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Reciprocal Views of Immigrants  
and Indigenous Peoples in Canada

As many other new world countries, Canada is a country marked by both its settler colonial history 
and by its contemporary intake of immigrants. A settler society is formed of immigrants, of course, 
but speaks mostly to the historical arrival of Europeans and the displacement of Indigenous Peoples 
from their lands; the notion of an immigrant society is ongoing, with the arrivals of significant 
numbers of new immigrants each year. The two elements are of course closely intertwined as 
immigration happens within the settler colonial context.

The question of how the two groups – Indigenous Peoples and immigrants – perceive one another 
is interesting but rarely explored. And it has implications for reconciliation in two ways. First, in 
terms of how immigrants perceive Indigenous Peoples: the reconciliation process has as one of its 
important components public education about the history of Indigenous Peoples and colonization 
in Canada. This public education is important in terms of ensuring citizens have the necessary 
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context to understand current issues. Much of this public education will occur in schools, through 
the media and even through families (parents explaining things to children). It can, however, be 
assumed that immigrants will necessarily miss some of this knowledge transmission (depending on 
the age of arrival) – perhaps due to less exposure to Canadian schools and media. This 'could' affect 
their attitudes to Indigenous Peoples (less understanding, less supportive) and reconciliation itself 
(e.g. less likely to see reconciliation as important or less likely to see that they themselves have a role 
to play). Given that one in five Canadians is a first-generation immigrant, the prospect that first-
generation immigrants are less understanding or less supportive of the reconciliation process simply 
because they have not been socialized in Canada is a significant political risk. But the alternative 
hypothesis is that first-generation immigrants are more supportive of Indigenous Peoples because 
they are more aware of the legacies of colonialism worldwide, more open to learn about their new 
country, or conscious of their responsibility as newcomers to learn Canadian history. 

Second, in terms of how Indigenous Peoples perceive immigrants: the diversification of sources of 
immigration in the post-war period has already disrupted the narrative of Canada as a nation of two 
'founding peoples' (British and French), which in turn opens up conceptual space for a broader view 
that is not only multicultural but multi-national (inclusive of Indigenous Peoples and nations). In this 
sense, the interests of immigrants and Indigenous Peoples could be aligned. Thus, it can be expected 
that Indigenous Peoples will be supportive of immigration, as a development that helps disrupt the 
predominance of the descendants of the two colonial powers (the U.K. and France). But at the 
same time, there is an alternative hypothesis that they will be less supportive because the ongoing 
arrival of newcomers can be seen as a continuation of the settler/colonization process – more 
and more newcomers settle on lands that Indigenous Peoples have not agreed to cede. Canadians 
pride themselves as being supportive of immigration, but this 'average' may or may not represent 
Indigenous Peoples’ views. If Indigenous Peoples are less supportive of immigration, it would 
represent a potential fault line around the issue that goes unnoticed because surveys rarely report on 
Indigenous attitudes separately.

This background leads us to our two research questions:

• How do immigrants to Canada perceive issues related to Indigenous Peoples and reconciliation?

• How do Indigenous Peoples perceive immigration?

To answer these questions, we use the dataset from the Confederation of Tomorrow 20211 survey, 
which represents2 the views of both Indigenous Peoples and non-Indigenous Peoples in Canada, 
conducted by the Environics Institute. To this end, we first analyze the general population’s 
responses and then turn our attention to two specific groups: respondents who identified 
themselves as Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. 

1 Survey conducted before the discovery in May 2021 of the remains of 215 First Nations children at the former 
site of the Kamloops Indian Residential School, British Columbia. 

2 This survey consists of 5,814 adults, 5,039 of whom are non-Indigenous people and 775 identify as Indigenous. 
53 of the respondents did not answer their status (generation) in Canada, and 58 of them did not respond to a 
question on education attainment. They are excluded from the analysis.
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HOW DO IMMIGRANTS TO 
CANADA PERCEIVE ISSUES 
RELATED TO INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES AND RECONCILIATION?

To highlight the perceptions of immigrants towards 
Indigenous Peoples and reconciliation relative to other 
immigration generations,3 our analysis considers three 
survey questions as discussed below.

1.  Familiarity with the history of Indian 
Residential Schools in Canada

The Confederation of Tomorrow 2021 survey shows 
that 44% of respondents are “somewhat familiar” 
with the history of Indian Residential Schools in 
Canada. However, only a small fraction (17%) of the 
respondents felt “very familiar” (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: How familiar do you feel with the history 
of Indian Residential Schools in Canada?

Very familiar
17%

Somewhat 
familiar

44%

Not too 
familiar

22%

Not at all 
familiar

13%

Cannot say
4%

3 In this paper, generations are used in the context of  
immigration as follows: first-generation immigrant  
(born outside of Canada); second-generation immigrant 
(born in Canada with at least one parent born outside 
of Canada); and third-generation (born in Canada to 
Canadian-born parents).

...second and third-generations 

are more likely to feel “very 

familiar” with the history of Indian 

Residential Schools in comparison 

to the first-generation immigrants. 

The survey shows a big gap between the Indigenous 
Peoples’ and non-Indigenous population’s familiarity 
with the history of Indian Residential schools in Canada 
(see Figure 2). 45% of the Indigenous Peoples felt 
“very familiar”, and 34% felt “somewhat familiar.” As 
might be expected, the “very familiar” response is least 
likely among the first-generation immigrants relative 
to other generations. The first-generation immigrants 
have the highest ratio among other groups who 
chose the “cannot say” response, suggesting they 
are reluctant to provide an opinion on the history of 
residential schools. 

In the multinomial logistic regression analyses, the 
education levels are controlled to internalize the 
differences in educational attainment within the non-
Indigenous population, especially where immigrants are 
more likely to have university and higher degrees than 
other generations4. 

4 Based on the survey, 47% of immigrants have university 
or higher education. This ratio is 28% for second-
generation and 23% for third-generation.
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Figure 2: The ratio of responses by immigration generation and Indigenous Peoples (%)
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Our multinomial logistic regression analysis (controlling 
for educational attainment) confirms the above 
descriptive results suggesting that second and 
third-generations are more likely to feel “very familiar” 
with the history of Indian Residential Schools in 
comparison to the first-generation immigrants. For 
example, relative to first-generation immigrants, the 
third-generation is 1.6 times more likely to choose 

“very familiar” relative to “not too familiar.” A more 
decisive result arises when comparing the second- and 
first-generation immigrants: the second-generation 
is 1.9 times more likely to choose “very familiar” 
relative to “not at all familiar.” These results indicate 
that first-generation immigrants are not as familiar as 
other Canadians with the history of Indian Schools in 
Canada.

Figure 3: In your opinion, have governments in 
Canada gone too far or have they not gone far 
enough in trying to advance reconciliation with 
Indigenous Peoples?

Gone 
too far
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2.  Have governments gone far enough in 
trying to advance reconciliation with 
Indigenous Peoples?

As seen in Figure 3, 43% of the respondents declared 
that the governments in Canada “had not gone far 
enough”, whereas 20% believed that the governments 
“had gone too far” in trying to advance reconciliation 
with Indigenous Peoples. 
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Critical differences emerge from the general 
population view when focusing on the sub-population 
responses. For example, as shown in Figure 4, the 
ratio of respondents who chose “not gone far enough” 
goes up to 61% for the Indigenous Peoples. Another 
critical finding is that the “gone too far” response 

Figure 4: Ratio of each answer by immigration generation and Indigenous Peoples (%)
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The regression findings confirm that the first-
generation immigrants are less likely to believe that 
the governments in Canada have gone too far in trying 
to advance reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples 
relative to both second- and third-generations. 
Specifically, relative to the first-generation immigrants, 
the third-generation is 1.6 times more likely to choose 
“gone too far” relative to “not gone far enough.” A 
similar result arises when the second-generation and 
first-generation immigrants are compared: relative to 

first-generation immigrants, the second-generation 
is 1.5 times more likely to choose “gone too far” than 
“not gone far enough.” Even though these results 
indicate that the first-generation immigrants are 
more supportive of Indigenous Peoples than other 
generations, they are also less likely to take a definitive 
position relative to other generations. The first-
generation immigrants are more likely to respond 
“neither right” than “gone too far” or “not gone far 
enough” relative to other generations.

has the lowest frequency among the first-generation 
immigrants, even lower than the indigenous Peoples. 
However, the ratio of choosing the responses of 
“neither” or “cannot say” is the highest for first-
generation immigrants among other groups.
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3.  Canadians’ role in efforts bringing 
reconciliation between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous peoples

Most of the respondents in the general population 
and each sub-group believe that individual Canadians 
have a role in bringing about reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples (see Figures 5 
and 6). 

It may not be surprising to see that the ratio of 
choosing “have a role” is the highest among Indigenous 
Peoples. However, the low percentage of Indigenous 
Peoples choosing that Canadians “do not have a role” 
might have a different meaning than it has for non-
Indigenous peoples. For the latter, it may suggest that 
they consider themselves as not responsible, while for 
Indigenous Peoples, it may mean that the state should 
be responsible rather than the citizens as individuals.

As might also be expected, immigrants have the 
highest ratio of choosing the “cannot say” among 
other groups, supporting the idea that they have less 
certain opinions on reconciliation-related issues. 

Figure 5: Do you believe that individual 
Canadians do, or do not, have a role to play in 
efforts to bring about reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples?

Have a role
71%

Do not 
have a role

14%

Cannot say
15%

Have a role Do not have a role Cannot say

Figure 6: The ratio of responses by immigration generation and Indigenous Peoples (%)
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The regression result shows that, relative to the 
second-generation, the first-generation immigrants 
are 1.9 times more likely to choose “have a role” than 
“do not have a role” when controlling for educational 
attainment. Another finding is that the immigrants are 

more likely to choose “cannot say” relative to “have 
a role” as well as relative to “do not have a role” than 
the third-generation. It might be because the first-
generation immigrants might be less familiar with what 
the notion of reconciliation entails. 
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HOW DO INDIGENOUS PEOPLES 
PERCEIVE IMMIGRATION?

Next, we turn our attention to the perceptions of 
Indigenous Peoples towards immigration. To this end, 
the following survey question is utilized: “Overall, there 
is too much immigration to Canada.”

As seen in Figure 7, 47% of the respondents disagreed 
(strongly or somewhat), whereas 44% agreed 
(strongly or somewhat) that there is too much 
immigration in Canada.

Figure 8 shows significant differences in attitudes 
towards immigration between the general population 
and Indigenous Peoples. 30% of Indigenous peoples 
“strongly agree” with the statement, the highest 
proportion among all groups. On the other hand, the 
proportion of the response “strongly agree” is the 
lowest for the first-generation immigrants. When 
we look at the ratios on “strongly disagree,” the first-
generation immigrants have the highest ratio while the 
third-generation has the lowest, among all groups.

Figure 7: Overall, there is too much  
immigration to Canada.
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Figure 8: Attitudes Towards Immigration by immigration generation and Indigenous Peoples (%)
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The regression results indicate that in comparison 
to the non-Indigenous population, the Indigenous 
Peoples are more likely to “strongly agree” relative to 
“somewhat agree,” “somewhat disagree,” or “cannot 
say” when educational attainment is controlled for. 
Here, it is crucial to note that there are no statistically 
significant differences among these two groups in 
responses of “strongly agree” and “strongly disagree.” 
However, when we compare the responses of 
“strongly agree” and “strongly disagree” among 
Indigenous Peoples and the different generations 

of immigrants, we find that the attitudes of first-
generation immigrants towards immigration diverge 
from Indigenous Peoples as well as other generations. 
Specifically, relative to the first-generation immigrants, 
the Indigenous Peoples are 1.8 times more likely to 
respond “strongly agree” than “strongly disagree” 
while there exist no such differences between the 
Indigenous Peoples and second- or third- generation. 
This suggests that the key factor influencing attitudes 
towards immigration might not be Indigenous identity 
but being born in Canada.
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WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS  
OF OUR FINDINGS? 

Our analyses suggest that first-generation immigrants 
are not less supportive of Indigenous Peoples and 
reconciliation even though in some cases, there is 
a higher level of uncertainty (e.g. a higher ratio of 
“cannot say” response). This is reassuring in terms 
of the process of reconciliation – the presence of 
so many immigrants in Canadian society is not in 
and of itself an impediment to making progress 
on reconciliation. When newcomers arrive here, 
they engage with Canadian issues and feel some 
responsibility for helping to move things forward. This 
is an encouraging note, although their lesser familiarity 
with the history of residential schools suggests a need 
for more information to be shared about this subject.

The flip side of our results shows statistically 
significant differences in the attitudes towards 
immigration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Peoples. These differences are more striking when 
the attitudes of Indigenous peoples and the first-
generation immigrants are compared. This is important 
as it is a reminder to proponents of more immigration 
(e.g. for economic growth) that they should be open to 
and engage with Indigenous Peoples’ perspectives on 
this issue. Our findings offer a modest cautionary note.  
Immigration, as a policy objective, should be pursued 
with an eye on how it might be perceived by those 
who were displaced by the earlier arrival of settlers.
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