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Executive Summary
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❖ 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:

Evaluation of the Performance of Canadian Democracy
Commitment to Democracy as a System of Government
Views on Democratic Values & Citizens Role in Democracy
Trust in Institutions
Participation in Democracy 
Engagement in Community
Perceptions of the Impact of Disinformation on Democracy
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 3,524 Canadians. For comparison purposes only, a 
probability sample of 3,524 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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Participation in Democratic & Community Activities

❖ Canadians are committed to democracy through their participation in democratic activities – a solid 
majority (62%) follow the news regularly, and vote in most elections.  Many have also engaged actively 
or passively in a wide range of activities based on their concern or interest in a policy or cause.  Despite 
this, a sizeable number feel Canada has too few opportunities for political participation (44%) and 
insufficient civic education where citizens would learn about their rights and responsibilities (60%).
▪ Canadians with more positive views of their role in their democracy (i.e. voting matters, they can 

influence government, elected officials care what they think) are more active democratically and in a 
wider range of activities.

❖ Many Canadians are also active in their community through volunteering with an organization (45%), 
attending cultural/ethnic events (38%) or neighbourhood meetings (31%), working with others to solve a 
community problem (34%), or participating in a neighbourhood project (25%).  
▪ Canadians who are active in their community are more likely than those not active to: prefer 

democracy as a form of government, see representative democracy is a good way to govern 
Canada, feel they can have an impact on government, and trust key democratic institutions and 
actors.

❖ Socio-Demographic Population Subgroup Differences:
▪ The most democratically engaged Canadians tend to be: British Columbia residents, English mother 

tongue, younger (18-24) or older (65+), born outside Canada in other democratic countries, part of 
the LGBTQ2S+ or indigenous communities, university graduates, and financially stable.

▪ Canadians who are most active in their community live in British Columbia, in rural areas, tend to be 
younger (18-24), have a higher level of formal education (BA+), an adequate level of salary and 
household income to meet their lifestyle/needs, or self-identify as Indigenous or visible minority.
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Trust in Democratic Institutions & Actors

❖ The Supreme Court (67%) and universities (66%) top the list of most trusted institutions. They are 
followed by elections (58%) and the civil service (51%); fewer trust Parliament (45%) and the media 
(38%). Overall, Canadians hold only moderate rather than strong trust in their democratic institutions.

❖ Canadians trust academics (65%) and judges (63%) most, followed by civil servants and journalists, 
who are trusted by just under half of the Canadian population.  Elected officials are least trusted (34%). 
By comparison, Canadians display high levels of trust for people in their neighbourhood (65%) and 
people with a different ethnic background than their own (59%).

❖ What increases trust?
▪ Canadians’ trust in democratic institutions and actors increases the more they feel that: they can 

influence government, voting makes a difference to how government runs things, and elected officials 
care what they think. Trust also increases the more Canadians believe their country is being 
governed democratically.  On the other hand, trust is negatively affected if Canadians believe 
government ignores their interests in favour of the establishment.

❖ How does increased trust impact views of democracy?
▪ The greater trust Canadians have in their democratic institutions and actors, the more they prefer 

democracy as a form of government, the more they see representative democracy as a “very good 
way” to govern Canada, and the more they are actively engaged in democratic activities.

▪ Increased trust also reduces the appeal of anti-government, anti-elite, and Canada-first populist 
messages from election candidates, and it is associated with a lesser belief that government works 
more for the interests of the establishment than for ordinary Canadians.  
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❖ Is Canadian Democratic Culture Polarized?
▪ Canada’s democracy does not display any significant tendency towards political polarization. Just 

15% say they feel “angry” towards people who have different political views from their own.  Most – 
70% - display low anger.

❖ Socio-Demographic Population Subgroup Differences
▪ Canadians most likely to trust democratic institutions include those who live in Quebec, live in 

urban/suburban communities, are male, 65+ years of age, French mother tongue, are newcomers to 
Canada, born in countries with flawed democratic political systems, are university educated, and are 
financially stable.

▪ Canadians most likely to trust democratic actors include those who live in Quebec and Atlantic 
Canada, live in urban/suburban communities, are 65+ years of age, English or French mother 
tongue, are newcomers to Canada, born in countries with either full or flawed democratic political 
systems, are university educated, and are financially stable.



SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 2:  Trust, Participation, and Belonging  (August 2019)

Sense of Belonging

❖ Canadians have a strong sense of belonging to the “geographic spaces” in which they live. More than 
eight-in-ten feel connected to Canada or to their province/territory; just over seven-in-ten share the 
same attachment to their neighbourhood. 

❖ People with a strong sense of belonging are more likely than those with weaker connectedness to:
▪ Prefer democracy as a form of government (8-in-10 vs. 7-in-10)
▪ Believe voting gives them a say in how government runs things (6-in-10 vs. 4-in-10)
▪ Feel they can influence what government does if they make the effort (5-in-10 vs. 3-in-10)
▪ Trust democratic institutions (6-in-10 vs. 4-in-10)
▪ Trust democratic actors (5-in-10 vs. 4-in-10)
▪ Engage in community activities (4-in-10 vs. 3-in-10)
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Participation in Democratic & Community Activities

Canadians demonstrate commitment to democracy through a fairly robust level 
of involvement in a range of democratic activities, even though they mostly take 
part in more “passive” actions rather than being on the frontlines of activism.  
Their level and intensity of participation in democratic activities is very much 
impacted by whether or not they feel they can make a difference, and by how 
much they perceive elected officials pay attention to their views.

Canadians are active in their local community. This engagement is associated 
with a stronger preference for democracy as a form of government, a more 
positive evaluation of representative democracy, a stronger believe that they 
have a role to play in democratic processes, and a greater trust in key 
democratic institutions and actors.

Trust in Democratic Institutions & Actors

Canadians display a lukewarm level of trust in democratic institutions and 
actors, particularly with respect to the media, Parliament, journalists, and elected 
officials. Trust is very much dependent upon Canadians’ views of who benefits 
from democracy and whether they believe they have a role to play in their 
democracy or can have influence on how it works.
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Trust in Democratic Institutions & Actors (cont.)

Trust is an important building block of Canadian democracy.  It is positively 
associated with Canadians’ preference for and commitment to democracy as a 
system of government, as well as their engagement in democratic activities. It 
also helps to undermine the view that democracy ignores citizens’ interests in 
favour of the establishment and dampens the appeal of populist messages.

Canadians do not display a high degree of polarization based on anger towards 
those who do not share their political views.

Sense of Belonging

Canadians have a strong sense of belonging to the “geographic spaces” in 
which they live – Canada, province/territory, neighbourhood.  Their 
connectedness is positively associated with a stronger preference for 
democracy as a form of government, a more positive evaluation of 
representative democracy, a stronger believe that they have a role to play in 
democratic processes, and a greater trust in key democratic institutions and 
actors.



Background & Methodology



SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 2:  Trust, Participation, and Belonging  (August 2019)

❖ 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:
Engage and leverage expertise and assets of community partners, democracy thought leaders, 
and the academic community in the Project’s implementation.
Understand and explore the commitment Canadians have to democracy.
Develop a set of key and relevant indicators to measure the impact of Project activities.
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.
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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❖ 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:

Evaluation of the Performance of Canadian Democracy
Commitment to Democracy as a System of Government
Views on Democratic Values & Citizens Role in Democracy
Trust in Institutions
Participation in Democracy 
Engagement in Community
Perceptions of the Impact of Disinformation on Democracy
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 3,524 Canadians. Of these, 2,714 were completed 
online and 810 via phone using a random digit dialing methodology. For comparison purposes only, a 
probability sample of 3,524 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.
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❖ 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.
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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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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.



Detailed Findings



Participation in Canada’s 
Democracy
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❖ As a first sign of their participation in Canada’s democracy, Canadians express solid interest in news 
and information about politics and policy issues affecting them.  A solid majority says they follow the 
news on these subjects at least several times a week while a third are less frequent news 
consumers; fewer than 1-in-10 never pay attention to the news on politics and public issues.

❖ Canadians can also be described as “regular voters”, with more than eight-in-ten saying they vote in 
every election or most elections across all levels of government.  Few are non- or lapsed voters.

❖ Canadians are engaged in democratic activities to address a particular policy or issue they are 
concerned about. Indeed, just 7% say they have never taken part in any of the 13 democratic 
activities tested in this survey, and 10% have not done so in the past 12 months.  Of those 
Canadians who have participated in democratic activities:
▪ The most frequent activities are those where residents connect more “passively” with the 

democratic system (e.g. looked at a variety of news/information sources to get different points of 
view, signed a petition, or answered a government survey). On average, almost seven-in-ten 
Canadians have ever done these activities; six-in-ten have done so in the past 12 months.

▪ Fewer have been “somewhat active” in reaching out to “contact points” in our democracy, i.e. 
posting comments online, contacting elected officials, advocacy groups, or the media, or joining a 
boycott of a company.  A third, on average, have ever done these activities; close to one-in-four in 
the past 12 months.

▪ And, fewer still have been “more active” in democratic activities through more direct or frontline 
participation – attending a public consultation meeting, actively trying to get others to take political 
action, participating in an organized protest or demonstration, volunteering in an election 
campaign, or volunteering for a group to advance a cause.  More than a quarter, on average, have 
ever done these activities; one-in-six in the past 12 months.
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❖ Socio-Demographic Population Differences:
▪ The most democratically engaged Canadians tend to be: British Columbia residents, English 

mother tongue, younger (18-24) or older (65+), born outside Canada in other democratic 
countries, part of the LGBTQ2S+ or indigenous communities, university graduates, and financially 
stable.
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…

Frequent
61%

Less frequent
39%
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Regular Voter
86%

Non-Voter
15%

Voting behaviour in elections at all levels of 
government
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Participated “ever” or “in past 12 months” in relation to a particular policy 
or issue?

“Active”

Somewhat 
“Active”

More 
“Passive”
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Canada has too 
little of…

Canada has too 
much of… Canada has 

about the right 
amount of…
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❖ Canadians’ participation in democratic activities is very much affected by how they perceive their 
democracy is working.  This is shown in three ways:
▪ Voting Matters.  Those who believe voting gives them a say in how government runs things are 

more active in a range of activities than those who feel voting makes no difference to what 
government does.

▪ Influencing Government is Possible.  Canadians who think their efforts to influence government 
are likely to bear fruit are also more likely to take part in many activities than those who believe 
they cannot do much to influence government even if they make an effort.

▪ Elected Officials Care what Ordinary Canadians Think.  Those who feel elected officials pay 
attention to what they think are more likely to get involved in a range of activities compared to 
those who believe their representatives are not sensitive to citizens’ views.

❖ It is notable that these three factors have their greatest impact on Canadians’ participation in 
democratic activities that require a more active level of engagement – e.g. volunteering with a group 
to advance a cause, actively trying to get others to engage in political action, attending a public 
meeting, and volunteering in an election campaign.
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Percentage point difference (working vs. not working) in number of 
Canadians who have “ever done” each activity based on perceptions of how 

democracy is working
…
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❖ Overall, Canadians from all regions of the country and all socio-demographic population groups 
share similar tendencies towards participation in democratic activities. However, important 
differences in perceptions of democracy emerge between some groups.

Region:
▪ Generally, British Columbians are among the most democratically active Canadians, standing out 

for having engaged in a number of activities in their lifetime. Residents of Saskatchewan/Manitoba 
and Atlantic Canada have been less active overall.
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Mother Tongue:
▪ Canadians whose mother tongue is English are more active across a wide range of democratic 

activities than other language groups in Canada.  French mother tongue individuals are those 
most likely to feel they have too few opportunities for political participation.
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Age:
▪ Older (65+) and younger Canadians (18-24) are among the most active people in terms of the 

type of democratic activity in which they have taken part.  Youth are, however, more inclined to be 
engaged in more “movement-oriented” actions (advance a cause, get others politically active, 
posting comments online, etc.) while older people are more likely to get involved in more 
institutional political processes (elections, public consultations, contacting elected officials, etc.).
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Education:
▪ Canadians who have completed a university education with a BA or higher are more active across 

the full range of democratic activities. Some examples are in the table below.

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 been involved in more active democratic activities than who are struggling 
financially.
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Country of Birth:
▪ There are few differences in the degree to which Canadians born in the country take part in 

democratic activities compared to those who have come from other countries.  However, among 
those who have emigrated to Canada, those most active democratically are people who have 
come from countries with strong democratic practices and traditions, who are slightly less likely 
than the Canadian-born to feel there are few opportunities for political participation.
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Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Canadians from the LGBTQS+ or indigenous communities are more active across a range of 

democratic activities, particularly compared to those with no particular group affiliation. 
LGBTQ2S+ are most likely to decry the lack of opportunities for political participation.
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❖ Canadians are engaged in their local communities through a variety of activities. Most notably, in the 
past 12 months, three quarters have visited their local library, community centre or recreation centre, 
and close to half have volunteered their time to an organization.  Many have also attended a 
cultural/ethnic event put on by a cultural or ethnic group different than their own (38%), worked with 
others in their community to solve a problem (34%), or attended a neighbourhood or community 
meeting (31%).  Fewer have participated in a neighbourhood or community project such as a 
neighbourhood clean-up or community garden (25%).  In all, just 15% say they have not done any of 
these activities over the past 12 months.

❖ Socio-Demographic Population Differences
▪ Canadians who are most active in their community live in British Columbia, in rural areas, tend to 

be younger (18-24), have a higher level of formal education (BA+), an adequate level of salary 
and household income to meet their lifestyle/needs, or self-identify as Indigenous or visible 
minority.
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% Who have … in past 12 months in their community
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Region:
▪ Quebec residents were the least likely to have engaged in any community activities in the past 12 

months whether volunteering, visiting local community institutions, or attending meetings and in 
their community. Almost a quarter did not take part in any activities.

▪ Generally, British Columbians were the most active in their community, notably through their visits 
to local institutions, attending meetings and cultural events, and working with others to solve 
problems in their community.

…
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Type of Community:
▪ Canadians living in rural communities were generally more active in their communities over the 

past 12 months than those residing in urban or suburban areas.
▪ A notable difference, however, is that urban Canadians were much more likely to have attended a 

cultural or ethnic event put on by a cultural or ethnic group different from their own

…
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Age:
▪ Younger Canadians (18-24) were among the most active people in their communities over the 

past 12 months. Notably, they were more likely than their older counterparts to have volunteered 
their time to an organization, attended cultural or ethnic events put on by groups with different 
cultural or ethnic background from their own, and worked with others to solve a community 
problem.

▪ Canadians in the 50-64 age range were among the least active age groups over the past 12 
months.

…
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Education:
▪ Level of education is strongly associated with engagement in community.  Canadians with more 

formal education (BA or higher) were much more likely to have engaged in community activities in 
the past 12 months than those with high school or less education.

Adequacy of Salary/Household Income
▪ Canadians who say their salary/household allows them to meet their financial needs were more 

likely to have participated in their community than those who feel they do not have enough.

…
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Country of Birth:
▪ Generally speaking, Canadians’ engagement in their community is not related to their country of 

birth or its political system.  However, those born outside Canada are more likely to have attended 
a cultural event in the past 12 months.  And, being born in a fully democratic country rather than a 
non-democratic country is more strongly associated with volunteering time to an organization and 
attending neighbourhood meetings.

…
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Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Generally speaking, Canadians who self-identify as Indigenous are among the most active in their 

communities, with visible minorities also more active than others.  In particular, these two groups 
were more likely to have volunteered time to an organization in their community in the past 12 
months. Indigenous Canadians also worked with others to solve a problem in their community, 
attended a community meeting, and participated in a community project.

▪ Overall, persons with disabilities were the least active in their community in the past 12 months.

…
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❖ There is evidence from the survey findings of a relationship between Canadians’ engagement in 
community activities and their views of democracy.  Three main trends define the nature of the 
relationship:
▪ Stronger Preference for Democracy.  Eight-in-ten Canadians who participated in community 

activities in the past 12 months prefer democracy over all other forms of government compared to 
approximately seven-in-ten of those who did not participate in their community.  Further, a third of 
those engaged in their community believe representative democracy is a “very good way” to 
govern Canadas, compared to approximately one-in-five of those who were not active in their 
community.

▪ Perceived Greater Role in/Impact on Democracy.  Among Canadians who were engaged in 
their community over the past 12 months, over six-in-ten believe voting gives them a say in how 
government runs things compared to approximately half who were not engaged.  Further, half of 
those who took part in a range of community activities think they can influence what government 
does if they make the effort compared to about four-in-ten of those not active in their community.

▪ Greater Trust in Democratic Institutions & Actors. Canadians who participated in a range of 
community activities over the past 12 months were more likely to say they trusted Parliament, 
elections, and elected officials than those who did not take part in the activities.
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❖ Canadians express overall moderate levels of trust in their democratic institutions and actors. They 
have less trust in those closest to the front lines of politics – i.e. elected officials – than those who are 
the arbiters of justice or knowledge and their respective institutions.
▪ First, the Supreme Court tops the list with two-thirds saying they trust this institution, sharing top 

spot with universities.  By comparison, a majority of the Canadian population trusts elections in 
this country (58%), and Canada’s civil service (51%).  By comparison, over four-in-ten feel the 
same way about Parliament (45%), the main democratic decision-making body while fewer trust 
the media (38%).

▪ Second, Canadians display similar levels of trust in key democratic actors who work in the 
institutions, with academics (65%) and judges (63%) in the top tier.  Further down are civil 
servants and journalists who are trusted by just under half of the Canadian population.  Elected 
officials occupy the bottom spot in the trust barometer, with one third of Canadians saying they 
trust those who represent them.

▪ Third, there is general alignment in the trust numbers between the institutions and their respective 
actors.  There are two exceptions; fewer Canadians trust elected officials than elections or 
Parliament, and a greater number trust journalists than trust the media.

▪ Fourth, Canadians display high levels of trust for people in their neighbourhood (65%) and people 
with a different ethnic background than their own (59%).  While not democratic actors per se, this 
does speak to a spirit of openness to others evident in Canada’s democratic culture.



SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 2:  Trust, Participation, and Belonging  (August 2019)

❖ Socio-Demographic Population Subgroup Differences:
▪ Canadians most likely to trust democratic institutions include those who live in Quebec, live in 

urban/suburban communities, are male, are 65+ years of age, have French as a mother tongue, 
are newcomers to Canada, were born in countries with flawed democratic political systems, are 
university educated, and are financially stable.

▪ Canadians most likely to trust democratic actors include those who live in Quebec and Atlantic 
Canada, live in urban/suburban communities, are 65+ years of age, have English or French as a 
mother tongue, are newcomers to Canada, were born in countries with either full or flawed 
democratic political systems, are university educated, and are financially stable.



SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 2:  Trust, Participation, and Belonging  (August 2019)

Trust “a lot” Trust 
“somewhat”

Trust “not at 
all”

Trust “not 
much”

To what extent do you 
trust….?



SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 2:  Trust, Participation, and Belonging  (August 2019)

Trust “a lot” Trust 
“somewhat”

Trust “not at 
all”

Trust “not 
much”

To what extent do you 
trust….?



SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 2:  Trust, Participation, and Belonging  (August 2019)

Trust “a lot” Trust 
“somewhat”

% who trust democratic 
institutions

% who trust democratic 
actors

Trust “a lot” Trust 
“somewhat”

versu
s



SFU Morris J. Wosk Centre for Dialogue – Canadians’ Views on Democracy – Report 2:  Trust, Participation, and Belonging  (August 2019)

Region:
▪ The Supreme Court and universities have the trust of a majority of Canadians across all 

provinces.  Fewer than half trust Parliament or the media.
▪ Quebec residents are notable for their higher levels of trust in Canada’s democratic institutions 

than Canadians living in other provinces. This is particularly true for their trust in universities, 
Parliament and the media.

▪ The Prairie provinces have the lowest levels of trust towards democratic institutions in Canada, 
particularly the media among Albertans and the Supreme Court among Saskatchewan and 
Manitoba residents.

…
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Type of Community:
▪ Canadians from suburban and urban communities are significantly more trusting of all democratic 

institutions compared to those living in rural communities. 
▪ The largest “trust gap” between urban/suburban and rural communities is with respect to elections 

(9 points), Parliament (8 points), and the civil service (8 points).

…
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Sex:
▪ Men are generally more likely to trust several of Canada’s democratic institutions, but notably 

elections and the Supreme Court (9-point “trust gap” for both institutions).

Mother Tongue
▪ Canadians whose mother tongue is French have higher levels of trust in in three institutions – 

universities, Parliament, and the media.  Their trust in Parliament is notably higher compared to 
those with English mother tongue, and for the media, it is higher compared to those who have a 
mother tongue other than English or French.

…
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Age:
▪ Canadians 65 years of age or more have substantially higher levels of trust in Canada’s 

democratic institutions than those in all other age categories. They are also the only age category 
where over 50% of respondents indicated they trusted the media.

▪ To contrast, younger Canadians (18-34) have the lowest levels of trust in several of Canada’s 
democratic institutions, but notably the media, the Supreme Court, and elections.

…
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Education:
▪ Canadians who have completed a university education (BA+) are significantly more likely to trust 

democratic institutions within Canada, by a large margin and in all cases.

Adequacy of Salary/Household Income
▪ Canadians who say their salary and total household income is enough for them so they have no 

major financial problems are also more likely to have trust in Canada’s democratic institutions.  
This is particularly true for trust in elections where the “trust gap” is 20 percentage points and 
Parliament (19-points).

…
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Country of Birth:
▪ Those born outside of Canada are more likely than Canadian-born citizens to trust Canada’s 

democratic institutions, particularly the civil service and Parliament. 
▪ People born in countries with political systems described as a ‘flawed”* are those most likely to 

trust the full set of democratic institutions in Canada. 
▪ Canadians who were born in places with ’authoritarian’ regimes were the least likely to trust most 

institutions, in particular the media.

…
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Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Canadians who consider themselves “newcomers” to the country are most likely to trust in every 

institution except the media, where their trust level is the lowest especially when compared to 
individuals in the LGBTQ2S+ community.

…
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Region:
▪ Canadians living in Atlantic Canada and Quebec are more trusting of most democratic actors than 

people in other regions of the country.
▪ Journalists enjoy higher trust levels among Ontario, Quebec, and Atlantic Canada residents while 

civil servants are least trusted in Quebec and Saskatchewan/Manitoba.
▪ Canadians in British Columbia, Saskatchewan/Manitoba and Atlantic Canada are more likely to 

trust people with a different ethnic background from their own than those living elsewhere in the 
country, notably Quebec.  

…
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Type of Community:
▪ Canadians from urban and suburban communities are more trusting of democratic actors than 

rural residents. All communities are trusting of academics and judges, but are more skeptical of 
civil servants, journalists, and elected officials.

▪ The largest “trust gap” between urban/suburban and rural is with journalists (9 percentage points)

…
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Sex:
▪ Men and women differ little in their trust of most democratic actors. The one exception is 

journalists, where more men than women say they trust them.

Mother Tongue
▪ Canadians whose mother tongue is English or French have higher levels of trust in most 

democratic actors when compared to those with other mother tongues.  However, French 
Canadians trust elected officials more than those in other language groups; yet they are less likely 
to trust civil servants.

…
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Age:
▪ Canadians 65 years of age or more have the highest levels of trust in democratic actors, as well 

as their neighbours.  However, like those in other age groups, less than half trust elected officials.
▪ 18-24-year-olds have the highest levels of trust towards people with a different ethnic background. 

However, they are least trustful of their neighbours by a substantial margin compared to those 65+ 
(21 percentage points).

▪ Journalists and elected officials are the least trusted democratic actors; journalists are less trusted 
by those under 50 whereas elected officials have lower trust levels among those under 65.

…
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Education:
▪ Canadians who have completed a university education (BA+) are significantly more likely to trust 

democratic actors.

Adequacy of Salary/Household Income
▪ Canadians who feel their salaries and household income provide a certain financial stability are 

much more likely to have trust in democratic actors than those who may be struggling financially.  
The same is true for trust in their neighbours and people with a different ethnic background.

…
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Country of Birth:
▪ Canadian citizens, regardless of where they were born, tend to have the same level of trust in 

most democratic institutions in the country, except for the civil service, with more of those born 
outside Canada trusting it.

▪ Canadians born in other democratic countries, and even “flawed democracies” have a higher 
degree of trust in Canada’s democratic institutions, particularly compared to those born in 
countries with authoritarian regimes.  This is particularly true for journalists, but also for trust in 
neighbours and people with a different ethnic background.

…
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Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Self-professed “newcomers” to Canada are more likely to trust most democratic institutions than 

Canadians who identify with other specific population groups.  They are, however, less trusting 
than most of journalists.

▪ LGBTQ2S+ Canadians on the other hand are less trusting of elected officials, but hold the highest 
trust in journalists, academics, and people with a different ethnic background (along with those 
who see themselves as a visible minority or indigenous.

…
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❖ Canadians’ trust in their democratic institutions and actors is tied quite closely to three main factors:
▪ First, trust is linked to how Canadians perceive their own role in and impact on the democratic 

process. The more they feel they can influence government, that voting can make a difference to 
how government runs things, and that elected officials care what they think, the more they trust 
their democratic institutions and elected officials.

▪ Second, trust also depends on Canadians’ views of who benefits from democracy.  Those who 
believe government ignores their interests in favour of what benefits the establishment are much 
less likely to trust Parliament, elected officials, or the civil service.

▪ Third, Canadians’ trust is affected by their perceptions of how well their democracy is functioning 
overall.  The more they believe Canada is being governed democratically the more likely they are 
to trust Parliament, elected officials, the civil service, and civil servants.
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Among those who believe…

% who trust civil service
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% trust Parliament
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❖ Canadians’ trust in their democratic institutions and actors (or lack of trust) has a direct impact on 
their commitment to democracy, and to how open they are to alternative forms of government. This is 
shown in four different ways:
▪ First, the greater the trust Canadians have in democratic institutions and actors, the more they 

prefer democracy as a form of government, and the more likely they are to see representative 
democracy as a “very good way” to govern Canada.

▪ Second, trust has an impact on the level of Canadians’ commitment to democracy through their 
engagement in democratic activities. Those who trust their democratic institutions and actors are 
more likely to be actively engaged than those who do not trust. This is particularly true for trust in 
elections, the media, and journalists. 

▪ Third, trust acts to reduce the appeal of anti-government and anti-elite populist appeals.  For 
example, Canadians who trust the media or journalists are much less likely to vote for candidates 
who attack the media than those who do not trust them.  Similarly, those who trust Parliament, 
elections, elected officials, and the civil service are less open to strong anti-government views 
promoted by candidates.

▪ Fourth, trusting people from different ethnic backgrounds reduces the success of candidates’ 
Canada-first appeals, and counters a view that too much protection is given to minority rights.

▪ Fifth, trust helps to reduce the belief that government works more for the interests of the 
establishment than for ordinary Canadians.  Particularly, those with higher trust in Parliament and 
elected officials are much less likely to share this view than those who trust them less.
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Percentage point difference (trust vs. not trust) in number of Canadians 
who have “ever done” each activity based on trust in democratic 

institutions
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Percentage point difference (trust vs. not trust) in number of Canadians who 
have “ever done” each activity based on trust in democratic actors

…
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Among those who … 

% “less likely” to vote for 
candidate who attacks the media
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Among those who… 

% “less likely” to vote for candidate who 
promotes strong anti-gov’t views
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Among those who … 

% “less likely” to vote for candidate 
who promotes Canada-First agenda

% believe Canada has “too much” 
protection for minority rights
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Among those who… 

% who believe interests of ordinary Canadians are 
ignored in favour of benefits to the establishment
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❖ Canada’s democracy does not display any significant tendency towards political polarization. Just 
15% say they feel “angry” towards people who have different political views from their own.  Most – 
70% - display low anger.
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❖ Canadians have a strong sense of belonging to the “geographic spaces” in which they live. More 
than eight-in-ten feel connected to Canada or to their province/territory; just over seven-in-ten share 
the same attachment to their neighbourhood. The strength of their attachment is greatest with 
Canada, followed by province/territory, then neighbourhood.

❖ Socio-Demographic Population Differences – Sense of Belonging
▪ Canadians with the strongest sense of belonging to Canada are non-Quebeckers, people who live 

in rural/suburban communities (vs. urban), have English as their mother tongue, are 65+ years of 
age, are not struggling financially, were born outside Canada in countries with non-authoritarian 
regimes, identify as/with persons with disabilities, or Indigenous.

▪ Canadians with the strongest sense of belonging to their province/territory live in Quebec, 
Alberta, or Atlantic Canada, in rural communities, are French mother tongue, are 65+, are not 
struggling financially, were born in Canada, identify as Indigenous or have no group affiliation.

▪ Those with the strongest sense of belonging to their neighbourhood are British Columbians or 
Atlantic Canadians, live in rural communities, are 65+ years of age, are not struggling financially, 
or self-identify as Indigenous.
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Region:
▪ While a majority of Canadians in all provinces have at least a somewhat strong sense of 

belonging to Canada, Quebeckers are least likely to see their attachment as “very strong”.
▪ Quebec, Alberta, and Atlantic Canada residents most strongly feel a sense of belong to their 

provinces, notably compared to those in Ontario and Saskatchewan/Manitoba.
▪ Atlantic Canadians as well as British Columbians are those most likely to feel a very strong sense 

of belonging to their neighbourhood, notably compared to Quebec residents.

…
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Mother Tongue:
▪ Canadians with English as their mother tongue are more likely to have a very strong sense of 

belonging to Canada than those with French or another language as their mother tongue. To 
contrast, French mother tongue Canadians have a stronger sense of belonging to their 
province/territory, notably when compared to those with a mother tongue other than French or 
English.

Type of Community:
▪ Overall, Canadians who live in rural communities have a stronger sense of belonging to Canada, 

their province/territory, and their neighbourhood than those living in urban or suburban areas.

…
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Age:
▪ Older Canadians more likely to have a very strong sense of belonging to where they live in all 

cases – Canada, province/territory, neighbourhood.
▪ Generally, it is younger Canadians – aged 18-34 – who are less likely to have a very strong 

attachment to or connection with any of the geographic areas. 

…
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Education:
▪ Canadians’ sense of belonging to Canada, their province/territory, or their neighbourhood is not 

related to their level of education.

Adequacy of Salary
▪ However, Canadians who say their salary/household income is adequate for their lifestyle are 

more likely to have  “very strong” sense of belonging to Canada, their province or territory, and 
their neighbourhood than those who do not feel they have enough to make ends meet financially.

…
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Identify with Specific Population Group:
▪ Persons with disabilities and Indigenous Canadians, as well as those with no group identify, are 

more likely to have a “very strong” sense of belonging to Canada and their neighbourhood than 
other groups, particularly self-identified newcomers and LGBTQS2+.

…
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❖ There is evidence from the survey findings of a strong relationship between Canadians’ sense of 
belonging and their views of democracy.  This is regardless of which “space” they feel connected to – 
neighbourhood, province/territory, Canada.  Six main trends define the nature of the relationship:
▪ Stronger Preference for Democracy.  Eight-in-ten Canadians with a strong sense of belonging 

to their neighbourhood, province/territory, or to Canada prefer democracy over all other forms of 
government compared to approximately seven-in-ten of those with a weak sense of belonging.  

▪ Perceived Greater Role in/Impact on Democracy.  Among Canadians with a strong sense of 
belonging, six-in-ten believe voting gives them a say in how government runs things (vs. 
four-in-ten with a weak sense of belonging). Close to half believe they can influence government if 
they make the effort (vs. a third of those with weaker connectedness).  And, while over a third of 
those with a strong sense of belonging think elected officials care what they think, just one-in-four 
with a weak sense of belonging share the same view.

▪ Greater Trust in Democratic Institutions. On average, close to six-in-ten Canadians with a 
strong sense of belonging say they trust the six democratic institutions tested in the survey, 
compared to an average of four-in-ten of those with a weak sense of belonging.  While this overall 
trend is true across all geographic “spaces”, having a strong sense of belonging to Canada 
(versus province/territory or neighbourhood) is particularly impactful when it comes to trust in the 
Supreme Court, Parliament and elections.

▪ Greater Trust in Democratic Actors.  On average, 54% of Canadians with a strong sense of 
belonging say they trust the five democratic actors tested in the survey, compared to about 
four-in-ten of those with a weak sense of belonging.  Again, while this general trend holds true 
across all geographic “spaces”, having a sense of belonging to Canada, in particular, has a 
slightly greater impact on trust in judges and civil servants.
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▪ Greater Trust in Neighbours & People with Different Ethnic Backgrounds.  About 
seven-in-ten Canadians with a strong sense of belonging trust their neighbours, compared to a 
half or fewer whose sense of belonging is weaker.  This is true across all geographic “spaces”.  
The same general pattern is true when it comes to trusting people with different ethnic 
backgrounds than their own. 

▪ Greater Engagement in Community Activities.  On average, over four-in-ten Canadians with a 
strong sense of belonging – particularly to their neighbourhood – have engaged in a range of 
activities in their community (compared to a third who have a weak sense of belonging).
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