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Why public opinion matters

• Public confidence in human rights is essential to important 

outcomes 

• Well-being and security

• Quality of life

• Contribution to civil society

• Legitimacy of institutions

• Confidence in human rights is also an outcome in itself

• Confidence is a social reality – not determined by statute
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Why do a survey

• Public views on human rights are rarely heard through 

systematic research

• Determine how well we are doing in meeting citizen 

expectations and priorities

• Identify gaps and misperceptions that call for attention
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Survey focus

• State of human rights in Canada today

• Impact of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms

• Responsibilities of governments to address past violations

• Generational differences in perspectives
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The research

• Trudeau Foundation – commissioned national survey of Canadians

 Telephone survey with 2,117 Canadians (18+) 

 Conducted September 29 – October 21, 2010

 Margin of sampling error:  +/-2.1% (19 in 20 samples)

 Questions developed by Environics, in consultation with sponsors



State of human rights in Canada today
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Canada's record on human rights, compared 
with other western democracies

Q.7

   

Much
better

Somewhat
better

About
the same

Somewhat
worse

Much
worse

16

33
36

5
2

49 7



Canada’s record on human rights compared to
other western democracies

Q.7
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By age
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Which groups in Canada are most vulnerable today?

Q.2

    

None/dk/na

Other groups

Religious minorities

Gay/lesbian/transgendered

Canadian born/white caucasians

Specific ethnic groups

Homeless

Women

Persons with disabilities
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Seniors

Youth

Immigrants

Poor people/low income

Aboriginal peoples 15
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Unprompted responses
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Which groups in Canada are most vulnerable today?

Q.2

Regional and demographic differences

Low income (15%)

Quebec

High income

Low income (10%)< >

Aboriginal peoples 

Toronto

Manitoba

Saskatchewan

University educated

Immigrants

Quebec

University educated

Youth (13%)

Rural

Francophone

Youth (6%)< >

Seniors (12%)

Quebec

Women

Seniors (16%)

Women (5%)

Women (6%)
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Should be guaranteed as a human right for all Canadians

Q.1a-f

Right to own property

Right to basic income

for food and shelter

Right to practice own religion

Right to equality

(by sex, race, age, disability)

Right to health care

Right to clean water 96

96

94

92

87

82



Should be guaranteed as a human right in Canada

Q.1
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By age

Right to
clean water

Right to
equality

Right to
basic income

99 98 95 93
98 95 95

89
93

88 87
80

18 to 29

30 to 44

45 to 59

60 or older



Impact of the Charter
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How has Canada's Charter of Rights and Freedoms made a 
difference in how human rights are protected?
Unprompted responses – net categories

Don't know/no answer

Has gone too far in protecting
rights/tying up courts

Has made no difference

Better protection of human rights
(general and specific groups)

33

8

5

50



Q.3

2010 Trudeau Foundation Conference

How Canada's Charter of Rights and Freedoms  
has better protected human rights

Unprompted responses among those who say Charter has provided better protection

    

Better protection for seniors

Better protection for
persons with disabilities

Better protection for
employee’s rights

Better protection for
children’s rights

Better protection for
visible minorities

Better protection for
criminally accused/inmates

Better protection for
LGBT community

Better protection for 
religious minorities

Better protection for
immigrants/ethnic groups

Better protection for women

Now enforceable –
can pursue legal action

Everyone’s rights
are better protected
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Charter’s impact on specific groups of Canadians
Prompted responses

    

Accused/not yet convicted

Aboriginal peoples

Religious minorities

Visible minorities

Persons with disabilities

LGBT individuals

Women 68 22 3 6

67 19 5 9

67 21 5 8

65 21 4 10

54 30 6 11

48 33 8 10

37 36 8 19

Strengthened human rights protection

No difference

Weakened human rights protection

dk/na

Q.4
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Charter has strengthened protection of specific groups

Q.4
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By age

   

Women Persons with
disabilities

Religious
minorities

77
73

62 64

74
70

64 62 60 59
51

45

18 to 29

30 to 44

45 to 59

60 or older



Responsibility of government 

to address past wrongs



Is a current federal government responsible to address 
human rights violations of past governments?

Q.5
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B.C. AB SK MB ON PQ ATLYes No

58

34

44
49

59

50
58

73

53



Q.5
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Yes No Depends/
don't know

70
64

54
47

23
31

37
43

6 6
9 10

18 to 29

30 to 44

45 to 59

60 or older

Current federal government is responsible to address
human rights violations of past governments

By age
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Which groups should receive redress from the 
federal government?

Unprompted responses
    

None/don't know

Other

Acadian/French

Blacks

Victims of sexual/physical abuse

Ethnic and religious minorities

Persons with disabilities

Orphans (Duplessis era)

Gays/lesbians

Women

Chinese Canadians

Japanese Canadians

Aboriginal peoples 47

12

8

4

4

3

3

3

3

2

2

13

32
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Q.6
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Which groups should receive redress from the 
federal government?

By age

Aboriginal
peoples

Japanese
Canadians

51
48 47

44

7 8

14

23

18 to 29

30 to 44

45 to 59

60 or older



Has federal government done enough to address human 
rights violations against Aboriginal peoples?

Q.8
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Yes

47

No

44

B.C. AB SK MB ON PQ ATL

58 60 58 61

40 42

55



What else should the federal government do to address 
wrongs committed against Aboriginal peoples?

Q.9
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Unprompted responses*

    

dk/na

Other steps

Self-government

More support for youth

Ensure never happens again

Treat with more respect/equality

Pay compensation for damage/loss

Settle outstanding land claims

Provide counselling/better health care

Improve living conditions/
end poverty on reserves

Better educational opportunities

More economic support/jobs 19

18

14

12

11

10

10

5

4

3

14

23

    

dk/na

Other steps

Self-government

More support for youth

Ensure never happens again

Treat with more respect/equality

Pay compensation for damage/loss

Settle outstanding land claims

Provide counselling/better health care

Improve living conditions/
end poverty on reserves

Better educational opportunities

More economic support/jobs 19

18

14

12

11

10

10

5

4

3

14

23

*Among those who say not enough has been done



Concluding Thoughts
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What this research tells us

• Canadians demonstrate strong confidence in human rights protection

• Few understand the Charter, but most feel it has strengthened human rights 

and is firmly established as a positive national icon

• Governments are seen as responsible for addressing past wrongs --

and Aboriginal peoples are the first priority for many

• Perspectives are notably similar across generations -- today’s youth are 

adopting the values of their elders
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Questions arising from the research

• Are Canadians maturely confident or dangerously naïve about the state of 

human rights in their country today?

• Do Canadians need to better understand what their beloved Charter is 

actually about?  Would this make a difference?

• What is the public prepared to support in the way of legislated human rights 

guarantees for clean water and health care?
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