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Ballots & Belonging ς New Citizens on Political 
Participation is a kind of Democracy 101 about new 
Canadian citizens. This latest ICC Insights study asks 
the basic questions. How and why do new citizens 
participate in the political process, and what does 
their level of engagement mean? How, too, can we 
make the process better ς for them, and for all of 
us?   

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ƻŦ нлмрΣ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ 
relevant. The social, cultural, and economic 
transformation of Canada by newcomers is an 
established fact. Over 260, 000 individuals became 
new citizens in 2014 alone. Shortly, Canadians, new 
and old alike, will go to the polls in a federal 
election.    

At the ICC, we work to advance engaged 
citizenship. We do so through our programs, and 
by asking, via our ICC Insights program, our more 
than 150,000 CAP members ς past and present ς 
how they feel about their lives here, and what can 
be done to improve them. What we find is that 
barriers to inclusion are rarely self-imposed. 
Generally, they are practical problems that have 
practical solutions. 

Such is the case with political participation. Forget 
cynicism, apathy, or language deficits as being the 
cause of any limited engagement. A lack of 
information or confidence in how to negotiate the 
electoral system, or even a lack of adaquate time 
off work, are reasons that are more likely to keep 
new Canadians from voting.  

That finding of solvable impediments has led the 
ICC to create a second dimension to our rollout of 
Ballots & BelongingΦ ²Ŝ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǊŜ 
our findings. Nor are we content simply to issue 
recommendations for consideration. We do make a 
few, including offering workshops for new citizens 
and a central online space to compare candidates 
and their platforms. Longer polling hours on voting 
day and internet voting would be good as well. 

But the ICC also wants to be of direct assistance. To 
respond to the needs and desires of the new 
ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ǿŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘŜŘΣ ǿŜΩǾe launched a microsite 
to accompany this report. There, new citizens can 
not only explore the results of the report, they can 
access a variety of resources to help them become 
better informed. ²ŜΩƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ launch a get-out-the-
vote campaign, aimed at encouraging that trip to 
the polls.   

Voting is essential to the health of a free society. 
New citizens come to Canada with varied life 
experiences. Some are equipped to participate 
right away. Others need a little help. We need to 
do all we can to ensure that everyone has the tools 
to get engaged ς however they want ς when they 
arrive, and to vote when they become citizens.  

 

 

Charlie Foran CEO, Institute for 
Canadian Citizenship 

file:///C:/Users/hsteel/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/DV339K2I/ballotsandbelonging.ca
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Executive Summary  

Ballots & Belonging ς New Citizens on Political 
Participation, is a new report, conducted by the 
Institute for Canadian Citizenship (ICC), that 
explores how new Canadian citizens engage in 
/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 5ƻ ƴŜǿ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƪƴƻǿ 
how to navigate the system? What forms of 
participation do they find most meaningful? What 
role does this participation play in fostering feelings 
of inclusion and belonging?  

This study was conducted in three phases: an 
environmental scan; an online survey of new 
citizens; and ten nationwide focus groups with new 
citizens. More than 2,300 new citizens responded 
to the survey and 93 participated in the focus 
groups. 

This study is unique in the following ways: 

¶ We talk to new citizens, generally resident 
in Canada between five and seven years 
(on average).  

¶ We explore the range of their experiences, 
from before they came to Canada, to 
immediately after their arrival, to now.  

¶ We focus on a broad range of political 
participation, from participation in formal 
politics (e.g., voting, holding membership 
in political parties, donating money to 
political parties, contacting political leaders 
with concerns) to forms of civic 
engagement and activism (e.g., 
volunteering, donating to charities, 
participating in protests). 

¶ We go beyond the voter turnout rates and 
talk to new citizens about their motivations 
for voting and other forms of participation 
to probe the links between their 
participation, belonging, and citizenship.  

 
 

 
 
The following summarizes our findings in three key 
areas: voting, other forms of political participation, 
and civic engagement. 

VOTING 

The majority (61%) of new citizens in this study 
reported that they had already voted in a Canadian 
election. Their primary motivations for voting were 
a belief that voting is generally important as an act 
of citizenship and the desire to have their voices 
heard. They are less likely to be drawn to the polls 
by a particular candidate or issues. Many expressed 
a sense of duty as new citizens to vote ς feeling 
that they owed it to Canada and their fellow 
Canadians to participate. When as permanent 
residents they were not eligible vote, many were 
disappointed when their fellow Canadians ς who 
were able to vote ς did not seem to take their 
responsibility seriously. While 48% stated that 
permanent residents should be allowed to vote, it 
became clear in the focus groups that the federal 
vote ς the one that determines issues of national 
and international importance ς should be left to a 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎΦ  

 

POLITICS BEYOND THE POLLS 

Like other Canadians, new citizens reported limited 
engagement in formal politics beyond the voting 
booth.  Only 23% reported that, since arriving in 
Canada, they had emailed or called a political 
representative about an issue; 7% had volunteered 
on a political campaign; 6% had become a member 
of a political party; and 1% had stood for election.  

During their first election, the majority of 
respondents talked about the election with their 
family and friends, and searched for online 
information about candidates and platforms, but 
only 26% personally spoke with a candidate, 12% 
attended an all-candidates debate/meeting, 10% 
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put a candidate sign on the front lawn, and 5% 
donated money to a political party or candidate. 
When asked about the effectiveness of certain 
activities to create change, voting was high on the 
list, but working on political campaigns, holding 
membership in political parties, and standing for 
political office came in at the bottom.  

 

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT & ACTIVISM 

New citizens reported that, in the absence of 
participating directly in the political system, they 
participate in activites that would be considered 
civic engagement or activism. Since arriving in 
Canada, 70% of respondents had donated money 
to charity, 55% had volunteered for a community 
organization, and 46% had signed petitions. New 
citizens in the focus groups expressed that 
volunteering was more personally satisfying as 
results were easier to attain. Some also preferred 
volunteering because they came from countries 
where corrupt governments were not vehicles for 
change. While volunteering was satisfying, they 
also ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
come without policy change. For that, engagement 
with politicians was acknowledged as necessary.  

This study also uncovered some of the barriers to 
political participation. These barriers are more 
related to navigating the system as a newcomer, 
rather than a fundamental cynicism or apathy 
towards the political system. Some of the most 
important barriers we identified in the study are as 
follows:  

 

TIME & CONVENIENCE 

Many new citizens told us that ǾƻǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ as 
convenient as it could be. While there are 
advanced polls, voting on election day can be 
diŦŦƛŎǳƭǘΦ tƻƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƴŜŀǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎ and with 
long commutes, it can be difficult to get back home 

in time to vote, cook dinner, and deal with the kids. 
New citizens were surprised in their first election 
that the polls did not open until 10a.m., making it 
difficult to vote before heading to work. 
Furthermore, we heard that some new citizens 
were hesitant to ask their employers for the time 
to vote ς even though they are legally entitled to it.  

 

THE VOTERS¬ CARD 

Of the respondents who were eligible but had not 
yet voted in a Canadian election,  not getting a 
ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊŘ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜre on the 
ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƎŀǾŜ ŦƻǊ 
not voting. Many assumed that because they did 
ƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ŎŀǊŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘ ŀƴd 
thus not eligible to vote. Many were frustrated that 
the different levels of government did not share 
ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘǎ ς assuming that if they gave their 
ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŘŜǊŀƭ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘ, as 
many did during the citizenship application 
process, they were giving their consent to ALL 
ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘǎΦ  

 

LACK OF INFORMATION 

The majority of survey respondents reported that 
they were able to find information on the voting 
process relatively easily. Where they ran into 
problems was trying to find information about 
candidates and their platforms. This proved to be 
particularly frustrating at the municipal level, often 
the first time these new citizens experienced the 
electoral system due to the timing of our report. 
Trying to wade through dozens of mayoral and 
council candidates ς many of whom did not have 
an online presence ς was frustrating for individuals 
who did not want to check a box blindly. 
Sometimes not voting seemed to be the best 
option. At the federal and provincial levels, 
campaign platforms are easily available online, but 
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are long and complex. It is not always an easy task 
to compare the parties on the range of issues.  

ENGAGING NEW CITIZENS 

Studying the experiences and views of new citizens 
provides a fresh perspective on the Canadian 
political system. The new citizens in our study 
suggested a number of strategies to facilitate their 
participation:  

¶ Internet voting, providing that the integrity 
of the electoral process can be maintained. 

¶ A central online space to compare 
candidates and their platforms, done by a 
non-partisan organization. 

¶ Workshops for new citizens that offer more 
in-depth information on the political 
system than they learn in the citizenship 
preparation process. 

¶ Giving out information on the process of 
voting at all levels during the citizenship 
ceremony, or just after.  

¶ Better coordination between municipal, 
provincial, and federal elections agencies ς 
so that electors give their information once 
to get on all three lists.  

¶ Hold election day on a weekend or make it 
a holiday.  

¶ Longer poll hours to ensure people can 
vote before and after work.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Many of these recommendations are not new, but 
confirm that changes are needed to fully engage all 
Canadians in the political process. Participation in 
formal politics has deteriorated over the past few 
decades. Voting rates have tumbled, and Canadians 
are increasingly disenchanted with political parties 
and leaders. Citizen participation in politics is 
essential to preserve a responsive, transparent, 
and effective democratƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ 
learned is that new citizens ς those who have 
chosen to make Canada their permanent home ς 
are eager to have their voices heard, connect with 
their fellow citizens, and give back to the country 
that has given them so much. We need to do all we 
can to ensure that new citizens are welcomed into 
the political system and have the tools to 
participate in it effectively.  
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òI started sobbing. I came out [from 

voting] and I just burst into tears.ó 

(Focus group participant, Ottawa) 

òItõs a symbolic gesture that formalizes 

that you are Canadian.ó (Focus group 

participant, Vancouver) 

òI felt accepted. I felt part of the 

Canadian fabric that day.ó (Focus group 

participant, Mississauga) 

 

This was how three new Canadian citizens 
described how it felt to vote for the first time as a 
Canadian citizen. While many new citizens tell us 
that they feel Canadian long before they ever take 
up formal Canadian citizenship, the act of voting 
can mark the moment at which they feel as if they 
ς and their opinions and concerns ς count as much 
as those of other Canadians. 

Canadian citizenship comes with two concrete 
rights: travelling on a Canadian passport and full 
participation in the electoral process. As 
immigration continues to be the driver of 
population growth in Canada, it is essential to 
understand how new citizens see themselves in 
/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ and to determine if they 
know how to navigate the system and if they 
believe their participation makes a meaningful 
difference. It is also a chance for Canada to hear 
from those who come to our system with fresh 
eyes and different life experiences. Do they have 
insights that might revitalize our democratic 
system? Previous studies on immigrants and 
political integration have been done, but the voices 
and experiences of new citizens have been largely 
left out of the conversation.  

Ballots and Belonging ς New Citizens on Political 
Participation ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜǎ Ƙƻǿ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƴŜǿŜǎǘ 
citizens ς largely those who have lived in Canada 
between five and seven years ς participate in 
/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΣ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ 
attaining citizenship. Through a national online 
survey with more than 2,300 new citizens and ten 
focus groups across Canada, this study gives the 
rest of the country a window into the ways that 
new citizens intersect ς ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ς with politics. It 
provides valuable insight into what needs to 
change in order to create a vibrant and inclusive 
democratic process.  

 

WHY SHOULD CANADIANS CARE? 

Immigratioƴ ƛǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦ .ȅ нлолΣ 
ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƴŜǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
growth.1 Approximately 250,000 permanent 
residents settle in Canada every year, and 85% 
choose to become Canadian citizens, which is the 
highest naturalization rate in the world.2 Cities 
across Canada ς large and small ς are being 
transformed by immigration. These demographic 
trends will undoubtedly have an impact on 
Canadian politics. Newcomers arrive with different 
experiences in politics. Some are very familiar with 
ŀ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƭƛƪŜ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎΦ {ƻƳŜ were 
politically engaged before emigrating. Others never 
had the opportunity to vote in a system that offers 
real choice. Others connect electoral politics and 
politicians with deeply corrupt, ineffective regimes. 
Canadians need to make sure that all these new 
                                                           
1
 This is the projection made by Statistics Canada. 

Approximately 250, 000 permanent residents settle in Canada 
every year and 85% of them will go on to become Canadian 
citizens - and voters. See http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-
quotidien/140917/dq140917a-eng.htm 
2
 See Citizenship and Immigration Canada for statistics on 

permanent residents, released every October. The 
naturalization rate is based on Statistics Canada census data.  

http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/91-003-x/2007001/4129907-eng.htm
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/140917/dq140917a-eng.htm
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/140917/dq140917a-eng.htm
http://www.cic.gc.ca/EnGLish/resources/statistics/menu-fact.asp
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/nhs-enm/2011/as-sa/99-010-x/99-010-x2011003_1-eng.cfm
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voters have the tools they need to become actively 
involved in Canadian politics when they arrive and 
vote when they become citizens. 

Research methodology 

Ballots and Belonging ς New Citizens on Political 
Participation was guided by the following research 
questions:  

¶ How do new citizens participate in 
Canadian politics?  

¶ Are new citizens able to navigate the 
political system? Are there challenges that 
are unique to the experience of new 
citizens?  

¶ What would encourage new citizens to 
participate in politics to a greater degree? 

¶ Does political participation contribute to 
the social integration of new citizens?  

¶ Does political participation help cultivate a 
sense of Canadian identity/belonging to 
Canada? Does a lack of participation 
reinforce a sense of exclusion?  

These questions were explored over three phases: 

¶ Environmental scan ς literature review and 
internet research; 

¶ National online survey of new citizens; and 

¶ Focus groups with new citizens across 
Canada. 

 

Phase 1: Environmental Scan 

The environmental scan for this project included an 
academic literature review and internet research 
on resources that are already available for new 
citizen voters.  

Phase 2: Online Survey 

Refer to Appendix 1 for the survey questions.  

The online survey was sent to new citizens across 
Canada who participate or have participated in the 
LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ŦƻǊ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ /ƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇΩǎ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ !ŎŎŜǎǎ 
Pass program.3 The survey was in the field for three 
weeks in late November and early December 2014; 
2,322 new citizens responded to the survey, with 
2,005 completing it fully. The analysis in this report 
includes partial completions. Since the sample is 
not a random sample of all new citizens, a margin 
of error cannot be calculated and the results are 
not statistically representative of all new citizens. 
Still, the survey offers compelling insights from a 
substantial number of new citizens across Canada.  

This survey (and the study as a whole) focuses on 
the experiences of new citizens, not permanent 
residents. We use the term new citizen deliberately 
throughout the report. This means participants 
have been in Canada for at least three years to 
fulfill their residency requirements before being 
granted citizenship; 48% of respondents have lived 
in Canada for five to seven years.4 All new citizens 
who received the survey invitation had received 
their citizenship between May 2012 and November 
2014. 

Demographic Highlights 

The survey results reveal that the respondents to 
this survey are a politically engaged group of new 
citizens and have previous experience with the 
electoral process. Sixty-two percent (62%) reported 
that there were elections in their country of origin 
and that they always voted; only 13% said that 
there were not elections in their country of origin 

                                                           
3
 The Cultural Access Pass is a program offered by the Institute 

for Canadian Citizenship to new citizens who are in their first 
year of citizenship. Members (and up to four of their children 
under 18) receive a year of free access to more than 1,200 
Canadian cultural attractions.  
4
 While a small percentage has been in Canada four years, the 

rest of the participants have lived in Canada for more than 
seven years.  

http://www.culturalaccesspass.ca/
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or that there were elections, but they were not 
eligible to vote. Seventy-six percent (76%) reported 
that before coming to Canada, they were either 
somewhat or very interested in politics and current 
events. After arriving in Canada, this interest 
continued; only 3% reported they were not at all 
interested in Canadian politics or current events.  

Sixty-one percent (61%) of survey respondents said 
they had voted in a Canadian election, while 15% 
said there had been an election since they became 
a citizen, but ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǾƻǘŜŘΦ Twenty-four 
percent (24%) reported there has not yet been an 
election since they became a Canadian citizen.  

The demographic profile of respondents 
corresponds to the profile of our Cultural Access 
Pass program and is consistent with other research 
we have conducted. Fifty-two percent (52%) of 
respondents are women. The United States, the 
Philippines, India, England, France, China, Algeria, 
Pakistan, Mexico, and Colombia are the top ten 
countries of origin.5 We also ran the analysis 
excluding responses from Americans and Western 
Europeans, as they do not face the same barriers as 
new citizens from other countries, to see if a 
different picture of the results emerged. Generally, 
the results were consistent. 

Survey respondents are highly educated: 67% have 
the equivalent of a Canadian university education. 
However, this does not necessarily translate to high 
income levels. Forty-five percent (45%) reported a 
combined household income before taxes of less 
than $60,000 and 63% a combined household 
income of less than $80,000. These results are 
consistent with other research we have conducted. 
It is not safe to assume that new citizens are 
economically settled by the time citizenship is 

                                                           
5
 The countries of origin of survey respondents differ slightly 

from those of permanent residents and our CAP database. The 
survey attracted a higher proportion of new citizens from the 
United States and England. Perhaps this reflects the 
methodology used (a survey that requires respondents to be 
comfortable with English/French and with online technology).  

obtained; many are still trying to find employment 
that matches their skill set and training.  

 

Phase 3: Focus Groups 

Refer to Appendix 2 for the focus group session 
questions.  
 

In January, February, and March 2015, the Institute 
for Canadian Citizenship conducted ten focus 
groups in seven cities across Canada to explore 
further the themes that arose in the online survey: 

¶ Toronto (three focus groups) 

¶ Mississauga 

¶ Ottawa 

¶ Montreal (two focus groups; one English, 
one French) 

¶ Calgary 

¶ Vancouver 

¶ Richmond (BC) 

 

The focus groups consisted of six to thirteen 
participants. They were recruited from the survey 
wherein respondents were prompted to leave their 
contact information if they were interested in 
participating, through promotion in our monthly 
newsletter, and through direct email invitations. 
They came from diverse countries of origin, but all 
had at least some interest in politics. Many were 
very politically engaged. 
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Ballots and Belonging ς New Citizens on Political 
Participation began with a literature review, as well 
as online research to identify resources that 
already exist for new citizen voters. Voting rates in 
Canada have declined steadily since the 1980s; 
turnout for the 2011 federal election was 61.1%.6 
The situation is no better at the provincial and 
municipal level. In 2014, for example, voter turnout 
in Ontario rose for the first time in years ς but was 
still only 52.1%.7 In 2014, voter turnout increased 
in Toronto because of a competitive race for mayor 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǊōǳƭŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀȅƻǊΩǎ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘhe 
previous year, but turnout was only 60%. Turnouts 
in other municipal elections in the Greater Toronto 
Area were as low as 32%.8 If high voter turnout is a 
sign of a healthy democracy, Canadians clearly 
have work to do to increase citizen engagement in 
the democratic process.9

 

There are a substantial number of studies on the 
political participation of new citizens and ethnic or 
visible minorities. Most have focussed on large 
data sets related to voter turnout during federal 
elections. This literature has been thoroughly 
reviewed in recent years;10 the goal here is not to 

                                                           
6
 Before the 1980s, there were isolated dips in the voting rate 

during federal elections. Since the 1980s, the decline has been 
steady. See 
http://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/pa
rt/tud&document=trends&lang=e.  
7
 The unofficial turnout percentage can be found here: 

http://www.elections.on.ca/en-
CA/Media/MediaArchive/2014/2014.htm.  
8
 ά±ƻǘŜǊ ¢ǳǊƴƻǳǘ wƻŎƪŜǘŜŘ ƛƴ ¢ƻǊƻƴǘƻΣ ¢ŜǇƛŘ !ǊƻǳƴŘ D¢!.έ 

Toronto Star, 26 October 2014.  
9
 Voter turnout is often used as an indicator of democratic 

engagement. For examples, see the Canadian Index of 
Wellbeing ŀƴŘ {ŀƳŀǊŀ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ Democracy 360.  
10

 {ŜŜΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ 5ŀƛǾŀ YΦ {ǘŀǎƛǳƭƛǎΣ άtŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ 
Immigrants, Ethnocultural/Visible Minorities in the Canadian 
Political Process,έ {ŜŎƻƴŘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ aŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǎ /ƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΥ 
Immigrants and Civic Participation, Contemporary Policy and 
ResŜŀǊŎƘ LǎǎǳŜǎΣ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ мффтΤ WŜǊƻƳŜ .ƭŀŎƪΣ άLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ 
and Ethnoracial Minorities in Canada: A Review of their 
tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ CŜŘŜǊŀƭ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣέ Electoral Insight 
όWŀƴǳŀǊȅ нллмύΤ ŀƴŘ [ƛǾƛŀƴƴŀ ¢ƻǎǎǳǘǘƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ 
Participation of EthnocultuǊŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ tŀǇŜǊ 

replicate those reviews, but to set the context for 
this study.  

 

VOTING  

Voter turnout is not the only indicator of political 
engagement, but it is the one that has received the 
most attention. While there have been a number of 
studies on new citizen voters in the last few 
decades, there are few definitive conclusions. 
Studies in the 1960s and 1970s argued that new 
citizens voted in much lower numbers than 
individuals born in Canada.11 Studies since the 
1980s have questioned this finding. Researchers 
now argue that there is no significant difference 
between the overall voting rates of the two 
groups.12 There are, however, factors that 
influence which new citizens vote and wƘƛŎƘ ŘƻƴΩǘ, 
as there are for Canadians generally. Immigrants 
who arrived before 1991 are more likely to vote 
than those who arrived since 1991.13 Stephen 
White and his coauthors found that age is a more 
important factor for new citizen voters than 
Canadian-born voters, and argue that time and 
exposure to Canadian politics play an important 
role for new citizen voters. They also found that 
factors such as education and income play less of a 
role for new citizens, but they are unsure why. Do 
new citizens feel a stronger sense of duty vis-à-vis 
voting? Do they vote because they want to fit in?14 
Other studies have focussed on other factors that 

                                                                                             
Series on Electoral Participation and Outreach Practices, 
Elections Canada, 2007. 
11

 .ƭŀŎƪΣ άLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 9ǘƘƴƻǊŀŎƛŀƭ aƛƴƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀέ 
(online, page number unavailable).  
12

 Furthermore, many question the assumption that the 
turnout rates for non-immigrant Canadians should be used as 
the baseline against which the turnout rate of immigrant 
Canadians is judged. 
13

 ¢ƻǎǎǳǘǘƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ǘƘƴƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ pp. 33. 
14

 {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ ²ƘƛǘŜΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ άaŀƪƛƴƎ up for Lost Time: Immigrant 
±ƻǘŜǊ ¢ǳǊƴƻǳǘ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΣέ Electoral Insight (December 2006), 
pp. 4.  

http://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/part/tud&document=trends&lang=e
http://www.elections.ca/content.aspx?section=res&dir=rec/part/tud&document=trends&lang=e
http://www.elections.on.ca/en-CA/Media/MediaArchive/2014/2014.htm
http://www.elections.on.ca/en-CA/Media/MediaArchive/2014/2014.htm
http://www.thestar.com/news/city_hall/toronto2014election/2014/10/27/voter_turnout_rocketed_in_toronto_tepid_around_gta.html
https://uwaterloo.ca/canadian-index-wellbeing/
https://uwaterloo.ca/canadian-index-wellbeing/
http://www.samaracanada.com/research/samara-democracy-360
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might determine voter turnout, such as the ability 
of politically-engaged immigrants to transfer their 
experiences to Canada, and the ability of immigrant 
community leaders to mobilize voters.15 Finally, 
studies have analyzed the impact that ethnicity and 
race have on turnout rates. Researchers have 
found that Black Canadians are the least likely to 
vote, followed by Chinese Canadians.16 What is 
clear is that more research is needed to tease out 
the motivations of new citizen voters.  

 

RUNNING FOR POLITICAL OFFICE 

A smaller number of studies has analyzed new 
citizen and visible minority political candidates and 
membership in political parties. Chui, et al. 
demonstrated that there is no significant difference 
in political organization membership between 
immigrant and Canadian-born individuals.17 But 
making the leap to political candidacy may be more 
difficult. In 2011, 42 of the 307 MPs elected were 
born outside of Canada.18 This represents 14% of all 
MPs, 6% below the proportion of immigrants in the 
Canadian population as reported in the census.19 
The numbers are more concerning for visible 
minorities. In 2011, 9.4% of the MPs elected were 
visible minorities.20 According to Andrew 

                                                           
15

 .ƭŀŎƪΣ άLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ 9ǘƘƴƻǊŀŎƛŀƭ aƛƴƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀέ 
(online, page number unavailable). 
16

 ¢ƻǎǳǘǘƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ǘƘƴƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
CommuniǘƛŜǎΣέpp. 20. 
17

 Tina W.L. Chui, James E. Curtis, and Ronald D. Lambert, 
άLƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ .ŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴΥ 9ȄŀƳƛƴƛƴƎ 
DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǘǘŜǊƴǎΣέ The Canadian Journal of Sociology, vol. 
16, no. 4 (1991), pp. 384. The only difference they found was 
that immigrant Canadians were less likely to contact politicians 
than Canadians born in Canada.   
18

 ά²Ƙȅ 9ƳōǊŀŎƛƴƎ LƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ²ƻǊƪǎ ŦƻǊ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜǎΣέ The 
Globe and Mail, 11 October 2011. 
19

 ά/ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ CƻǊŜƛƎƴ .ƻǊƴ tƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ {ƻŀǊǎ ǘƻ сΦу aƛƭƭƛƻƴ,έCBC, 
8 May 2013. 
20

 Edging Towards Diversity, Public Policy Forum; for more 
ŘŀǘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ǎŜŜ WŜǊƻƳŜ .ƭŀŎƪΣ ά±ƛǎƛōƭŜ aƛƴƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
Under-wŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΥ ¢ƘŜ ±ƛŜǿǎ ƻƴ /ŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎΣέ Electoral 
Insight (December 2006), online version.  

aŀǘƘŜǎƻƴΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ 
Parliament, legislatures, and city halls reflect the 
diversity of the population in order to bring 
different perspectives and issues to the table and 
for individuals from these communities to feel they 
have equal access to the political system.21 Studies 
have identified a number of challenges that visible 
minority candidates face, including:  

¶ the difficulty unseating an incumbent, 
particularly in municipal elections; 

¶ the practice of putting visible minority 
candidates in unwinnable ridings; 

¶ a nomination process that relies on 
conventional political networks; 

¶ financial barriers, particularly for those 
who have arrived more recently; 

¶ discrimination; and  

¶ ƳŜŘƛŀ ōƛŀǎ όŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ōƭŀƳƛƴƎ άŜǘƘƴic 
ōƭƻŎǎέ ŦƻǊ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 
nomination processes).22 

 

OTHER POLITICAL ACTIVITIES  

Voting and running for office are certainly not the 
only ways to participate in Canadian democracy. 
Working in the political backrooms ς in the riding 
executives or on campaigns ς ŀƴŘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻƴŜΩǎ 
voice heard through volunteering, donating to 
charity, participating in political discussions (with 
family/friends or online), attending protests, or 
signing petitions are all ways of influencing the 
debate and getting involved. Erin Tolley has argued 

                                                           
21

 !ƴŘǊŜǿ aŀǘƘŜǎƻƴΣ ά{ŜŜƪƛƴƎ LƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΥ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǎƛŀƴ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 
wŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ {ǳōǳǊōŀƴ /ŀƴŀŘŀΣέ Electoral Insight 
(December 2006), online version. 
22

 {ǘŀǎƛǳƭƛǎΣ άtŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ōȅ LƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎΣ 9ǘƘƴƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭκ±ƛǎƛōƭe 
aƛƴƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŀƴŀŘƛŀƴ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ tǊƻŎŜǎǎΣέ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ 
and vǳƛƴƴ !ƭōŀǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ CΦ [ŜǎƭƛŜ {ŜƛŘƭŜΣ άWorkshop on the 
9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ /ƛǾƛŎ LƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ LƳƳigrant 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ Institute for Research on Public Policy, October 
25, 2013, pp. 6-9. Matheson examined the success of visible 
minority candidates in suburban Mississauga and Brampton 
because they do not face these barriers. 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/globe-debate/why-embracing-immigrants-works-for-conservatives/article4351008/
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/canada-s-foreign-born-population-soars-to-6-8-million-1.1308179
http://www.ppforum.ca/sites/default/files/edging_towards_diversity_final.pdf
http://irpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Seidle-Report-Oct-25-2013.pdf
http://irpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Seidle-Report-Oct-25-2013.pdf
http://irpp.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/Seidle-Report-Oct-25-2013.pdf
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that the relationship between formal political 
engagement and other forms of engagement needs 
to be better understood; according to Tolley, 
informal participation can supplement, substitute 
for, or be a stepping stone to formal 
participation.23 We asked about both methods and 
which new citizens find more effective.  

 

CURRENT OUTREACH TO NEW CITIZENS 

The mandate of government election agencies is to 
administer general elections and by-elections. This 
mandate includes conducting public education 
campaigns on the electoral process and ensuring 
that all Canadians are able to vote in elections, 
should they choose to do so.24  

When one examines the strategic plans of several 
election agencies, it becomes clear that 
accessibility,25 particularly for certain groups, is a 
key concern given the decline in voter turnout over 
the past few decades. Ensuring effective 
communication methods to reach all electors, as 
well as devising innovative ways to run elections 
ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ŜƭŜŎǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ list, usually are 
listed as objectives. Youth and seniors are most 
often targeted. Elections Manitoba and Elections 
Saskatchewan are the only agencies that 
specifically mention new citizens.26 

                                                           
aŀǘƘŜǎƻƴΣ ά{ŜŜƪƛƴƎ LƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΣέ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΦ  
23

 9Ǌƛƴ ¢ƻƭƭŜȅΣ ά{ǳǇǇƭŜƳŜƴǘΣ {ǳōǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ƻǊ {ǘŜǇǇƛƴƎ {ǘƻƴŜΚ 
Understanding the Electoral and Non-Electoral Participation of 
LƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ aƛƴƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΣέ tǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ с

th
 National 

Metropolis Conference, Edmonton, Alberta, March 2003.  
24

 The Fair Elections Act will have an impact on the ability of 
Elections Canada to run ads encouraging Canadians to vote 
and may have an impact on civic literacy programming for 
adults. See ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ CŀƛǊ 9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ !ŎǘΚέ The Globe and 
Mail, 25 March 2015.  
25

 Elections Canada, Elections BC, Elections MB, Elections SK, 
Elections NL, and Elections QC. We were unable to find online 
strategic plans for the rest of the provinces. 
26

 Elections Saskatchewan, ! {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ tƭŀƴ ŦƻǊ {ŀǎƪŀǘŎƘŜǿŀƴΩǎ 
Election Management Body, 2014-2016, pp. 8 and Elections 

Election agencies also engage in research. Elections 
Canada publishes Electoral Insight, which features 
articles from academics who study political 
participation, and many agencies conduct post-
election surveys to understand why people did or 
did not vote and how they can improve 
communication methods for future elections. 
Unfortunately, these surveys are unable to analyze 
by immigration statusΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ./Ωǎ 
community liaison officers have reported on the 
barriers facing the Chinese-Canadian and Indo-
Canadian communities that the liason officers 
experienced in the course of their community 
engagement work. These barriers included: 

¶ language; 

¶ the belief that Elections BC is a partisan 
organization; 

¶ lack of understanding around the election 
process; 

¶ lack of understanding around the 
importance of voting; 

¶ the belief that voting is to be avoided; and  

¶ the fact that many are still in survival mode 
and preoccupied with other concerns 
(Chinese community).27 

For elections agencies, the solutions have largely 
centred on ensuring that there is material or 
personnel that can answer questions in all the 
major languages of a given geographic area, 
including translated election materials and having 
multilingual staff at telephone banks. Elections BC, 
the City of Vancouver, and Elections Canada have 
hired staff to work directly with cultural 
communities. Elections Canada and Elections 
Ontario have used the ethnic media as a conduit 
for information to new citizen voters.28 On the 

                                                                                             
Manitoba, Strategic Plan for the 41

st
 General Election, 2012-

2015, pp. 16. 
27

 ¢ƻǎǎǳǘǘƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇation of Ethnocultural 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ Ǉp. 13. 
28

 ¢ƻǎǎǳǘǘƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 9ǘƘƴƻŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ Ǉp. 26. In their strategic plans, Elections 

http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/politics/what-is-the-fair-elections-act/article17648947/
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Elections Nova Scotia website, a page is dedicated 
to new Canadian voters, with information on the 
eligibility requirements and a link to find out of if 
ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘΦ 9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ vǳŜōŜŎΩǎ 
workshops provide information about the political 
system.  

There are smatterings of other initiatives that seek 
to inform new citizens about voting. These include 
(but are not limited to): 

¶ The Discover Canada guide, which is read 
by all new citizens who take the citizenship 
test, and which includes a page on federal 
ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ 
ŎŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ƻƴŜ. 

¶ The City of NewmarketΩǎ online guide for 
new citizen voters that explains the 
structure of government at all levels and 
the process of voting. 

¶ Settlement.org, an online information hub 
for immigrants settling in Ontario, which 
has articles on how to vote at all levels. 

¶ Civics 101, an online resource created by 
TVO, the Maytree Foundation, 
settlement.org, the Civic Education 
bŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ wƻǎŜ όvǳŜŜƴΩǎ 
University), teaches citizens how the 
Ontario government works, as well as 
voting procedures. While not specifically 
for new citizens, it is a resource that they 
can draw upon. 

¶ aŀȅǘǊŜŜΩǎ School4Civics program, which 
trains leaders from diverse communities 
how to organize political campaigns and 
run for office.29  

                                                                                             
Manitoba proposes creating community collaborations to 
reach underserved communities and Elections Saskatchewan 
proposes translating materials. See Elections Manitoba, 
Strategic Plan, pp. 16, Elections Saskatchewan, A Strategic 
Plan, pp. 8.  
29

 !ƭōŀǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ {ŜƛŘƭŜΣ ά²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ /ƛǾƛŎ 
LƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ LƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ pp. 9. 

¶ MOSAIC, a settlement organization in 
British Columbia, which has created a 
more extensive citizenship education 
program that not only teaches to the 
guide and the test, but provides 
information on how to interact with 
government and how to get involved in 
public debate.30  

In addition, a number of non-profit organizations 
work in the civic education, political participation, 
and voter mobilization spaces. These include (but 
are not limited to) organizations such as the 
Maytree Foundation, Samara Canada, Apathy is 
Boring, and Institut du nouveau monde. Most 
organizations are focussed on youth voters. Samara 
has done some work with new Canadians as part of 
the Democracy Talks program. Recently, Samara 
released a new report, Democracy 360, which 
grades the vitality of Canadian democracy by 
examining a number of indicators under the broad 
categories of participation, leadership, and 
communication. The report gave Canada a letter 
ƎǊŀŘŜ ƻŦ ά/έ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 
reforms that could improve CanadiansΩ 
engagement in politics. The report, however, did 
not shed light on how the responses of new citizens 
might be different from those of Canadian-born 
citizens.  

The Institute for Canadian Citizenship is the only 
organization to work exclusively with new citizens, 
thus putting us in a position to make a substantial 
contribution to the conversation. The following 
sections present the results of the survey and focus 
groups, exploring the experience of new citizens at 
and beyond the ballot box. 

 
 
 
         TOP

                                                           
30

 !ƭōŀǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ {ŜƛŘƭŜΣ ά²ƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƭŜŎǘƻǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ /ƛǾƛŎ 
LƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ LƳƳƛƎǊŀƴǘ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΣέ pp. 9. 

https://electionsnovascotia.ca/voters/new-canadians
http://www.electionsquebec.qc.ca/english/provincial/voting/documents-for-newcomers.php
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/pdf/pub/discover.pdf
http://www.newmarket.ca/en/townhall/resources/2209702_New_Faces_in_New_Places_Citizenship_Guide.pdf
http://settlement.org/ontario/immigration-citizenship/canadian-government/voting/
http://tvo.org/special/civics-101-ontarios-political-process-explained
http://citiesofmigration.ca/good_idea/school4civics/
http://www.samaracanada.com/research/samara-democracy-360
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Ballots and Belonging ς New Citizens on Political 
Participation is an opportunity to hear directly from 
new citizens about their experiences voting in 
Canada. As reported earlier, survey respondents 
are politically engaged ς 61% of respondents had 
already voted in an election in Canada. They bring 
ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǾƻǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ 
Canada. TƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǾƻǘŜŘ yet ς but could 
have ς can shed light on the barriers.  

 

VOTING KNOWLEDGE 

The new citizens who responded to the survey are 
knowledgeable about voting. We asked if they 
would know how to vote if an election were called 
tomorrow:  

¶ 81% ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊŘ ƛǎΤ  

¶ 75% know how to get their name on the 
ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǎǘΤ  

¶ 86% know how to find a polling station; 
and, 

¶ 84% know where to find information if 
they have questions about voting.  

This is not surprising. We know that a substantial 
proportion of the sample came from countries with 
similar voting procedures to Canada (e.g., United 
States, United Kingdom). In addition, if 61% of 
respondents had already voted, they are likely to 
report that they know how to do it if an election 
were held tomorrow. We wanted to find out if the 
results would be different if we looked at only 
ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ȅŜǘ ǾƻǘŜŘ ƻǊ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ 
outside of the United States, Australia/New 
Zealand, and Western Europe. 

 

 

Filtering the results did not change the picture 
dramatically. Those who have not voted yet are 
perhaps less likely to know how to get their name 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊΩǎ ƭƛǎǘ ƻǊ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ǇƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 
difference is not substantial. 

 

FIRST-TIME VOTER EXPERIENCE 

Survey respondents who have voted in a Canadian 
election told us about their first experience voting 
ς in particular, what they did in the lead up to 
casting their ballot. 

Statement New 
citizens 
excluding 
US/AUS/W. 
Europe 

New 
citizens 
ς 
ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ 
yet 
voted  

Full 
results 

I know what a 
ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊŘ ƛǎ 

79% 79% 81% 

I know how to 
get my name 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ 
list 

72% 67% 75% 

I know how to 
find a polling 
station 

84% 78% 86% 

I know where 
to find 
information if I 
have questions 
about voting 

84% 81% 84% 
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First-time voters ς sources of information 

 

 

 

 

As noted above, the respondents in this survey 
reported that they generally are knowledgeable 
about the voting process. Eighty-four percent (84%) 
reported they actively looked for information on 
how to vote before their first election. The 
internet, not surprisingly, is the primary source of 
information: 58% reported that they consulted 
government websites (Elections Canada and its 
provincial and municipal counterparts), 20% 
consulted a media website such as CBC, and 11% 
used social media sites. Other significant sources of 
ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊŘΣ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ 
ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǾƻǘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǊŘ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ, 
and television. Ninety-five (95) % of respondents 
said the information they consulted was easy to 
understand.  

Almost everyone (91%) reported they did not look 
for information in languages other than French and 
English, even though most election agencies now 
publish information in a variety of languages.  

When filtering out respondents from Europe, North 
America, and Australia/New Zealand, the results 
around accessing information did not change 
dramatically, although a slightly higher proportion 
needed to consult materials in languages other 
than English or French:  

¶ 85% reported that they actively looked for 
information prior to voting and 
government websites were the primary 
source of information; 

¶ 11% said that they consulted information 
in languages other than English or French; 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

¶ 96% reported that the information they 
consulted was easy to understand.  

These results, however, do not mean that language 
is not a barrier for other new citizens. As it was an 
online survey, respondents must be comfortable 
reading and comprehending English or French to fill 
it out. But focussing all our efforts on providing 
information in other languages may not be the only 
key to increasing new citizen engagement.  

While the vast majority of survey respondents 
report that they voted in a past Canadian election, 
their political engagement before casting a ballot 
was limited largely to looking for information on 
candidates, parties, and party platforms online, and 
talking about the election with their family and 
friends. Relatively few talked in person with 
candidates, went to an election debate, put a sign 
on their front lawn, or donated money to a 
candidate or political party.  
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Activities new citizens did before their first  
Canadian election 

 

 

 

 

 

MOTIVATIONS FOR VOTING 

Like many other Canadians, new citizens generally 
believe that voting is important even if they have 
critiques of the effectiveness of the political 
system. The majority (64%) said they wanted to 
vote in their first election because voting is 
important and because they wanted to have their 
voice heard. Voting was less associated with factors 
connected to a particular election (e.g., particular 
issues or candidates) or voting out of habit.  

The experience of immigrating might make new 
citizens more keenly feel that sense of duty to vote,  
as Stephen White and his colleagues wondered. 
Many in the survey left comments that indicated a 
strong desire to give back to Canada: 

òI felt like I was taking up my 

responsibility. I felt like I owed it to 

Canada and its population, my fellow 

Canadians.ó  

 òI felt proud to be part of the 

democratic process of Canada. I felt 

that I owed it to my country and 

myself.ó 

 

 

 

 

 

Reasons new citizens voted in their first  
 

Reasons new citiezns voted in their first Canadian 
election 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


































