tracking. We also note that in our experimental testing 

the term ‘non-white’ produces the same results as visible minority. 
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NOTE: *EKOS began using IVR in 2009, which allows respondents to submit their responses anonymously 
to a machine, rather than a live interviewer. Through experimental testing, we have determined that 
opposition to immigration increases by approximately 13 points when the question is asked under 
IVR. To compensate for this distortion, we have adjusted the pre-2009 results by 13 points.

Attitudes to immigration/minorities (adjusted)
Q. In your opinion do you feel that there are too few, too many or about the right number of immigrants 

coming to Canada?

Q. Forgetting about the overall number of immigrants coming to Canada, OF THOSE WHO COME would 

you say there are too few, too many or the right amount who are MEMBERS OF VISIBLE MINORITIES?

% indicating too many

BASE: Canadians (half-sample); April 3-11, 2019, n=538/507, MOE +/- 4.2/4.4%, 19 times out of 20  
 

While general opposition to immigration is not that different over the past several years, the 

incidence of those thinking there are too many visible minorities is up significantly and no longer 

trails opposition to general immigration (as it has historically). Racial discrimination is now an 

equally important factor in views about immigration than the broader issue of immigration. We 

pointedly asked the second question independently of the levels issue. It asked respondents to 

consider the incidence of those who were coming who weren’t white. The broader concerns 

about job competition, pressure on social programs, etc., are not as much a factor at play in this 

test. 

 

While these shifts are interesting and significant it is the heightened polarization which is the 

more important finding. 

 

The next graph shows the tracking of answers to this question by party support. We can see that 

things are vividly different today than in the recent past. Whereas there were modest but 

significant differences in the past between Conservative and other voters, these have increased 

dramatically. The biggest gap is the yawning divide across Liberal and Conservative voters; from 

a fairly modest 47/34 in 2013 to a huge 69/15 in the most recent poll. This massive divide is also 

sorting voter choices in our related analyses in ways that it never did in the past. 
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We believe that these shifts are a reflection of a wider shift which has seen an ordered populism 

emerging in Canada,1 as it has in many other advanced western societies. This has been seen as 

a ‘cultural backlash’ by Norris and Inglehart2 or the resurgence of an authoritarian outlook noted 

by Stenner and Haidt3 and several other important academics. The key drivers are economic 

stagnation and the burgeoning acceleration of inequality at the top of the economic pyramid, a 

sense of loss of privilege and identity status and a magnified sense that the external world is 

newly threatening. This view gives precedence to obedience over creativity (when raising a 

child), morality over reason, good behaviour over questioning authority. It is linked to stronger 

support for increasing police powers to deal with security, anti-globalization sentiments and a 

general desire to pull up the drawbridge and return to a ‘greater’ more secure past. 

 

It also very strongly linked to deep reservations to immigration, particularly non-white 

immigration. It is quite different from traditional status quo conservatism or small government, 

free market conservatism. It is an extremely emotionally powerful force and it is clearly at work 

in Canada as it is in other western countries. 

 

Understanding these forces and the correct public policy responses is a central challenge. So far, 

this has been a puzzle which has eluded most of the societies where it is unfolding. 

                                                 
1 EKOS Research Associates. “Open versus Ordered: Cultural Expressions of the New Outlook”. October 10, 2017. Available online at: 

http://bit.ly/2Xix5t7 

2 Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart. “Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and the Rise of Authoritarian-populism”. New York, NY: 

Cambridge University Press, 2019. 

3 Karen Stenner and Jonathan Haidt. “Authoritarianism is not a Momentary Madness, but an Eternal Dynamic Within Liberal 

Democracies”. In Cass R. Sunstein, Can It Happen Here?, Harvard University Press, 2018, Pages 175-219. 
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Q. Forgetting about the overall number of immigrants coming to 
Canada, OF THOSE WHO COME would you say there are too 

few, too many or the right amount who are MEMBERS OF 

VISIBLE MINORITIES?

Attitudes to minorities by region

Note: Due to the small sample sizes, results for Manitoba and Saskatchewan are not displayed
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*Due to the small sample sizes, these results should be interpreted with caution.
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Attitudes to Visible Minorities 

Q. [HALF-SAMPLE ONLY] Forgetting about the overall number of immigrants coming to Canada, of those who 
come would you say there are too few, too many or the right amount who are members of visible minorities? 

 Too few About right Too many DK/NR 
Sample 

Size 

Margin of 
Error 
(+/-) 

NATIONALLY 11.5% 42.6% 39.9% 6.0% 507 4.4 

REGION       

British Columbia 13.3% 48.1% 30.9% 7.7% 102 9.7 

Alberta 7.7% 33.3% 55.8% 3.2% 71 11.6 

Saskatchewan 0.0% 20.5% 73.7% 5.8% 17 23.8 

Manitoba 0.0% 57.4% 42.6% 0.0% 15 25.3 

Ontario 11.3% 39.3% 45.6% 3.8% 185 7.2 

Quebec 12.8% 48.7% 30.4% 8.1% 76 11.2 

Atlantic Canada 21.6% 40.7% 21.1% 16.6% 41 15.3 

GENDER       

Male 12.7% 43.8% 38.4% 5.1% 261 6.1 

Female 9.6% 42.9% 41.9% 5.7% 232 6.4 

AGE       

<35 16.1% 42.3% 38.0% 3.6% 54 13.3 

35-49 12.3% 37.9% 44.7% 5.2% 78 11.1 

50-64 8.0% 43.1% 43.6% 5.3% 167 7.6 

65+ 8.9% 50.4% 32.7% 8.0% 201 6.9 

EDUCATION       

High school or less 8.0% 33.4% 51.1% 7.5% 122 8.9 

College or CEGEP 6.9% 43.4% 46.0% 3.6% 183 7.2 

University or higher 18.4% 49.3% 27.5% 4.8% 194 7.0 

SOCIAL CLASS       

Poor 16.0% 28.2% 43.3% 12.5% 41 15.3 

Working class 4.7% 37.8% 53.3% 4.2% 166 7.6 

Middle class 15.5% 47.0% 32.2% 5.4% 269 6.0 

Upper class 10.0% 62.5% 27.4% 0.0% 23 20.4 

FEDERAL VOTE INTENTION       

Liberal Party 12.6% 68.3% 15.2% 4.0% 117 9.1 

Conservative Party 2.0% 22.6% 68.9% 6.6% 180 7.3 

NDP 27.2% 44.4% 27.0% 1.4% 60 12.7 

Green Party 20.8% 49.9% 28.4% 0.8% 49 14.0 

VISIBLE MINORITY       

Member of a visible minority 18.4% 30.8% 42.8% 8.0% 53 13.5 
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Methodology: 
 

This survey was conducted using High Definition Interactive Voice Response (HD-IVR™) 

technology, which allows respondents to enter their preferences by punching the keypad on their 

phone, rather than telling them to an operator. In an effort to reduce the coverage bias of 

landline only RDD, we created a dual landline/cell phone RDD sampling frame for this research. 

As a result, we are able to reach those with a landline and cellphone, as well as cellphone-only 

households and landline-only households. 

 

The field dates for this survey are April 3-11, 2019. In total, a random sample of 1,045 Canadians 

aged 18 and over responded to the survey. The margin of error associated with the total sample 

is +/- 3.0 percentage points, 19 times out of 20. 

 

Please note that the margin of error increases when the results are sub-divided (i.e., error 

margins for sub-groups such as region, gender, age, education). All the data have been 

statistically weighted by age, gender, and region to ensure the sample’s composition reflects that 

of the actual population of Canada according to Census data. 


