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Chief Electoral Officer’s Message

electoral	Participation	of	
ethnocultural	Communities							 	

While nearly one fifth of Canada’s population is  

foreign-born, relatively little has been known about  

the attitudes and federal voter turnout of new citizens 

and ethnocultural communities. It was therefore important for me 

to obtain a better understanding of this phenomenon to ensure 

that Elections Canada’s services respond to their needs. It is  

widely thought that immigrants vote less than the Canadian-born  

electorate. This issue of Electoral Insight, however, presents a  

considerably more complex picture. 

According to the contributors to this issue, the participation of the members of Canada’s many diverse ethnocultural groups, 
whether born in Canada or not, is influenced by their cultural heritage, ethnic origin, interest in politics, sources of informa-
tion, education, income, age and length of residence here. It is also important to note that just as participation and attitudes 
may vary between the Canadian-born and immigrant populations, so do they vary among ethnocultural groups, including  
visible minorities.  

I wish to thank the many authors for their contributions to this issue. In their articles, Jack Jedwab of the Association for 
Canadian Studies, and the Canadian Election Studies group, compare the turnout of immigrant groups and native-born 
Canadians, and they explore why there are differences. A survey of the views of federal candidates about visible-minority  
representation in Parliament is analyzed by Jerome H. Black of McGill University and Bruce M. Hicks of the Université  
de Montréal. 

This issue contains three case studies of great interest. Andrew Matheson (M.A., Immigration and Settlement Studies, 
Ryerson University) examines South Asian political representation in Canada, particularly in Toronto’s suburbs. Carolle 
Simard of the Université du Québec à Montréal reports on the political involvement of several groups of new Canadians  
in Montréal. The print media portrayal of Muslim Canadians during recent federal elections is examined by Yasmeen  
Abu-Laban and Linda Trimble, both of the University of Alberta. 

The scope of this issue widens with the inclusion of articles from Antoine Bilodeau and Mebs Kanji of Concordia University, 
about the political engagement of immigrants in several Anglo-democracies, and international electoral consultant Rafael 
López-Pintor, about measures to encourage electoral participation in post-conflict countries with ethnic divides.

Elections Canada’s initiatives for ethnocultural communities, which date back to 1988, are part of its larger outreach program. 
The agency has adopted a five-pronged approach to outreach, comprising leadership, partnerships, research, communications 
and operational initiatives.  

Jean-Pierre Kingsley 
Chief Electoral Officer of Canada
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2 Electoral Insight

Beginning with ads in community newspapers in 10 languages, Elections Canada’s communications initiatives for ethnocul-
tural communities have greatly expanded over the years. “My future, my vote” served as the central theme of the advertising 
program used at the 2006 election. Messages in 25 languages were placed in ethnocultural newspapers and in 23 languages  
on ethnocultural radio stations. Mainstream English and French television ads were voiced over in 12 additional languages.  
We also filled requests for almost 80,000 copies of our voter information guide, which was produced in 26 languages.  
Our distribution network has widened with the assistance of community associations and citizenship courts. 

On the operational front, returning officers can appoint community relations officers to help identify and address the needs  
of individual ethnocultural communities and encourage their participation. For the 2006 general election, 64 community  
relations officers were hired in 53 electoral districts with significant ethnocultural populations. They partnered with  
ethnocultural groups to conduct outreach drives and distribute information about registering and voting. Returning officers 
also hired staff who were representative of the populations being served, poll officials who spoke the languages represented  
in their communities and, in some cases, interpreters.  

As part of its research program, Elections Canada recently commissioned a concept paper examining the electoral participation 
and outreach practices targeted at ethnocultural communities in Canada and other national and international jurisdictions. 
The paper was prepared by Dr. Livianna Tossutti of Brock University. This study, based on an analysis of Statistics Canada’s 
Ethnic Diversity Survey of 2002, puts forth a nuanced perspective. It reveals that when all other factors were controlled,  
newcomers voted less than established immigrants in the 2000 general election. As well, immigrants from certain visible 
minority groups voted at higher rates than Canadian-born members of these communities. Concerning outreach practices, 
while Tossutti regards Canada as a world leader in voter education, she recommends customized outreach initiatives for  
non-European ethnocultural communities and Canadian-born visible minorities. Elections Canada intends to publish  
this study in spring 2007.

Recognizing the growing importance of facilitating the participation of ethnocultural communities in the electoral system, 
Elections Canada is using the findings and recommendations of Dr. Tossutti’s study to refine its outreach initiatives through  
a long-term strategic plan. We will continue to increase our consultations and partnerships with ethnocultural communities 
and organizations. Our ultimate objective is to implement a proactive and effective outreach strategy – one that ensures that 
all eligible voters, regardless of ethnicity or mother tongue, have every opportunity to cast their ballots. The research and  
findings of the authors in this issue of Electoral Insight will be of great assistance. 

Jean-Pierre Kingsley
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The	“roots”	of		
Immigrant	and	ethnic	Voter		
Participation	in	Canada	

Jack Jedwab
Executive Director, Association for Canadian Studies 

It is widely held that voter turnout among immigrants is lower than among the Canadian-born electorate. But this view fails to account 
sufficiently for the diverse pattern of voter participation among Canada’s many ethnocultural and ethno-racial groups. For example, 
there are differences between some communities of European and non-European origins in self-reported levels of voter participation. The 
extent to which ethnic attachment influences participation is more the object of speculation than empirical testing. Relatively few data sets 
have permitted such analysis. The Ethnic Diversity Survey of Statistics Canada provides useful insights in this area. The data reveal that 
people who settled in Canada between 1991 and 2001 were far less likely to report they voted than those arriving before 1991. Yet they 
also show that rates of voter participation are higher among foreign-born than Canadian-born members of visible minorities. Such results 
raise questions about the extent to which “rootedness” increases voter participation. More survey respondents with strong ethnic identities 
reported they voted in federal elections than those with weaker identification. Therefore, such attachment does not appear to undercut 
participation. This essay suggests the need to rethink certain notions about the relationship between ethnicity and voter participation.

Canada’s foreign-born population is largely comprised of 
persons whose ethnic origins are neither British nor French. 
As it is widely held that immigrants are less inclined to vote 
than non-immigrants, minority ethnic communities have 
become the objects of increasing attention among those 
concerned with declining voter turnout in democratic 
countries. And since nearly one in five Canadians is 
 foreign-born, it is not surprising that there is considerable 
interest here in voter participation among immigrants  
and ethnic communities. 

Those who use the non-immigrant/immigrant dichotomy  
to explain differences in voter participation sometimes pay 
insufficient attention to the diverse ethnocultural and 
ethno-racial backgrounds of foreign-born Canadians. In 
fact, it is not apparent that immigrants vote less than non-
immigrants. But certain ethnic groups are more likely to 

vote than others, and frequently the difference is associated 
with how recently the immigration of a given community 
occurred. With some exceptions, there are differences in 
self-reported levels of voter participation between com-
munities of European and non-European origin. Even so,  
in several non-European groups, self-reported rates of  
voter participation are higher among foreign-born than 
Canadian-born members. 

Employing data from Statistics Canada’s 2002 Ethnic 
Diversity Survey, we examine reported differences in federal 
voter participation for several European and non-European 
groups. Findings for Canadians of non-European origins  
are most effectively analyzed by using data on visible minor-
ities. (Statistics Canada defines visible minorities as persons 
who are identified under the Employment Equity Act as 
being non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour.)  

Electoral Participation of  
Ethnocultural Communities 
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To further understand the immigrant/
non-immigrant electoral dichotomy, we 
analyze self-reported voter participation 
among immigrant and non-immigrant 
members of visible minorities. Analysts 
of voter turnout have established 
strong correlations between age and 
participation rates, and some insight 
will be provided into whether ethnic 
identification also plays a role. 

Many Canadians believe that voter 
choices are frequently connected  
with ethnic identification. A January 
2006 survey conducted by Ipsos 
Canada found that some three in four 
Canadians agree that “members of cer-
tain ethnic minorities in Canada tend 
to vote as a bloc for specific parties or 
candidates.”1 On the other hand, in the 
same survey two thirds disagreed that 
they would be more likely to vote for a 
candidate who shared their ethnic or 
religious background. It is worth noting 
that immigrant and non-immigrant 
respondents, visible minorities and 
 others were equally unlikely to vote  
for a candidate on that basis. 

Literature	on	ethnicity		
and	voter	turnout	

It remains unclear to what extent 
 ethnic attachments encourage minority 
voters to participate in elections.  

How ethnic attachments influence 
such participation has more often been 
the object of speculation than empiri-
cal testing. In effect, to date relatively 
few data sets permit us to causally 
relate the complex expression of  
ethnic identity to aspects of democratic 
participation. Analysis of the relation-
ship between ethnicity and voting  
is further rendered complex by the  
multi-dimensional definition of ethnic 
identity, which includes elements such 
as origin, ancestry, identity, language 
and religion. 

In studying the participation rates of 
ethnic groups, Black measured the rela-
tive impact of ethnicity and place of 
birth on voter turnout. Controlling for 

socio-economic status, age, political 
attitudes and organizational involve-
ment, he found that only the West 
Indian respondents (all of whom were 
foreign-born) vote significantly less 
than the reference group – Canadian-
born British.2 According to Black, it is 
interesting to note that controlling for 
length of residence in Canada weak-
ens, but does not eliminate, the West 
Indian vote differential.

Lapp, on the other hand, stresses that 
both the Canadian-born and foreign-
born populations possess a diverse 
ethnocultural makeup.3 In her study  
of Montréal’s ethnic communities, 
Lapp notes that voter turnout in  
some ethnic groups is higher than  
the provincial average. She suggests 
that this is the case for the Greek 
 community, though not for Montréal’s 
Chinese and Jewish communities. In 
the case of the Italians and Portuguese, 
group rates of voter participation were 
on par with those of the broader popu-
lation. Lapp points out that variations 
occur despite controls for citizenship, 
period of immigration and home 
 language. In effect, turnout is not 
merely a function of length of time 
spent in Canada. Consequently, Lapp 
contends that immigrant adaptation  
is not always the best predictor of  
voter participation.
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Finding a relationship between ethnicity  
and participation in voting is complicated  
by the multi-dimensional definition of ethnic 
identity, which includes factors such as 
origin, ancestry, language and religion.



Often underlying the perceived immi-
grant/non-immigrant voter dichotomy 
is the question of identification with 
Canada. In this context, some assump-
tions may be made about the extent  
to which ethnic group attachments 
undercut participation in the electoral 
process. Electoral analyses that have 
focused on cultural integration suggest 
that newcomers are less knowledgeable 
about Canadian political norms and 
values than native-born Canadians.4 
The fact that immigrants come from 
different cultures also may differentially 
affect their political participation in 
Canada. They may encounter difficulty 
in transferring their political experi-
ences in their countries of origin to the 
political process in Canada. Explana-
tions of limited voter participation 
based on problems of cultural inte-
gration have come under increasing 
scrutiny. Contrary to findings on the 
role of knowledge in the formation of 
public opinion, Bilodeau and Nevitte 
contend that factual knowledge about 
the host environment plays no signifi-
cant role in how immigrants develop 
trust in host political institutions. 
Immigrants who knew more about the 
host democratic environment did not 
exhibit higher or lower levels of confi-
dence than those who knew little.5 

Lapp maintains that the level of inter-
est in politics may be an important 
consideration in explaining rates of 
voter turnout. Montréal Chinese com-
munity leaders interviewed by Lapp 
said that it was difficult to convince 
people to vote due to their lack of 
interest in politics. On the other hand, 
Greek community leaders attributed 
disproportionately high turnout to 
strong interest in politics. 

An Environics survey, conducted for 
the Association for Canadian Studies 
during July and August 2004, made an 

effort to determine the degree of inter-
est in federal politics. The survey 
revealed that 73% of respondents felt 
that there was no change in their 
interest in politics in the aftermath  
of the 2004 federal election. However, 
among the other respondents, more 
said their interest increased (19%) than 
said that it declined (8%). The immi-
grants surveyed were far more likely on 
average to report rising interest in poli-
tics. This was particularly true for the 
non-European immigrants, with some 
30% indicating growing interest in 
 politics in the aftermath of the 2004 
contest, 60% declaring no change and 
10% reporting a decline in interest.6 

Immigrant	concentration		
and	voter	turnout:	Federal	
elections	of	2004	and	2006	

Results of the 2004 and 2006 federal 
elections reveal that ridings with  
high concentrations of immigrants  
had lower than average rates of voter 
participation. In 2001, nearly 90%  
of all immigrants resided in the 
 provinces of Ontario, Quebec and 
British Columbia – notably in the 
Toronto, Vancouver and Montréal 
areas. As shown in Table 1, the  
ridings with the largest percentage  
of immigrants are located in these 
 metropolitan areas.

Table 1 
Voter Turnout in the 2004 and 2006 Federal Elections for 
15 Federal Ridings with the Largest Immigrant Populations

Location % of riding 
population 

born outside 
Canada

Voter 
turnout in 

2004 federal 
election

Voter 
turnout in 

2006 federal 
election

Canada overall – 60.9 64.7

Scarborough–Rouge River 66.7 51.1 57.0

Scarborough–Agincourt 64.0 56.4 61.7

York West 61.2 48.5 57.9

Markham–Unionville 60.0 56.1 61.7

Don Valley East 59.6 59.4 63.8

Mississauga East–Cooksville 58.0 52.4 58.3

Vancouver South 57.7 55.8 56.4

Richmond 57.2 56.7 56.3

York Centre 57.0 56.8 61.1

Etobicoke North 55.8 51.0 59.0

Davenport 55.5 52.9 60.6

Vancouver Kingsway 55.0 58.0 58.7

Mississauga–Brampton South 53.6 53.8 60.0

York South–Weston 53.5 51.7 60.0

Saint-Laurent–Cartierville 46.9 54.3 55.3

Burnaby–New Westminster 46.0 59.0 60.1

Sources: Statistics Canada, Census of Canada, 2001; and Elections Canada, Official Voting Results, 2004 
and 2006

December 2006 5
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While a poll-by-poll analysis would 
shed greater light on the degree to 
which immigrant groups participated 
in the 2004 and 2006 federal elections, 
the overall results suggest that ridings 
with higher numbers of immigrants 
have rates of voter turnout that are  
at least below the average in the rest  
of their respective provinces. The 
national participation rate in 2006  
was 64.7% (in 2004, it was 60.9%); in 
the province of Ontario, federal voter 
turnout was 66.6% in 2006 (61.8%  
in 2004), in British Columbia, it was 
63.7% in 2006 (63.3% in 2004) and in 
Quebec, it was 63.9% in 2006 (60.5% 
in 2004). Consistent with the overall 
increases in voter turnout between 
2004 and 2006, Table 1 demonstrates 
that the 15 ridings with the largest 
numbers of immigrants generally fol-
lowed the trend. Indeed, in several 
Ontario ridings with significant immi-
grant populations, the percentage 
increases in turnout for the 2006 fed-
eral election were greater than those 
for the province as a whole. 

Canada’s	immigrant	and	
ethnic	groups:	reported	rates	
of	voter	turnout	

When surveyed, Canadians tend  
to collectively report higher rates of 
voter turnout than are shown by  
actual election outcomes. This is 
 frequently attributed to the social 
desirability of indicating that one cast 
a ballot. Still, there is insight to be 
gained by looking at people’s inten-
tions, which provide an indication of 
the importance and value they attach 
to voting. Over 27,000 people describ-
ing themselves as eligible voters in the 
2000 federal election took part in the 
2002 Ethnic Diversity Survey (EDS).7 
Data from the EDS reveals that there 
is little difference in the extent to 
which eligible non-immigrants (78.8%) 

and immigrants (77.6%) reported 
 voting in federal elections. However, 
the survey does show a substantial  
gap between self-reported federal  

voter participation on the part of 
immigrants who arrived before 1991 
(83.4%) and those arriving between 
1991 and 2001 (53%). Underlying  

Table 2
Self-Reported Rates of Voter Participation for Selected 
Minorities in the 2000 Federal Election, by Place of Birth 

Place of birth Voted Did not 
vote

Total 
eligible 
voters 

surveyed

Reported 
voter 

turnout
%

Canada 21,290 5,738 27,028 78.8

Europe 3,067 519 3,586 87.6

Africa 267 69 336 79.4

United States 305 86 391 78.0

Central America,  
South America, Caribbean  
and Bermuda

607 220 827 73.3

Asia and the Middle East 1,713 722 2,435 70.4

Source: Ethnic Diversity Survey, Statistics Canada and Department of Canadian Heritage, 2002

Table 3
Self-Reported Rates of Voter Participation in the  
2000 Federal Election, by Selected Place of Birth 

Place of birth Voted Did not 
vote

Total  
eligible 
voters 

surveyed

Reported 
voter 

turnout
%

Canada 21,290 5,738 27,028 78.8

Italy 470 34 504 94.0

Netherlands 210 14 224 93.7

United Kingdom 731 115 846 86.4

Germany 318 52 370 85.9

Poland 245 66 301 81.6

India 292 68 360 81.1

Portugal 194 49 243 79.8

United States 305 86 391 78.0

Philippines 220 71 291 75.6

People’s Republic of China 263 110 373 70.5

Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region 

277 151 428 64.7

Source: Ethnic Diversity Survey, Statistics Canada and Department of Canadian Heritage, 2002



these results are diverging patterns  
of reported participation between 
European and non-European 
 immigrants. Table 2 reveals that 
 immigrants born in Asia, the Middle 
East and Latin America report lower 
rates of voting in federal elections  
than the Canadian-born electorate. 
Immigrants born in European coun-
tries tend to report higher rates of  
such participation than the native-
born group.

Table 3 further illus-
trates the differences 
in self-reported voter 
turnout in the 2000 
federal election 
between persons  
born in a number of 
European countries 
and those born in 
certain Asian coun-
tries. Those born  
in India are an 
 exception to the dif-
ference between the 
European- and Asian-
born populations. 

The differences shown above are 
reflected in the EDS data on  
self-reported visible- 
minority partici- 
pation rates. Eligible 
voters who are not 
members of visible-
minority groups 
generally report higher 
than average turnouts. 
But most striking in Table 4  
are the differences between Canadian- 

born and foreign-born members of  
the same groups. With the exception  
of Japanese respondents, immigrants 
tend to self-report higher levels of 
 participation than non-immigrants. 
These results suggest that more  
analysis needs to be directed at the 
relationship between immigrant and 
minority status in influencing voter 
 participation. 

Lower voter participation among 
younger Canadians has been widely 
documented. As the average age of 
 visible minority groups is lower than 
that of the white population, it is 
 useful to look at the reported levels  
of participation on the basis of age 
cohort. As observed in Table 5, there 

are wide differences in reported 
 participation between survey 

Table 4
Self-Reported Rates of Voter Participation 
for Selected Visible Minorities in the  
2000 Federal Election, by Immigrant Status 

Group Total  
voter 

participation

Born in  
Canada

Born  
outside 
Canada

Not a visible 
minority 81.8 80.9 83.6

South Asian 70.9 60.4 78.2

Filipino 69.7 59.6 75.6

Arab 65.5 55.9 75.1

Black 61.8 53.2 74.6

Chinese 64.9 62.8 65.8

Japanese 75.8 77.1 60.8

Source: Ethnic Diversity Survey, Statistics Canada and Department of 
Canadian Heritage, 2002
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Table 5
Self-Reported Rates of Voter Participation 
in the 2000 Federal Election, for Selected 
Visible Minorities, by Selected Age Cohorts 

Group 18–24 45–54

Not a visible minority 50.0 88.9

Japanese 49.0 85.7

South Asian 49.2 85.0

Black 32.8 85.0

Filipino 52.2 79.7

Chinese 37.0 73.9

Arab 40.0 ns

Total 47.7 87.6

Source: Ethnic Diversity Survey, Statistics Canada and Department of 
Canadian Heritage, 2002

ns = numbers of respondents are not sufficient for analytical purposes 

Members of the Filipino-Canadian community greet Queen 
Elizabeth II in Toronto, during her 2002 tour of Canada.
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 Immigrants born in Asia, the Middle East 
and Latin America report lower rates 
of voting in federal elections than the 
Canadian-born electorate. 
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 respondents in the 18–24 and 45–54 
age categories. 

ethnic	attachment,	national	
identification	and	voter	
turnout	

At least three quarters of EDS respond-
ents regard ethnic identity as impor- 
 tant (31,377 out of 41,695 surveyed 
rated its importance at 4 or 5 on a  
5-point scale). The EDS offers no sup-
port for the idea that strong ethnic 
attachments result in lower rates of 
voter participation. As seen in Table 6, 
whether the factor considered is 

 identity or belonging, those with  
strong connections to ethnicity tend  
to report higher voter turnout. The  
EDS reveals that more than 8 in  
10 Canadians who 
declared their ethnic 
identity is important 
reported voting in the 
2000 federal election, 
compared with approx-
imately two thirds who 
described ethnic iden-
tity as not important at all. Hence, 
ethnic attachments do not appear to 
undercut participation. Table 6 also 
reveals that a strong sense of belonging 

to an ethnic or cultural 
group has little effect on 
lowering reported voter 
turnout rates. 

The EDS reveals that more 
of those indicating higher 
levels of belonging to 
Canada tend to report that 
they voted in federal elec-
tions. However, EDS data 
also indicate that strong 
attachment to ethnic 
 communities does not 
imply weaker attachment 
to Canada and therefore  

it would be wrong to assume that 
minority ethnic groups participate less 
because of insufficient national identi-
fication. Employing the data, Jantzen8 
notes that among the various minority 
ethnocultural and ethno-racial groups 
a significant share reports a strong 
sense of belonging to Canada. 

Conclusion	

The EDS findings raise several ques-
tions about the voter participation of 
immigrants and members of ethnic 
communities. On the surface, one may 
be struck by contradictory empirical 
evidence when it comes to rates of par-
ticipation. Data from federal ridings 
with high immigrant concentrations 
imply that turnout rates are lower 
among foreign-born Canadians. The 

EDS data reveal that people who set-
tled in Canada between 1991 and 2001 
were far less likely to report they voted 
than those arriving before 1991. And 
since many recent immigrants reside in 
the urban ridings listed in Table 1, the 
lower than average turnout rates do 
not seem surprising. Yet the idea that 
“rootedness” in Canada contributes to 
higher voter turnout is thrown into 
question by the EDS figures on visible-
minority Canadian-born youth, who 
often report dramatically lower rates of 
participation in federal elections than 
their immigrant counterparts. 

An Environics survey found that 41% 
of Canadians think the main reason 
for reduced electoral participation is 
that their votes have no impact. It is  

Table 7
Self-Reported Voting in the  
2000 Federal Election, by Reported 
Sense of Belonging to Canada, 2002 

Sense of belonging  
to Canada

% who voted

1 – not strong at all 62.5

2 69.1

3 70.0

4 75.5

5 – very strong 82.7

Source: Ethnic Diversity Survey, Statistics Canada and 
Department of Canadian Heritage, 2002

Table 6 
Importance of Ethnic Identity and Belonging to  
Ethnic Group and Self-Reported Voter Participation  
in the 2000 Federal Election 

Level of 
Importance

Ethnic  
identity –  

% who voted

Ethnic 
belonging –  

% who voted

Level of 
belonging

1 –  not important 
at all

66.8 77.3 1 – not strong 
at all

2 67.2 77.8 2

3 72.5 78.1 3

4 75.1 78.2 4

5 – very important 82.3 80.7 5 – very strong

Source: Ethnic Diversity Survey, Statistics Canada and Department of Canadian Heritage, 2002

Age, ethnocultural background and  
place of residence, among other factors,  
all contribute somewhat in modifying rates 
of voter participation.
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by far the single most important reason 
given by survey respondents.9 How 
questions of identity influence voter 
turnout needs to be further examined. 
It is likely that age, ethnocultural back-
ground and place of residence, among 
other factors, all contribute somewhat 
in modifying rates of voter participa-
tion. Some expressions of identity may 
carry more weight in affecting rates  
of voter turnout. It is widely agreed 
that age significantly influences voter 
participation. It is contended here  
that certain ethnic attitudes further 
undercut such participation, as they 
potentially create another layer in the 
feelings of voter indifference and/or the 
sense of disempowerment. If the EDS 
findings cited here are accurate, then  

it is vital to comprehend why Canada’s 
visible-minority youth in particular 
report such low involvement in the 
election process. It is an area that 
 merits much further inquiry. 
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The 2006 Canadian federal election saw a concerted effort 
by the Conservative Party to gain a greater foothold in a 
traditionally strong area of Liberal Party support, namely, 
among immigrant communities.1 The strategies of the 
 federal parties in the 2006 election underscored the fact 
that this large, diverse constituency of voters has not really 
been at the centre of party competition before. Although 
nearly one fifth of Canada’s population is foreign-born, 
 relatively little is known about the electoral participation  
of these citizens.

This article explores two questions concerning electoral 
turnout among immigrants to Canada. First, is voter turn-
out among immigrant Canadians higher, lower or about the 
same as that of native-born Canadians? And second, are 
the factors that explain variations in voter turnout among 
the foreign-born and native-born the same or are they dif-
ferent? These questions are explored using data from pooled 
samples of foreign-born and native-born Canadians from 
the 1988, 1993, 1997, 2000 and 2004 Canadian Election 
Studies.2 The evidence is that immigrants confront a steep 
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political learning curve; they face a 
shortfall of relevant political experi-
ence in the Canadian setting. The data 
show, however, that immigrants can, 
and do, make up for lost time.

Facilitative	and	motivational	
resources	and	voter	turnout

Most analysts of electoral behaviour 
concur that voter turnout is deter-
mined by a combination of what are 
called facilitative and motivational fac-
tors. “Motivational” factors refer to 
levels of interest and perceived political 
efficacy, while “facilitative” factors 
include such resources as greater 
income, more education and more 
experience with politics. The weight of 
the evidence shows that an abundant 
supply of these resources increases the 
likelihood that people will vote.3

The question of whether immigrant 
Canadians, because of these facilitative 
and motivational factors, turn out  
to vote in relatively greater or fewer 
numbers than their native-born 
 counterparts is not a settled one.  
On one hand, there are reasonable 
grounds for speculating that voter  
turnout may be lower among immi-
grant Canadians than their native- 
born counterparts. After all, migrants 
to Canada were socialized in different, 
sometimes radically different, political 
systems, and they have less experience 
than most native-born Canadians with 
the Canadian political system. For this 
group of citizens, the political learning 
curve is consequently much steeper 
than it is for native-born Canadians 
and therefore more of a barrier to 

 electoral participa-
tion. Many foreign- 
born Canadians  
may also lack such 
socio-economic 
resources as time  
and money, which 
also facilitate political 
participation. 

On the other hand, 
there is also a 
straightforward logic 
pointing to the con-
trary intuition that 
immigrant Canadians 
could be more likely 
than native-born 
Canadians to vote. Growing numbers 
of immigrants come from countries 
where there was no opportunity to 
vote, and these immigrants may be  

less likely than other 
Canadians to take  
the right to vote for 
granted. Moreover, 
even if many immi-
grants are short on the 
time, money and first-

hand experience needed to participate 
in Canadian politics, they are well 
endowed with the basic cognitive 
resources that facilitate voting. On 
 balance, immigrants tend to have 
 significantly higher levels of formal 
education than their native-born 
 counterparts because Canada’s 
 immigration policy since 1967 has 
favoured well-educated migrants and 
skilled labourers.4 

evidence	from	the	Canadian	
election	Study

The place to begin is with the core 
finding concerning differences in  
voter turnout between native-born and 
foreign-born Canadians. The aggregate 
evidence is somewhat anticlimactic:  

it turns out immigrants are neither 
more nor less likely than native-born 
Canadians to vote. But just because 
levels of voter turnout among foreign-
born and native-born citizens are 
relatively similar, it does not follow 
that the factors that motivate these 
two groups of citizens to vote or not 
are necessarily exactly the same. To 
explore this possibility, we analyze 
 separately the independent effects of 
age, income, education and interest in 
the election on voter turnout for immi-
grants and native-born Canadians.  
We estimate statistically what the 
impact of each factor on voter turnout 
would be, while holding all other 
 characteristics constant: for example, 
differences in turnout between voters 
with no high school diploma and  
those with a university education are 
estimated assuming that they are the 
same age, in the same income group 
and have the same level of interest  
in the election.5

These facilitative and motivational 
resources are a strong determinant of 
turnout among native-born Canadians, 
but they exert a far more modest influ-
ence on turnout among immigrant 
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University education, high income and political interest have a greater 
impact on pushing up voter turnout among Canadian-born citizens 
than among immigrants with similar resources. 

It turns out immigrants are neither more  
nor less likely than native-born Canadians 
to vote.
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Canadians. The estimated independ- 
ent effects of education, income and 
 political interest on voter turnout 
among native-born Canadians are 
robust and statistically significant, and 
they dwarf the equivalent estimates  
for immigrant turnout (see Figure 1). 
Native-born Canadians with university 
education are about eight percentage 
points more likely to vote than those 
with no high school diploma. By con-
trast, less than a percentage point 
separates those two groups for immi-
grants. The differential impact of 
income on turnout for native-born and 
foreign-born citizens is less dramatic, 
but it operates in the same direction: 
among native-born Canadians, those 
with high incomes are three and a half 
percentage points more likely to vote 
than those with low incomes. Among 
immigrant Canadians, however, the 
high/low income voting gap is a mea-
gre one and a half percent. The same 
pattern holds for interest in politics. 
Native-born Canadians with a great 
deal of interest in politics are 33 per-
centage points more likely to vote than 
those who are least interested. Once 
again, among foreign-born Canadians, 
the corresponding difference is in the 
same direction but a more modest 
22 percentage points. Immigrants from 
different educational and economic 
backgrounds, and those with varying 
levels of interest in politics and elec-
tions, turn out to vote in similar 
numbers.

A more intriguing picture emerges 
when the impact of experience with 
Canadian politics on voter turnout is 
considered.6 For native-born Canadians, 
age is a perfect measure of exposure: 
older citizens have simply been exposed 
to more elections in Canada than 
younger citizens. For immigrants, of 
course, age is a less certain measure  
of exposure to the Canadian system. 

By definition, immigrants have prior 
experience in other countries and the 
extent of that prior experience may 
vary from one immigrant to the next. 
Accumulating exposure to Canadian 
politics over time is certainly an impor-
tant determinant of turnout among 
native-born voters. But the striking 
finding in this case is that age appears 
to be an even more powerful predictor 

of turnout among immigrant voters.  
By our estimation, the gap in voter 
turnout between a 20-year-old and a 
50-year-old immigrant Canadian is 
nearly 40 percentage points when all 
other factors are held constant. By 
 contrast, the gap in turnout between 
native-born Canadians at those same 
ages is less than 20 percentage points 
(see Figure 2).

Figure 1 
Estimated Impact of Facilitative and Motivational Factors  
on Turnout

Source: 1988–2004 Canadian Election Studies

Figure 2
Estimated Increases in Turnout by Age

Note: The turnout among 20-year-old immigrants is used as the benchmark. 
Source: 1988–2004 Canadian Election Studies
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That finding immediately raises 
another question: why does age matter 
more to voter turnout among immi- 
grants? There is a well-documented 
generational divide when it comes to 
Canadian voter turnout. Not only are 
younger Canadians less likely to vote 
than older Canadians, but more recent 
generations of young Canadians are 
even less likely to vote than their pre-
decessors at the same age.7 Is it possible 
that the data presented here really 
reflect generational differences, rather 
than differences between more and less 
experience with Canadian elections? 
The short answer is no. To the extent 
that there are generational differences, 
we would expect the negative relation-
ship between age and turnout to be 
stronger among native-born Canadians 
rather than foreign-born Canadians: 

after all, foreign-born Canadians  
are more likely to have spent their 
 formative years in another country.

Disentangling	the	effects	
of	experience

Even if the generational hypothesis  
can be discounted, providing a reliable 
interpretation of the effect of age on 
immigrant voter turnout remains a 
challenge because it is difficult to 
determine conclusively just what an 
immigrant’s age really measures. Does 
age indicate accumulated political 
experience in Canada? Does it repre-
sent accumulated political experience 
in both Canada and in the country of 
origin? Or does age reflect the moment 
in the life cycle at which immigrants 
left the country of origin?

It is entirely plausi-
ble that immigrants’ 
total accumulated 
political experi-
ences, both their 
experiences in 
Canada and in their 
countries of origin, 
might be an impor-
tant determinant of 
whether or not they 
vote. These differ-
ent effects clearly 
need to be disen-
tangled. From one 
perspective, how well 
immigrants adapt to the Canadian 
political system depends on how  
much exposure they have had to the 
system: the more experience they have 
with Canadian elections, for example, 

the more likely they 
are to vote. Evidence 
that voter turnout 
among a variety of 
immigrant groups 
increases with years  
of residence in the 

United States certainly supports that 
line of interpretation.8 

At the same time, an immigrant’s age 
captures how much pre-migration 
experience he or she has had. And 
from a different standpoint, adaptation 
to the Canadian political system might 
be more difficult, the greater the 
amount of time immigrants have spent 
in the country of origin. Most political 
predispositions are acquired early in 
life during the “formative years,” and 
these predispositions deepen over a rel-
atively short period, becoming resistant 
to change as the formative years end. 
Thus political orientations developed 
earlier in life encourage people to  
avoid or reject environmental mes-
sages that are inconsistent with those 
 orientations.9 This perspective suggests 

that the longer immigrants have lived 
in the country of origin, the less likely 
it is that they will vote.

An alternative perspective suggests, 
however, that the shift in environ-
ments in which political learning takes 
place has only a minimal impact on 
the development of political norms and 
behaviours. Individuals find ways to 
effectively draw on the political skills 
developed in different environments. 
More specifically, the implication is 
that immigrants are able to draw on  
all past experience and transfer the  
lessons learned from their old environ-
ments, applying them to the new host 
environment.10 According to Jerome 
Black, “more important than the 
 specific context in which political 
involvement takes place is the question 
of whether it takes place at all – that 
is, it is the accumulation of experience 
with, and interest in, politics per se 
that is more important.”11 This per-
spective implies that age, as a measure 
of total experience of politics, is what 
really matters.

To determine what really drives older 
foreign-born Canadians to vote in 
greater numbers than their younger 
counterparts, we develop a second line 
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The well-established trend that younger Canadians are less likely to 
vote than older citizens is even more pronounced among some groups 
of immigrant Canadians.

Experience with Canadian politics is 
the main determinant of turnout among 
immigrant Canadians.
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of analysis that explicitly takes into 
account the separate effects of immi-
grants’ age, length of residence in 
country of origin and length of expo-
sure to the Canadian political system.12 
These findings show that experience 
with Canadian politics is the main 
determinant of turnout among immi-
grant Canadians (see Figure 3). When 
age, length of residence in the country 
of origin, and all of the other variables 
included in the previous analyses are 
held constant, time of exposure to 
Canadian politics has a strong and 
 positive impact on turnout. According 

to our estimates, the likelihood of vot-
ing among immigrants who have been 
in Canada for 10 years is 15 percentage 
points higher than the probability of 
voting among immigrants who have 
been in the country for only 5 years. 

After about 20 years in Canada, the 
impact of exposure on turnout levels 
off. Intriguingly, however, neither age 
nor length of residence in the country 
of origin has a statistically significant 
independent impact on turnout. 

A	steeper	learning	curve	for	
immigrants

The evidence presented here paints  
a more complex picture of voter turn-
out among immigrants than might 
otherwise have been expected. The 
Canadian Election Study (CES) data 

indicate that the politi-
cal learning curve is 
steeper for immigrants, 
but they clearly can 
make up for lost 
 experience. In the end, 
lack of exposure to the 

Canadian political system does little 
to deter immigrant Canadian voters. 
However, many of the other resources 
that usually facilitate and mobilize 
turnout – socio-economic resources, 
education and interest in politics – 

have a weaker impact among immi- 
 grants than native-born Canadians. 

Conclusion

Immigrants face a number of chal-
lenges upon arriving in Canada, and it 
is certainly understandable that politi-
cal participation may not be their 
highest priority. The integration of 
immigrant Canadians into formal poli-
tics, as with native-born Canadians, 
turns out to be incremental: their stock 
of first-hand political experience accu-
mulates only gradually. But immigrants 
face an additional barrier: when they 
arrive in the country, they have no res-
ervoir of first-hand experience with the 
Canadian political system from which 
they can draw. The CES data suggest 
that immigrant Canadians compen-
sate for that lack of experience more 
quickly and completely than might be 
supposed. Even if politics is not a high 
priority, immigrants eventually do 
gather enough information to have an 
idea of when, whether and for whom 
they should vote. 

There are at least two questions about 
the electoral participation of immi-
grant Canadians that remain to be 
answered, however. First, why is it that 
foreign-born Canadians meet the chal-
lenge of a steeper political learning 
curve when it comes to voting? One 
important motivation for turning out 
to vote that could not be measured 
here is immigrants’ feeling that voting 
is a civic duty.13 This sense of obliga-
tion may be the crucial determinant of 
whether or not naturalized Canadians 
go to the polls, particularly so if immi-
grants come from countries where 
democratic rights are fragile at best.  
A related motivation for turning out  
to vote could be the desire to “fit in.” 
Immigrants take up the prevailing 
norms and behaviours of the local 

Figure 3
Estimated Increases in Turnout by Years of Residence  
(immigrant Canadians only)

Note: The turnout among immigrants who have lived in Canada for five years is used as the benchmark. 
Source: 1988–2004 Canadian Election Studies

This sense of obligation may be the crucial 
determinant of whether or not naturalized 
Canadians go to the polls.
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community in an active effort to  
integrate.14 

The second unanswered question is: 
why do such other determinants of vot-
ing as education, income and political 
interest matter less for immigrants  
than for native-born Canadians? One 
possibility is that because immigrants 
possess a stronger sense of voting duty 
than other Canadians, they may be 

more inclined to vote regardless of 
their level of interest or their socio-
economic status. Another possibility  
is that strong social ties within immi-
grant communities help to mobilize 
turnout. After all, strong community 
ties are a primary explanation for why 
African Americans in the U.S. are 
more politically active than would be 
expected, given their socio-economic 
backgrounds.15 

This article began by noting that such 
resources as education, income, interest 
in politics and prior experience with 
politics are vital to electoral participa-
tion. The act of voting is relatively 
straightforward, but citizens generally 
require a basic stock of skills and 
 knowledge to participate. As it turns 
out, immigrants to Canada with low 
levels of education, income and 
 interest in politics tend to turn out  
to vote just as much as immigrants 
who are abundant in those resources. 
However, one resource, experience 
with the Canadian political system,  
is particularly crucial to immigrants. 
Foreign-born Canadians take full 
advantage of this resource. 

Ph
ot

o:
 C

P/
M

ac
le

an
’s 

(B
ay

ne
 S

ta
nl

ey
)

Immigrants from Asia arrive at the Vancouver International Airport immigration hall. 

1.  Unweighted preliminary data from the 
2006 Canadian Election Study indicate 
that 50% of immigrants who arrived in 
Canada after the age of 12 voted for the 
Liberal Party. In the five federal elections 
from 1988 to 2004, 48% of immigrants 
who arrived in Canada after the age of 12 
voted for the Liberal Party. 

2.  Cases were weighted using the national 
weight from the five studies. Because we 
are interested in the effects of pre- and 
post-migration political learning, the 
immigrant sample is limited to those who 
moved to Canada after the age of 12. 
There are 308, 209, 371, 354 and 437 
immigrant cases in the 1988, 1993, 1997, 
2000 and 2004 studies, respectively. The 
studies are funded by the Social Sciences 

and Humanities Research Council of 
Canada, with additional funding from 
Elections Canada (2000–2006) and the 
Institute for Research on Public Policy 
(2000). Field work for the studies was 
conducted by the Institute for Social 
Research at York University (1988–2006) 
and Jolicoeur et Associés (2000). The 
principal investigators are André Blais 
(1988–2006), Henry E. Brady (1988–
1993), Jean Crête (1988), Joanna Everitt 
(2004–2006), Patrick Fournier (2004–
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Richard Johnston (1988–1993), Richard 
Nadeau (1993–2000) and Neil Nevitte 
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3. See Steven J. Rosenstone and John 
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4th ed. (Washington: Congressional 
Quarterly, 2006); Sidney Verba, Kay 
Lehman Schlozman and Henry E. Brady, 
Voice and Equality: Civic Volunteerism 
in American Politics (Cambridge, 
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5.  Estimated probabilities of voting were 
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(M=1000) using binary logit estimations. 
In addition to the variables of interest 
(age, education, income and interest in 
the election), geographic location (resi-
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gender and year of survey are controlled 
in each model. 

6.  Although additional years of experi-
ence are certainly important in social 
learning, psychologists show that more 
social learning occurs in earlier years, 
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M. Staudinger and Ulman Lindenberger, 
“Lifespan Psychology: Theory and 
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This paper draws upon a survey of candidates who ran  
in the 2004 general election to examine how visible  
minorities1 feel about reforming selected aspects of represen-
tational and electoral politics in Canada. In particular, it 
compares the attitudes of visible-minority candidates with 
those of other candidates toward the under-representation 
of visible minorities in Parliament and various aspects of 
the current electoral system and democratic reform. 

That visible minorities continue to have a relatively limited 
presence in elite-level politics is an obvious justification for 
this focus. While it is true that more minorities than ever 
before have been winning their way into Parliament, they 
still make up a percentage of the legislature that is much 

smaller than their incidence among the Canadian popula-
tion. For instance, based on Statistics Canada definitions 
and analysis of the 2004 Canadian Candidate Survey, visi-
ble minorities comprised 7.1% of all MPs elected in 2004 
(22 of 308); yet visible minorities accounted for an esti-
mated 14.9% of all Canadians at that time.2 In short,  
the number of visible-minority MPs was only half of  
what would be necessary to make Parliament reflect the 
Canadian population. A representational deficit also occurs 
at the candidate level, though that gap in 2004 was not as 
large as it was for MPs. Among the parties that won seats  
in Parliament, visible minorities comprised 9.3% of all 
 candidates who ran in 2004; taking into account the  
Green Party, the figure is 8.3%.3 
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The under-representation of visible minorities in the Canadian Parliament, the potential impact of various electoral reform proposals 
on that representation and the unique perspective that visible minorities might possibly bring to a legislature have all been the subject of 
research and debate to varying degrees. Drawing on data collected as part of the 2004 Canadian Candidate Survey, this article uses the 
opinions of visible minorities on electoral democracy to shed new light on these subjects. Among other things, it finds that visible minori-
ties are more likely than other candidates to find the current single-member plurality electoral system unacceptable, are more supportive 
of certain electoral reform initiatives, and have somewhat stronger and more polarized opinions on whether quotas and affirmative action 
should be used to redress their under-representation. The article concludes that, while party affiliation is a greater determinant of a 
 candidate’s position on democratic reform, visible minorities still do bring somewhat different perspectives to their political parties and  
to public discourse.
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The debate about whether effective 
 representation requires the election of 
legislators who share group character-
istics is another basis for the current 
inquiry. A well-known argument in 
that debate on the “affirmative” side 
holds that group-based politicians bring 
and communicate alternative political 
perspectives that might not be articu-
lated and debated in their absence. 
Underlying this idea is the belief that 
only legislators who share the defining 
characteristic(s) of a group have the 
necessary experience, empathy and 
resolve to truly advance the group’s 
interests – all the more so if the  
group has traditionally been at the 
margins of Canadian society. In the 
present context, this notion translates 
into the contention that visible-
 minority candidates and MPs are  
more likely to care about and represent 
matters that are of particular concern 
to their communities. 

From this perspective then, both office 
seekers and community members are 
expected to be sensitive to the histori-
cal and continuing disadvantaged 
position of visible minorities in 
Canadian politics and, consequently,  
to be more preoccupied with their 
under-representation and more 
 supportive of remedial measures. It 
might also be anticipated that they are 
more likely to be dissatisfied with the  
current plurality system and more in 
favour of proportional representation,  
either in whole or as part of a mixed 
system, since it is generally regarded  
as facilitating greater diversity in  
the legislature.4

At the same time, variations in visible-
minority identification and politics are 
to be expected and suggest the need  
for caution against monolithic char-
acterizations. Not all members of 
minorities will, in fact, regard their ori-
gins as central components of their 
self-identity; some will have alternative 
or additional reference points. Further-
more, people who identify strongly 
with their minority may not necessarily 
consider their backgrounds to be rele-
vant in their approach to politics. They 
might view their ancestral origins and 
ties with their community as essen-
tially matters of private concern. 

These complexities, no doubt, overlap 
with differences in political party affili-
ation. Given the fundamental reality 
that office seekers typically migrate 
toward a party with which they share 
the same general orientation, it is 
expected that inter-party differences 

will have a marked 
effect on the rela-
tionships between 
candidate origins and 
sentiments about dem-
ocratic change. Party 
differences are well 
known in many areas 

of democratic reform considered here, 
such as the strong preference on the 
part of the N.D.P. and the Greens  
for proportional representation. 
Additionally, there is the impact of 
party officials and members, typically 
at the local level, who may recruit per-
sons from under-represented groups 
who will defend specific values and 
policies. For instance, the Conservative 
Party’s general opposition to group-
based identities and politics might 
make visible-minority candidates who 
 specifically share this perspective 
important additions to their team.  
In light of the importance of party 
affiliation, this paper also considers 

whether distinctions between visible 
minorities and others matter, after 
party ties are taken into account.

The	survey	

The 2004 Canadian Candidate Survey 
was conducted during and following 
the general election that took place on 
June 28, 2004.5 The survey’s subjects 
were the 1,307 candidates from the 
four federal political parties that ran 
candidates in all 308 ridings (the 
Conservative, Green, Liberal and  
New Democratic parties), and from  
the Bloc Québécois, which contested 
all 75 ridings in Quebec. A short 
 questionnaire asking for biographical 
information was distributed by fax  
and e-mail during the election period. 
The main questionnaire, which this 
analysis primarily draws upon, was  
sent out by mail in the fall of 2004, 
and an on-line version was provided as 
an alternative. Altogether, 577 candi-
dates completed the questionnaire, 
which translates into an effective 
response rate of 44.1%.6 This survey 
specifically considered the ancestry of 
the candidates, with close to 95% of 
the candidates responding to the 
 census-like question that was used  
to determine origins.7 The specific 
 categorization of individuals as visible 
minorities followed the classifications 
used by Statistics Canada.8

The study picked up only 36 visible-
minority candidates in the sample,  
or 6.2% of the candidates who par-
ticipated. The small number of cases 
does suggest caution with respect to 
the inferences that can be generated, 
something even more necessary when 
the party-differentiated results are 
viewed. However, it is important to 
bear in mind that the small sample  
of visible-minority candidates is a 
reflection of reality, namely that  

The survey’s subjects were the 
1,307 candidates from the four federal 
political parties that ran candidates in all 
308 ridings and from the Bloc Québécois.
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they are under-represented in the 
 candidate pool. As relatively little 
research has been done in this area, 
the present contribution is an impor-
tant starting point.9 

The	under-representation		
of	visible	minorities

Candidates were asked what they 
thought about the fact that “there  
are relatively few members of visible 
minorities in the House of Commons.” 
Table 1 indicates that members of visi-
ble minorities were somewhat more 
concerned about under-representation, 
but that party affiliation had the 
 largest impact on responses. To begin 
with, the singular impact of candidate 
origins is most apparent in the differ-
ent levels of intensity of concern. 
While a majority of both visible- 
minority and other candidates regarded 
the deficit in representation as  
either a very serious  
or serious problem  
(66% vs. 59%), twice 
as many visible- 
minority candidates 
regarded the problem 
as a very serious one 
(46% vs. 22%). This 
does suggest a greater 
sensitivity to their 
 historic absence from 
Canadian politics. 

Origin-based varia-
tions do persist with 
party allegiances 
 factored into the 
 analysis, but most  
are modest in size  
and the data are more 
generally shaped by 
inter-party differences. 
While Liberal and 
Conservative visible-
minority candidates, 

relative to their colleagues, are  
more likely to regard the problem  
as very serious, in the case of the 
Liberals, however, the difference is  

not particularly large (14% vs. 7%)  
and virtually disappears when adjacent 
percentages are incorporated. The 
impact of party is more apparent for 
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Twenty-two visible-minority members of Parliament comprised only 7% of those elected to the 
308-seat House of Commons in 2004. The number rose to 24 in 2006.

Table 1
Concern over Relatively Few Visible Minorities in the House of Commons 
(row percentages)

A very 
serious 
problem

A serious 
problem

Not a very 
serious 
problem

Not a 
problem at 

all

n

Visible-minority candidates 46 20 26 9 35

Other candidates 22 37 32 9 514

Liberal
Visible minorities 14 29 43 14 7

Others 7 38 48 7 100

Conservative
Visible minorities 17 – 67 17 6

Others 1 19 53 26 103

N.D.P.
Visible minorities 90 10 – – 10

Others 43 40 15 3 129

Green Party
Visible minorities 33 33 22 11 9

Others 30 44 22 4 165

Bloc 
Québécois

Visible minorities 67 33 – – 3

Others 6 53 35 6 17

Source: Canadian Candidate Survey (2004)
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the other three parties, but in differ-
ent ways. For the Green candidates, 
origins did not matter much; about one 
in three candidates in both ancestry 
 categories thought the problem was 
very serious. Concern about under-
representation is slightly higher among 
N.D.P. candidates, with 43% of the 
party’s non visible-minority candidates 
categorizing the limited presence of 
visible minorities as a very serious 
problem – but this number goes up to 
90% for visible-minority candidates. 
There is a strong origin effect for the 
Bloc, though the very small number of 
the party’s visible-minority candidates 
needs to be kept in mind. 

Candidates were also questioned about 
possible reasons for the paucity of 
 visible minorities in Parliament.10  
Few candidates of either origin cate-
gory thought that visible-minority 
candidates “lose votes” or lack the 
“right experience and education.” 
Relatively more candidates agreed that 
visible minorities did not have “the 
necessary confidence,” but response 
levels did not vary across the two 
ancestry categories. Some modest dif-
ferences were detected with regard to 
the statement: “Too few visible minor-
ities are given the opportunity by 

parties.” Among visible-minority 
 candidates, 63% agreed (26% strongly 
so), while 55% of those of other origins 
were in agreement (17% strongly so). 
Visible-minority candidates in all of 
the parties, except the Greens, were 
more likely to agree strongly about the 
lack of opportunities given by parties, 
though the differences are not large 

and generally party seemed to matter 
more than origin. 

Candidates were also asked about 
whether they approved or disapproved 
of some steps that might be taken  
to deal with the shortfall in repre-
sentation. For two of the measures, 
visible-minority candidates were mod-
estly more likely than other candidates 
to approve of “training programs” (77% 
vs. 71%) and “special financial support” 
(53% vs. 42%). The differences were 
slightly stronger after considering 
intensity of approval or disapproval – 
44% vs. 28% for training programs  
and 32% vs. 16% for financial arrange-
ments. The largest differences occurred 
with regard to the possibility of “party 
quotas and affirmative action,” which 
might be regarded as the most conten-
tious of measures suggested to enlarge 
visible-minority representation. Fifty-
seven percent of visible-minority 
candidates approved of this approach 
(20% strongly), while only 37% of 
other candidates approved (13% 
strongly). Here too, party differences 
are both noticeable and variable.

When one looks at intensity of opinion 
in Figure 1, visible minorities held 
stronger views on this question than 

their party colleagues 
and these views were 
more polarized based 
on party. While more 
non visible-minority 
candidates for both 
the Liberal and Green 

parties expressed opposition to quotas, 
there were more visible-minority candi-
dates who were strongly opposed. The 
N.D.P. candidates were the most likely 
to support quotas and affirmative 
action, but here visible minorities were 
more supportive (80% vs. 66%) and 
more intensely in favour (50% strongly 
approving). Divisions in the Bloc are 

most pronounced and must again be 
viewed with caution, due to the small 
numbers involved. The results associ-
ated with the Conservative Party are 
in stark contrast to the N.D.P., with 
virtually all their candidates opposing 
such proactive measures and the 
 visible-minority candidates being 
 strongest in their opposition (83% 
strongly disapproving). Given the party 
positions on these issues, this may 
 suggest that visible-minority candi-
dates are being selected (by self or by 
party) based on core values.

electoral	system	reform

We asked candidates the following: 
“Under our present system, a party can 
win a majority of seats without win-
ning a majority of votes. Do you find 
this acceptable or unacceptable?” 

Figure 2 illustrates that visible-minority 
candidates were more likely to be 
 critical of the current electoral system. 
Among them, 75% found the system  
to be unacceptable, a 13-point margin 
over other candidates. This implies  
a greater sensitivity to the system’s 
 constraining effects on minority repre-
sentation. As expected, the impact  
of party labels is substantial, and  
this is particularly evident in how 
 origin differences are of only minor 
consequence among N.D.P. and  
Green candidates, who overwhelm-
ingly indicated dislike of the 
first-past-the-post system. Their visible-
minority candidates unanimously 
found the plurality system unaccept-
able, as did over 90% of their other 
candidates. The lower levels of 
 antipathy by other parties’ candidates 
reveal the partisan divide on electoral 
reform, though for the other parties, 
the impact of origin is more signifi-
cant. Visible minorities who ran  
for the Liberals were more dissatisfied 

Visible-minority candidates were more  
likely to be critical of the current electoral 
system.
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with the plurality system than were  
the party’s other candidates (43% vs. 
14%), a division also evident among 
Conservative contestants, but with  
a somewhat reduced margin (43% vs. 
28%). Origin has an effect for the Bloc, 
though the normal caveat applies. In 
short, while party affiliation matters 
the most with regard to judgments 
about the current electoral system, 
there is support for the notion that 
 visible minorities regard the system  
as especially problematic. 

We also asked candidates to consider  
a possible “solution” rooted in the idea  
of proportionality, and we analyzed 
strength of agreement or disagreement 
with the statement: “A party that gets 
10% of the vote should get 10% of  
the seats.” Interestingly, the opposition 
to the current system and the divi- 
sions noted above did not carry over  
to this question. Table 2 indicates  
that visible-minority candidates as a 
group were not particularly more likely 
than other candidates to agree that a 
party that receives 10% of the vote 
should receive 10% of the seats  
(67% vs. 64%; and only 50% vs. 45% 
in the case of “strongly agree”). Only 
for N.D.P. and Green candidates did 
origin make much of a difference (for 
the N.D.P., 90% of visible-minority 
candidates vs. 67% of other candidates, 
and for the Greens, 100% vs. 83%). 
Most importantly, variations by 
 ancestry among the Liberals and 
Conservatives concerning the 
 unacceptability of the plurality system 
were not evident. There are a number 
of reasons that might explain the 
divergent responses on this second 
question,11 but if taken at face value, 
the results suggest that some candi-
dates who found the current system 
objectionable did not necessarily agree 
that proportional representation is the 
solution or, alternatively, did not agree 

Figure 2
Unacceptability of the Current First-Past-the-Post 
Electoral System

Source: Canadian Candidate Survey (2004)
Note: n = 561 (top to bottom: 525, 36; 104, 7; 105, 7; 132, 10; 167, 9; 17, 3)

Figure 1
Support for Quotas and Affirmative Action to Increase  
Visible-Minority Representation

Source: Canadian Candidate Survey (2004)
Note: n = 567 (top to bottom: 6, 7, 9, 10, 3; 105, 102, 166, 131, 18)
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that vote-to-seat equivalency should  
be set at the 10% level. 

Conclusion

Clearly, party affiliation strongly shapes 
the way candidates, visible minorities 
included, approach minority under-
representation and electoral reform. 
Nevertheless, visible-minority candi-
dates show significant differences from 
their colleagues over such questions as 
whether the current electoral system is 
unacceptable, and visible minorities are 
more supportive of certain democratic 
reform suggestions. There is also some 
interesting evidence that, on more 
controversial or core value issues, visi-
ble minorities have stronger and more 
divergent opinions. While one must be 

cautious about conclusions drawn from 
what is, by definition, a small pool of 
candidates, it does appear that visible 
minorities bring differing perspectives 
to their respective parties and to public 
discourse. 

Table 2
“A Party that Gets 10% of the Vote Should Get 10% of the Seats”  
(row percentages)

Strongly 
agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree

n

Visible-minority candidates 50 17 28 6 36

Other candidates 45 19 27 9 521

Liberal
Visible minorities – 14 71 14 7

Others 1 12 63 25 104

Conservative
Visible minorities – 29 57 14 7

Others 4 25 56 16 102

N.D.P.
Visible minorities 90 10 – – 10

Others 67 29 3 1 131

Green Party
Visible minorities 100 – – – 9

Others 83 15 2 – 166

Bloc  
Québécois

Visible minorities – 67 33 – 3

Others 6 11 67 17 18

Source: Canadian Candidate Survey (2004)
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for the purpose of the Employment 
Equity Act, are defined as “persons, 
other than aboriginal peoples, who are 
non-Caucasian in race or non-white in 
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tionnaire also had a preamble: “We are all 
Canadians, but our ancestors come from 
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Most people think of North America’s major cities as hubs 
of ethnocultural diversity surrounded by the blanket white-
ness of the suburbs. Yet in Canada, federal electoral ridings 
in suburban centres have proven to be the most receptive to 
visible-minority politicians. In the most recent 2006 general 
election, 24 visible-minority candidates were elected to  
the 308-seat House of Commons. While 8 of these politi-
cians represent ridings in Canada’s three largest urban 
centres – Montréal, Toronto and Vancouver – a surprising 
12 represent suburban constituencies surrounding these 
 cities. Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of these 
suburban representatives are of South Asian descent. 

Using the suburban cities of Mississauga and Brampton as  
a case study, this paper sets out to answer two important 
questions: Why have the political opportunity structures in 
suburban centres proven to be more favourable for visible 

minorities than those in major urban centres such as 
Toronto and Vancouver? And why have South Asian 
 politicians succeeded in achieving levels of political repre-
sentation proportional to their presence in the general 
population, while so many other visible-minority commu-
nities, especially Canada’s Chinese and Black populations, 
have not? 

measuring	visible-minority	political	
representation

Measuring ethnicity and race is by nature a complicated 
problem, and one that has no easy solution. For the purpose 
of this study, the definition of “visible minority” adheres to 
that used by Statistics Canada during the 2001 Census – a 
generally accepted definition, albeit with its own complica-
tions. Statistics Canada defines visible minorities as people 

Seeking	Inclusion	
South Asian  
Political Representation  
in Suburban Canada

Andrew Matheson
M.A., Immigration and Settlement Studies, Ryerson University 

This study sets out to explain the variables that have created a political opportunity structure more favourable for visible-minority 
 politicians and candidates in Canada’s suburban peripheries than in urban centres. The research analyzes the rates of visible-minority 
representation with special attention to South Asian politicians in the Toronto suburbs of Mississauga and Brampton, who, after  
the 2006 general election, achieved some of the highest rates of visible-minority political representation in the country. The study 
 concludes that a variety of factors have led to this more favourable suburban political opportunity structure, including dense residential 
concentrations, strong socio-economic status and acculturation variables, and lower incumbency rates.

Electoral Participation of 
Ethnocultural Communities 
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who are “non-Caucasian in race  
or non-white in colour.”1 Excluded 
from this definition are members of 
Aboriginal nations. With this defini-
tion in mind, extensive biographical 
and photographic analysis was con-
ducted to reach the figure of 24 visible- 
minority politicians; a number that 
includes South Asians, Chinese, 
Blacks, Arabs, Japanese and Latin 
Americans, but excludes the Aboriginal 
members of the 39th Parliament. It 
also includes two politicians of mixed 
Chinese and European ancestry.

The relationship between statistical 
representation and substantive repre-
sentation has shown itself to be 
relatively ambiguous and unpredictable. 
In their 2002 study, Siemiatycki and 
Saloojee argue that the presence of 

 visible minorities in political bodies 
does not necessarily lead to diversity-
friendly policy measures.2 

In spite of this possibility, Simard 
argues that political representation is 
still “an issue of the utmost importance 
for the future of democracy,”3 espe-
cially a democracy in which visible 
minorities are expected to become  
the statistical majority, if they are not 
already, in most of Canada’s major 
metropolitan areas. Beyond the 
 creation of policy measures and the 
drafting of legislation, political repre-
sentation also carries with it symbolic 
importance, especially in a nation of 
immigrants. With wave after wave  
of immigrants arriving in Canada and 
the resulting demographic changes 
that have occurred, it is crucial that  

all communities, regardless of race, 
ethnicity or country of origin feel  
they have access to the political sys-
tem, as well as any other aspect of 
Canadian society, if they so choose; 
such is the mandate set out in the 
Canadian Multiculturalism Act. 
Drastically unrepresentative political 
bodies, therefore, need to be viewed as 
partial indicators of social exclusion 
and disenfranchisement, as well as a 
“serious threat to our shared notion  
of participatory democracy.”4

Where	they	are	getting		
elected	–	the	suburbs

Toronto, traditionally viewed as 
Canada’s most diverse city, is being 
outperformed by its suburban neigh-
bours when it comes to electing 

visible-minority politi-
cians. While 9 of the 
24 visible-minority MPs 
in the 39th Parliament 
were elected in the 
Greater Toronto Area, 
only 2 were victorious 

in the City of Toronto proper, while 
5 were victorious in the suburban cities 
of Mississauga and Brampton, and 
another 2 in rural/suburban ridings  
in the outer regions of Halton and 

Durham. Only York Region, contain-
ing both suburban cities and rural 
areas north of Toronto, elected a lower 
percentage of visible-minority MPs 
than the City of Toronto did.

With one third as many seats as  
the City of Toronto, the suburbs of 
Brampton and Mississauga still man-
aged to elect more than twice as many 
visible-minority candidates as Toronto. 
So why are Toronto’s suburbs outpacing 
their big city neighbour?  

Canada’s suburbs have witnessed dra-
matic population explosions over the 
course of the last decade. Increasingly 
more immigrants are choosing to settle 
in Canada’s suburbs instead of its  
major cities. In 1998, for example, 
82.4% of new immigrants to the 
Greater Toronto Area and Hamilton 
settled in the City of Toronto, while 
9.7% chose to settle in the Region  
of Peel (made up of Mississauga, 
Brampton and the largely rural town  
of Caledon).5 By 2003, however, 20.9%, 
or one fifth, of all new immigrants  
to the area were deciding to make  
Peel Region their home, a more  
than twofold increase, while 63.7% 
chose Toronto, a decrease of almost 
one quarter. 

Table 1
Visible-Minority MPs Elected in Greater Toronto Area

Location No. of 
ridings

No. of  
visible-minority 

MPs elected

% of seats 
held by visible 

minorities

Brampton 3 2/3 67

Mississauga 5 3/5 60

Durham Region 4 1/4 25

Halton Region 4 1/4 25

Toronto 23 2/23 9

York Region 6 0/6 0

Data on MPs supplied by author

Increasingly more immigrants are choosing 
to settle in Canada’s suburbs instead of  
its major cities.
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One of the most daunting variables  
for new faces in the political system  
is the incumbency factor.6 The effects 
of recent growth rates in the suburbs 
on the distribution of federal electoral 
 districts have served to loosen 
 incumbent strongholds that make  
most of Toronto’s federal ridings 
 inaccessible to new visible-minority 
candidates. 

The rapid growth of the cities of 
Brampton and Mississauga over the  
last few decades has led not only to a 

constant reshuffling of federal electoral 
districts, but also to the addition of 
brand new ridings, making incumbent 
footholds far less rooted in the suburbs 
than they are in the City of Toronto. 

In fact, not one of the current visible-
minority MPs in Mississauga or 
Brampton had to run against an 
incumbent to secure a seat in the 
House of Commons.

Mississauga and Brampton held eight 
federal ridings during the last general 
election of 2006 – a far cry from the 
three federal ridings that existed in the 
two cities in 1980. The same cannot  
be said for the City of Toronto, where 
in the last 25 years the number of 
 federal ridings has grown by only  

one. Although riding 
boundaries were often 
readjusted, this did not 
occur simultaneously 
with any significant 
increase in the number 
of ridings, therefore 
making new candidates 

in the cities more reliant upon incum-
bent retirement and party sweeps. 

Even in a participatory democracy such 
as Canada, socio-economic status is 

also often considered to be one of the 
key variables in political participation. 
High campaign costs make it more dif-
ficult for those with lower income to 
mobilize the necessary funds to run for 
political office.7 Furthermore, with 
 voting participation closely linked to 
home ownership,8 higher rates of pov-
erty will inevitably have a negative 
effect on a community’s mobilization 
and reduce that community’s numbers 
at the polls. Although Peel Region’s 
Planning, Policy and Research Division 
is concerned with growing income  
gaps between recent immigrants and 
non-immigrants, generally speaking, 
the socio-economic disadvantage that 
burdens so many ethno-racial groups in 
the City of Toronto does not exist in 
the suburbs.9 These are socially mobile 
communities more readily able to gain 
access to a political system that often 
associates political success with the 
accumulation of wealth.

Who	is	getting	elected	–	
South	Asian	Canadians

In 1993, three politicians simultane-
ously became the first members of 
Parliament of South Asian descent in 
the Canadian House of Commons. 
While this was a monumental first for 

Toronto and Suburbs
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Elected in 1957, Douglas Jung served 
two terms as Canada’s first member of 
Parliament of Chinese descent.

High campaign costs make it more  
difficult for those with lower income to 
mobilize the necessary funds to run for 
political office.

Map: Elections Canada
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Canada’s South Asian community, the 
event was somewhat tardy in relation 
to milestone political firsts of Canada’s 
other visible-minority communities. 
Some 25 years earlier, in 1968, 
Canada’s first Black MP (Lincoln 
Alexander) and Arab MP (Pierre  
De Bané) first entered the House,  
and more than three and a half 
decades earlier, Canada’s first MP  
of Chinese descent (Douglas Jung)  
was victorious in securing his place 
among the members of Canada’s  
23rd Parliament in 1957.

During the most recent general 
 election of 2006, South Asian candi-
dates held strong and 
repeated their electoral 
success of 2004 by 
securing 10 seats  
in Canada’s lower 
house. With 8 of these 
10 South Asian politi-
cians able to speak 
Punjabi, the language is the fourth 
most widely spoken in the House. Only 
Rahim Jaffer (Edmonton–Strathcona) 
and Yasmin Ratansi (Don Valley East), 
both Ismaili-Muslims from the South 
Asian diaspora in continental Africa, 
do not speak Punjabi.

In spite of their laggard debut, in less 
than a decade and a half Canada’s 
South Asian community has made  
the transition from being completely 
under-represented to achieving a level 
of representation in the House of 
Commons proportional to their 
 numbers in the general population. 
Holding 3.3% of the seats in the  
House of Commons, and comprising 
3.1% of Canada’s population, South 
Asians have become the largest visible-
minority community in Canada to 
achieve such a level of representation 
at the federal level. They create a stark 
contrast to Canada’s Chinese commu-
nity, which, at 3.7% of the general 

population, holds a mere 1.6% of the 
seats in the House of Commons. 
Interestingly enough, as Table 2 high-
lights, Canada’s Arab and Japanese 
populations are the only other visible-
minority communities that have 
achieved representation in the House 

of Commons proportional to their 
 populations, although their numbers 
are on a smaller scale. 

Why has Canada’s South Asian 
 community been more successful in 
entering the halls of Parliament than 
other visible-minority communities? 
Factors such as residential concentra-
tion, socio-economic status, language 
ability and community mobilization  
in the face of perceived societal 
 discrimination have all heavily influ-
enced the representation rates of  
South Asian Canadians.

Canada’s South Asian population,  
and more specifically Canada’s Sikh 
population, live in heavily concen-
trated communities, which may help 
explain why the majority of Canada’s 
South Asian politicians are Sikh, 
 comprising 7 of the 10 South Asian 
MPs in the House of Commons. Of 
these seven politicians, two represent 
ridings in suburban Mississauga and 
two in suburban Brampton. None are 
from the City of Toronto. If we com-
pare the residential concentrations  
of Sikhs in these three communities,  
the connection between residential 
concentration and electoral success 
becomes clearer.

In the City of Toronto, numerous 
 ethnic and visible-minority groups live 
in similar concentrations. For example, 
the three largest visible-minority 
 communities in the City of Toronto 
comprise relatively similar percentages 
of the total population: the Chinese 
stand at 10.6%, South Asians at 10.3% 
and Blacks at 8.3%. Although 21.5%  
of Ontario’s Sikhs live in Toronto, they 
have been unable to use these numbers 
to their advantage as well as their 
 suburban counterparts have, since they 
do not constitute a single dominant 
minority group.

Table 2
Visible-Minority Representation in House of Commons

Minority 
community

MPs in 39th 
Parliament

% of seats in 
Parliament

% of general 
population

South Asian 10 3.3 3.1

Chinese 5 1.6 3.7

Black 4 1.3 2.2

Arab 3 1.0 0.7

Latin 1 0.3 0.7

Japanese 1 0.3 0.3

Filipino 0 0.0 1.0

Data on MPs supplied by author; population statistics from 2001 Census, Statistics Canada

Why has Canada’s South Asian 
 community been more successful in 
entering the halls of Parliament than  
other visible-minority communities? 
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Meanwhile, both Brampton and 
Mississauga boast high concentrations 
of Sikh Canadians. Such residential 
concentrations typically result in  
an extensive system of community 
organizations and common places of 
gathering. This dense social network, 
centred around Sikh temples (known 
as gurdwaras) and cultural groups, has 
a strong impact on the political social-
ization and mobilization of the Sikh 
community and increases the likeli-
hood that a Sikh politician will emerge 
victorious due to the increased political 
clout of the community.10

Traditional socio-economic and 
 cultural factors also help explain the 
increased rates of Sikh political repre-
sentation at the federal level. Canada’s 
Sikh community is one of the most 
affluent visible-minority communities 
in Canada, which makes it more likely 
that candidates will be able to afford 
higher campaign costs. In addition, 
knowledge of the English language and 
familiarity with democratic processes 
also tend to be higher among Sikh 
immigrants from India, than among 
immigrants from other countries 
 without British colonial pasts, such as 
mainland China, making transitions 
into the Canadian political system 
 easier. This familiarity helps explain 
why foreign-born South Asians, 
 including Sikhs, are more likely to  
vote than their Chinese counterparts11 

and why, although they constitute 
Canada’s largest visible-minority group, 
the Chinese community has half as 
many representatives in Parliament as 
Canada’s South Asian community.

Finally, political events outside Canada 
may have had an effect on the social 
identity of Sikhs, which resulted in a 
greater incentive to involve themselves 
in the political process.

Writer Tarik Ali Khan argues that the 
storming of the Golden Temple of 
Amritsar in 1984 and the subsequent 
political fallout from this event were 
the root causes of increased Sikh 

 political participation in Canada.12 
After the temple was stormed under 
the orders of Indira Gandhi, the 
Khalistan movement pushing for the 
independence of the state of Punjab 
gained momentum. Ali Khan argues 
that this movement, coupled with the  
Air India bombing in 1985, led to the 
stereotyping of Sikhs as “terrorists”  
and to racial profiling by Canadian 
authorities of Sikh refugee claimants. 
He believes that, to shed this negative 
 stereotype, Canada’s Sikh community 
mobilized and began working to show 
the Canadian public that they were  
model citizens. 

It is perhaps then not coincidental that 
the history of South Asian Canadians 
in legislatures and Parliament began 
shortly thereafter, when Moe Sihota 
became the first Indo-Canadian 
elected to the Legislative Assembly  
of British Columbia in 1986, and the 
first Sikh Canadian elected to any 
 provincial legislature. His victory was 
repeated by Ismali Murad Velshi in 
1987 and Gulzar Cheema in 1988, who 
became the first South Asians to enter 

Table 3
South Asian MPs and South Asian Residential Concentration 

Location No. of 
Sikh MPs

Total 
population

% of South 
Asian 

residents

% of Sikh 
population 

(provincially)

Brampton 2/3 325,428 19.5 32.9

Mississauga 2/5 612,925 14.9 22.4

Toronto 0/23 2,481,494 10.3 21.5

Data on MPs supplied by author; population data from 2001 Census, Statistics Canada
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At a stadium in Toronto, thousands of Sikhs celebrate Baisakhi, one of their most important 
religious and cultural festivals.
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the Ontario and Manitoba legislative 
assemblies, respectively. Community 
mobilization based on fear of pending 
societal exclusion may have led to the 
increased political participation of 
Canada’s Sikh community.

Conclusion

In spite of these recent successes, and 
all the variables that have led to the 
increased representation of South 
Asians in the Canadian political sys-
tem, it cannot be forgotten that the 
general picture of visible-minority 
political representation in Canada is 
bleak. Across the nation, and in the 
House of Commons, the most preva-
lent trend is that of visible-minority 
under-representation. As our country 
continues to diversify, it becomes more 
and more crucial to ensure that our 
elected political bodies diversify 
 alongside them. The governance of one  
of the most diverse countries in the  
world by predominantly homogeneous 
political bodies runs counter to the 
Canadian Multiculturalism Act, which 
calls for the equality of all Canadians 
in all aspects of society, whether it be 

economic, social, cultural or political. 
Canada still has a long way to go 
before the vision set out in the Act is 
realized, although the suburbs, at least 
in the case of the Greater Toronto 
Area, seem to be the trailblazers in 
promoting greater levels of inclusion  
in the Canadian political system. Far 
from demanding Anglo-conformity, 
Brampton and Mississauga have 
emerged from the suburban stereotype 
and have become rare sites of visible-
minority proportional representation 
in Canada. 
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In 1986, Moe Sihota was the first Indo-
Canadian elected to a legislature in Canada 
(British Columbia). 



30 Electoral Insight

background	and	selection	of	respondents

Political cynicism is now part of Canada’s political 
 landscape. In this context of weariness of politicians and 
the system that churns them out, the issue of the political 
socialization of newcomers to Canada deserves some 
 attention. When they become involved in Canada’s 
 political community, new Canadians are affected by a 
 context in which a wide variety of issues are at play, such  
as the age-old constitutional question, Canada’s role in  
the war on terrorism, reduced funding for public services, 
and the lack of transparency among political officials.  
In other words, new Canadian citizens do not form their 
political vision of Canada and the problems assailing 
Canadian society in a vacuum. Indeed, quite the opposite  
is true. Just like all other Canadians, their political 

 sensibilities are made up of inconsistencies and their 
 political involvement is marked by the complexity of  
the world in which they live. 

This article tries to understand the processes that help 
 newcomers who have become Canadian citizens learn  
how democratic institutions operate and play the game of 
civic and political participation by focusing on how three 
groups of variables − political, psychological and socio-
demographic − are interrelated. My study analyzes 20 semi- 
directed interviews conducted with respondents originally 
from Peru (16 people), Lebanon (7 people) and Haiti  
(7 people). All of them are first-generation immigrants  
who came to Canada as adults. At the time of the study, 
they were all Canadian citizens living in the Montréal  
area. They had come to Canada under widely varied 

The	Political	Involvement		
of	New	Canadians
An Exploratory Study    

Carolle Simard
Professor, Department of Political Science, Université du Québec à Montréal

In this article, I present the findings of an exploratory study carried out among new Canadian citizens from non-democratic countries 
and discuss variables that may explain their perceptions and political behaviour. In particular, I focus on how three groups of political, 
psychological and socio-demographic variables are interrelated. My study analyzes 20 semi-directed interviews conducted with Montréal 
respondents who are originally from Peru, Lebanon and Haiti. The study finds that many new Canadian citizens associate democracy, 
at least in part, with the act of voting. Furthermore, they rely on social networks to help them develop social capital, which will enable 
them to acquire the skills to become active in political life. They also seem convinced that a high level of political efficacy goes hand-in-
hand with strong political participation. Lastly, among respondents from visible-minority groups, I noticed the distinctiveness of minority 
identities. Inevitably, future research on political participation will have to take into account these new perspectives, which are presented 
here in exploratory form.
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 circumstances and most of them had 
been living in Canada for at least five 
years. They were chosen for the study 
using a contact system – we asked 
respondents to name acquaintances 
who met our immigration and length 
of stay criteria. The three groups 
selected are visible minorities and 
belong to ethnic groups that continue 
to increase in size both in Quebec and 
in Canada. Lastly, they were selected 
because a large number of Peruvians, 
Lebanese and Haitians reside in the 
greater Montréal area.

The Lebanese left Lebanon because of 
the war and the religious divisions that 
still exist there today. The majority of 
the Haitians fled a country struggling 
with extreme poverty and harsh politi-
cal oppression under the regime of 
Baby Doc Duvalier. And the Peruvians 
emigrated to flee a country that, in  
the 1980s, was experiencing one of  
the most difficult economic situations 
in Latin America.

The sample is exploratory and is made 
up of individuals from non-democratic 
countries. This selection was made 
because Canada is welcoming more 
and more people who immigrate with-
out the political skills required to 
participate in the democratic process, 
which is based on respect for institu-
tional and parliamentary rules. 

Many observers in Canada are con-
cerned about the drop in voter turnout. 
Conscious that lack of political partici-
pation by a growing segment of the 
Canadian population poses a threat  
to the legitimacy of democratic insti-
tutions, Elections Canada and the 
Office of the Chief Electoral Officer  
of Quebec have undertaken to make 
all citizens of voting age aware of the 
importance of going to the polls. In 
fact, over the past few years, people 

born in Canada have been participat-
ing less than ever in the electoral 
process; furthermore, certain groups 
have a higher abstention rate than 
Canadians overall, namely the majority 
of citizens belonging to visible-minority 
groups and young people between the 
ages of 18 and 35.

Before outlining the findings of my 
exploratory study, I will discuss some 
variables that may explain the percep-
tions and political behaviour of new 
Canadian citizens, particularly those 
from non-democratic countries. 

Variables

One of my research questions refers to 
the concept of political efficacy and its 
dynamic ties to political participation. 
Aaron Cohen (2001),1 after studying 
the effects of the mediation of psycho-
logical variables on 
socio-demographic2  

and political3 variables, 
developed a model of 
interaction among 
these variables. 
According to Cohen, 
socio-demographic 
variables seem to affect self-esteem  
and the feeling of control over one’s 
environment, which, in turn, favour  
a high level of confidence in the 
 political system and increase faith  
in one’s ability to have an impact on 
that system. 

According to Cohen, the concept  
of political efficacy refers to an 
 individual’s perception that the actions 
of members of a community can have 
an impact on the political system.  
This perception comes from the feeling 
of having some control over both  
one’s personal life and one’s environ-
ment. Such a feeling is based on 
perceiving the political system and  

its representatives as being able to take 
citizens’ concerns and demands into 
account in the process of governing 
and developing public policy. To that 
end, Cohen points out that an individ-
ual must have the cognitive skills to 
understand the country’s political 
 habits and customs.

Marc A. Zimmerman (1995)4 echoes 
those observations when he places 
emphasis on active participation, and 
the personal certainty of being able to 
change things and of having the skills 
required to do so. He uses the concept 
of psychological empowerment, which 
involves two dimensions: the first being 
interpersonal (self-esteem, feelings  
of control, personal skills) and the 
second being interactive (understand-
ing of the surrounding environment). 
Zimmerman places great importance 
on socialization and networks. 

However, another author, Günter 
Krampen (1991),5 says that an indi-
vidual’s expectations of the political 
environment are often closely related 
to personality traits that are part of 
what the author calls the action-theory 
model of personality, which involves 
both psychological conditioning and 
sociological characteristics. 

Of course, it is difficult, as yet, to show 
that there is a causal link between the 
psychological variables, as defined by 
these authors, and political participa-
tion. On the other hand, and taking 
into account that political participa-
tion always involves pursuing and 
defending differing interests, it can be 

New Canadian citizens who come from 
non-democratic countries see voter 
 participation as one of the foundations  
of democracy.
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logically supported that those psycho-
logical variables are going to play out 
in a dynamic relationship,6 where a 
series of factors relating to socialization 
and political habits intertwine.7 The 
impact of such variables is also going 
to depend on identity-driven charac-
teristics that develop throughout the 
immigration process and the sense  
of belonging felt towards the new 
 community. Lastly, psychological 
 variables influence our analysis of 
events such as the sponsorship scandal 
or the constitutional debate. 

Analysis

In the following section, the study’s 
main findings are discussed. They  
deal with voting, civic and political 
participation, and social change.

Voting
I vote most of the time. It is my respon-
sibility as a citizen. In my country, that 
responsibility was taken away from me. 
(Woman of Lebanese origin)

What emerges from the study with 
regard to voting is particularly inter-
esting. In fact, all the participants  
said that they exercise their right to 
vote during elections, especially at  
the federal and provincial levels. New 
Canadian citizens who come from  
non-democratic countries see voter 
 participation as one of the foundations 
of democracy. For them, democracy 
pertains as much to the rule of law, free-
dom of expression, a free press, and 
redistribution of wealth to the have-
nots, as it does to exercising one’s right 
to vote. The fact was also emphasized 
that in Canada “every vote counts” and 
that its value does not change whether 
a person is rich or poor. 

Furthermore, over half the new citizens 
who took part in the survey believe 

that a democratic society is defined  
by much more than the right to vote. 
They say that without responsible citi-
zens who join forces and hold elected 
officials accountable and put an end to 
their corruption, a democratic society 
cannot exist. In brief, our findings 
indicate that the meaning attributed to 
civic engagement refers back to the 
psychological determinants that I 
 mentioned earlier and to the positive 
interactions they create for political 
participation. 

Voting is not merely a symbolic act. 
This fundamental action, which  
many respondents were deprived of in 
their home countries, 
represents a type of 
“democracy in action.” 
That being said, that 
new citizens are show-
ing up at the polls is not an indication 
of blind trust in politicians and the 
political system. Rather, voting makes 
it possible for the principles that under-
pin democratic society to be renewed, 
regardless of the individual or collec-
tive meanings associated with it.8 

Civic and political participation
I began to get involved in various boards 
of directors and community groups. I am 
involved because I want to help bring 
about change. (Man of Haitian origin)

It is known that an interest shown  
in politics does not always translate 
into active participation in political 
parties or into concrete actions9 aimed 
at influencing politics. However,  
what Cohen qualifies as psychological 
involvement constitutes a level of 
 politicization that can lead to more 
active participation. 

Besides formal political participation, 
which boils down to involvement in 
electoral politics and government 

 policy, researchers also study another 
area of participation – often referred  
to as civic – the borders of which are 
often poorly defined, and which par-
ticularly involves the community 
sector, as well as socio-cultural and 
sports associations. While this type  
of participation is not always directed 
towards government policy, it is indeed 
a type of civic engagement which, 
through daily interactions, makes the 
acquisition of social capital that can  
be transferred to the political arena 
much easier.10

According to Peter S. Li, the feeling of 
belonging to an ethnic group is a way 

of acquiring social capital, which in 
turn contributes to the economic inte-
gration of newcomers. The concept of 
social capital, developed by Robert D. 
Putnam,11 is illuminating, in that 
 newcomers to Canada often seek out 
their ethnic network to help them 
enter the labour market. My study  
of new Canadian citizens shows the 
high level of importance that they 
place on economic integration,  
which is part and parcel of a successful 
immigration process. There seems to 
be a causal relation between acquiring 
social capital, the employment condi-
tions that new Canadian citizens face 
and their level of civic and political 
participation. 

Cohen, in his study mentioned above, 
shows how socio-economic status 
 positively or negatively affects psycho-
logical attributes such as self-esteem 
and a feeling of control over one’s 
 environment. Furthermore, according 
to Cohen, the more an individual 
believes that his or her commitment 

Participation in civil society favours the 
acquisition of political skills.
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and actions will help change things, 
the more that individual will have  
a tendency to become involved 
 politically. What Cohen refers to as 
political efficacy largely explains how 
the most politically active people in 
the three sample groups are also the 
most convinced of the importance and 
benefit of their actions; they are also 
more critical of politicians and the 
political system.

Social change
People must get involved so that things 
work as they should, so that the parties 
are also aware of people’s needs. 
(Woman of Peruvian origin)

Several of my respondents acknowledge 
that they are active in community life 
so that they can better understand 
their socio-political environment. 
Participation in civil society favours 
the acquisition of political skills 
 (analytical ability, development  
of critical thinking, understanding  
of institutions), in connection  
with a series of factors relating to 
socialization networks. 

While this is only an exploratory 
 sample, I have noticed certain trends 
regarding the respondents’ political 
behaviour. It appears that their level  
of politicization falls into a broad spec-
trum between status quo and change. 
Greater political involvement seems  
to give rise to actions that strengthen 
qualities involving self-esteem and a 
sense of control, which in turn pave 
the way for actions that promote 
social change. 

Conclusion

What information can be drawn from 
this exploratory study, and what can 
one conclude about future research  
on the political participation of new 
citizens? In brief, I will reiterate the 
four most promising avenues. Many 
new Canadian citizens associate 
democracy, at least in part, with the 
act of voting. However, they rely on 
social networks to develop social 
 capital, which enables them to acquire 
the skills to be involved in political 
life. They also seem to support the  
idea that a high level of political 

 efficacy goes hand-in-hand with strong 
political involvement. Lastly, I noticed 
the distinctiveness of minority identi-
ties among respondents from visible- 
minority groups.

These trends, which will have to be 
checked empirically on a representative 
sample, reveal a perceptual universe 
that is much more complex than the 
model proposed by political scientists – 
a model that generally ignores a 
number of psycho-political elements, 
including the impression that new-
comers have of the host society and 
avenues for integration. Such elements, 
in turn, help form the perceptions that 
newcomers have of majority groups.

Future research on political participa-
tion, if aimed at perfecting existing 
models, will have to factor in these new 
perspectives, which have not yet been 
explored in depth. In that context,  
an exploratory qualitative approach, 
combined with a pan-Canadian quan-
titative approach including other 
ethnic groups, should make it possible 
to establish other operational models 
for the political participation of new 
Canadian citizens.  
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Canada’s Haitian-born Governor General Michaëlle Jean returned in May of this year to visit 
with the people of the town of Jacmel, in Haiti, where she spent part of her childhood. 
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Traditionally, neither political scientists nor journalists have paid much attention to religion and electoral politics in Canada. However, 
the September 11, 2001, attack on the United States brought religious differences to the forefront, focusing attention on Muslims. 
Despite the diversity of Muslims, both globally and in Canada, stereotypes that homogenize Muslims and equate Islam with extremism  
persist. This article analyzes English-language print media coverage of the 2000, 2004 and 2006 Canadian general elections, with 
attention to both the quantity and nature of coverage given to Muslim Canadians.1 Our findings suggest that there was more coverage  
of Muslim Canadians during the 2004 and 2006 elections than in 2000. However, we also find that the dominant “game frame” 
approach to media election coverage, which treats elections as a horse race, creates few opportunities for the kind of substantive coverage 
that would challenge stereotypes about, and reveal the diversity of, Canadian Muslims.

Traditionally, Canadian political scientists have paid  
only sporadic attention to religion in electoral politics in 
Canada, and likewise, religious groups have not been a sus-
tained focus of attention for the print media’s coverage of 
Canadian federal elections. As religious studies professor 
Paul Bramadat observes, “the tendency in our society is to 
ignore religion only until some religious individual or group 
behaves, well, rather badly.”2 

The September 11, 2001, attack on the United States of 
America, though perpetrated by a handful of individ- 
uals, was an event that brought religious divisions to the 

 forefront, focusing attention on a large, heterogeneous and 
transnational religious community: Muslims. This article 
examines the heightened awareness of religious differences 
as it played out in Canadian media accounts during 
 electoral campaigns. Specifically, we analyze English-
 language print media coverage of the 2000, 2004 and  
2006 Canadian general elections that includes discussions 
of Canadian Muslims. 

In addition to assessing the quantity of coverage before  
and after September 11, 2001, we also assess the nature of 
the coverage. The media form a lens through which most 

Electoral Participation of  
Ethnocultural Communities 
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 citizens view Canadian society and 
politics. More specifically, the media 
are instrumental in shaping, if not 
 constructing, the beliefs people come 
to form about groups with whom they 
may infrequently interact,3 such as 
 religious minorities like Muslims. In  
his analysis of the role of the U.S. 
media in covering the Middle East 
after the Iranian revolution of 1979, 
Edward Said critiqued what he saw as 
an escalating tendency to treat Muslims  
as homogeneous, and to equate Islam 
with fundamentalism and a global 
threat.4 Misleading stereotypes, fre-
quently drawn from American global 
coverage, may also be found in the 
Canadian media’s treatment of Islam 
and global politics. Indeed, Karim  
H. Karim, in his analysis, asserts an 
“Islamic peril” has come to replace the 
“Soviet threat” of the Cold War years.5 

Our focus on three national elections 
centres on the quantity of coverage 
given to Muslim Canadians, whether 
this coverage treats Muslim Canadians 
in a homogeneous and stereotyped way 

and the implications of “framing” for 
minorities. Media studies suggest that 
the dominant frame for election cover-
age is the “game frame,” which focuses 

on who’s winning, who’s losing, and 
why. As a result, rather than being 
driven by issues, election coverage is 
driven by the “horse race” aspects of 
the campaign.6 In light of the preced-
ing discussion, we expect to find more 
coverage of Canadian Muslims during 
the 2004 and 2006 elections than in 
2000. However, we also expect that  
the dominant game frame creates few 
opportunities for substantive coverage 
that would challenge stereotypes and 
reveal diversity. 

background

Muslim Canadians are a heterogeneous 
community, marked by generational 
and demographic diversity. Sustained 
through distinct waves of immigration 
dating back to the late nineteenth  
century,7 Muslim Canadians exhibit 
important cohort differences,8 belong 
to a variety of branches within Islam 
(e.g. Sunni, Shi’i, Druze, Ismaili, etc.), 

and vary by country of 
origin, ethnicity, lan-
guage and culture, along 
with class and gender.9 
As illustrated in Table 1, 
Muslims today comprise 
the largest non-Christian 
community in Canada, 
standing at 2% of the 
Canadian population. 

Since September 11, 
2001, there has been a 
revival of essentialist 
arguments positing a 
“clash of civilizations” 
between Christianity 
and Islam. Muslim 
Canadians (and those 
perceived as Muslim) 
have faced an increased 
risk of discrimination 
and violence from some 
co-citizens.10 
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Muslims pray at a Toronto mosque in memory of lives lost in the September 11, 2001, terrorist 
attacks in the United States. 

Table 1 
Major Religious Denominations in 
Canada, 2001 (as % of population)

Christian faith communities

Roman Catholic 43.2

Protestant 29.2

Christian Orthodox  1.6

Christian, not included elsewhere  2.6 

Non-Christian faith communities

Muslim  2.0

Jewish  1.1

Buddhist 1.0

Hindu 1.0

Sikh 0.9

No religious affiliation

No religion 16.2

Source: Statistics Canada, 2001 Census: Analysis Series Religions 
in Canada, Catalogue No. 96F0030XIE2001015 (2003)
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Since 2001, Muslim Canadian organi-
zations and community leaders have 
mobilized to counter stereotypes,  
fear, hate crimes and racial profiling 
directed at Muslims generally and to 
attempt to broaden dialogue both 
among Canadian Muslims and between 
Muslim and non-Muslim Canadians.11 
In relation to Canadian elections, com-
parative forms and rates of participa- 
tion of Muslim Canadians are difficult 
to establish accurately because of the 
relatively small numbers captured 
through standard survey designs.  
However, Hamdani estimates that 
voter turnout in federal elections has 
been lower for Muslim Canadians  
than that for Canadians overall, stand-
ing at only 42% in the 2000 election 
(compared to 61.2% of all Canadians) 
and improving somewhat in 2004  
to 46.5% (compared to 60.9% of all 
Canadians).12 Compared to their num-
bers in the overall population, Muslim 
Canadians are under-represented as 
elected officials.13

As shown in Table 2, Canadian 
Muslims are concentrated in certain 
provinces. They are most numerous in 
the province of Ontario, followed by 

Quebec, British Columbia and  
Alberta. Within these provinces, 
Muslim Canadians are 
further concentrated in 
Toronto, followed by 
Montréal, Vancouver, 
Ottawa, Calgary and 
Edmonton. Combined, 
these six Canadian 
 cities are home to 85.2% of the 
Canadian Muslim population,  
with Toronto alone housing 43.8%  
of Muslim Canadians.14

methodology

Our selection of newspapers relates  
to the demographic con-
centration of Muslim 
Canadians in specific 
 cities. Thus, in addition  
to addressing the  
two English-language 
“national” papers,  
The Globe and Mail  
and The National Post,  
we chose the largest 
English-language dailies 
in the cities with  
the largest Muslim 
 populations. These are  

The Gazette [Montréal], The Toronto 
Star, The Ottawa Citizen, The Calgary 
Herald, The Edmonton Journal and  
The Vancouver Sun. Our coverage for 
each election runs from the day the writ 
was dropped, until one week after each 
election.15 Any story with the word 
Muslim or Islam (or variation of Islam) 
was included in the sample if the topic 
was the Canadian election, regardless 
of whether or not it identified Muslims 
in Canada as “Muslim Canadians.” 
This search yielded 67 articles. 

A detailed coding instrument was  
used to provide a systematic description 
of the location (in the paper) and 
 content of these news stories. The 
“demographic” characteristics of each 
news story were classified based on the 

newspaper in which it was published, 
the date of publication, the location  
in the newspaper, the type of story  
(e.g. news, column, editorial), and  
the main focus of the story. As well, 
each article was coded based on  
where it mentioned Muslims or Islam – 
in the headline or lead paragraph for 
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This article’s authors examine coverage of Muslim Canadians in eight newspapers at recent 
federal elections. They conclude that election coverage creates few opportunities to challenge 
stereotypes and reveal the diversity of this heterogeneous and transnational religious community.

Muslim Canadians are a heterogeneous 
community, marked by generational  
and demographic diversity.

Table 2 
Concentration of Muslim Canadian 
Population by Province, 2001

Canada 579,640

Ontario 352,530

Quebec 108,620

British Columbia 56,220

Alberta  49,045

Source: Statistics Canada, 2001 Census: Analysis Series Religions 
in Canada, Catalogue No. 96F0030XIE2001015 (2003)
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instance – and the role of Muslims  
or Islam in the story (integral, impor-
tant or tangential) was assessed. By 
applying critical discourse analysis 
techniques16 to the coding, we gauged 
whether Muslims were depicted as 
homogeneous, identified only as a 
 religious group, or cast as socially con-
servative or extremist in orientation. 
Finally, we looked at the extent to 
which the news stories conveyed a mes-
sage of inclusion of Muslim Canadians 
by identifying them as Canadians or 

Canadian citizens, and participants in 
federal elections. 

Amount	and	placement	
of	coverage

Table 3 indicates which of the newspa-
pers in our sample considered Muslim 
Canadians important to election cov-
erage. The majority of the attention 
came from two newspapers, the Globe 
and Mail and the Toronto Star, which 
accounted for almost two thirds of the 

stories overall, and 94% of the articles 
mentioning Muslim Canadians pub-
lished during the 2004 election.  
While the overall number of articles  
is not large, the pattern over time 
 confirms our expectation that there 
was significantly more coverage after 
September 11, 2001, than before. 
Table 3 shows that there were only 
13 stories published in 2000 (19% of 
the sample); this increased to 16 in 
2004 (24%) and more than doubled,  
to 38, in 2006 (57%). However, more 
news stories mentioning “Muslims”  
do not by any means equal more 
 substantive coverage. 

As Figure 1 shows, Muslim Canadians 
were simply not in the election news 
frame in 2000; indeed, Muslims were 
tangential to the story in 92% of the 
newspaper articles – merely mentioned 
in passing, as one of many religious 
groups, in a discussion about the role  
of religion in politics – and were  
never named in the headlines. As well, 
Muslims were neither the focus of, nor 
important to, many of the 2006 news 
stories that mentioned them. In the 
2006 election, Muslims were important 
or integral to 39% of the news stories, 

Table 3 
Number (%) of Stories Mentioning Muslims by Newspaper and Election

Newspaper 2000 election
n (%)

2004 election
n (%)

2006 election
n (%)

Row totals  
(%)

Globe and Mail 3 (23%) 9 (56%) 10 (26%) 22 (33%)

Toronto Star 3 (23%) 6 (38%) 12 (32%) 21 (31%)

National Post 7 (54%) 1 (6%) 4 (10%) 12 (18%)

Ottawa Citizen 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 6 (16%) 6 (9%)

Edmonton Journal 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (8%) 3 (5%)

[Montréal] Gazette 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (5%) 2 (3%)

Vancouver Sun 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 1 (3%) 1 (1%)

Calgary Herald 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)

Column totals 13 (19%) 16 (24%) 38 (57%) 67 (100%)

Figure 1 
Percentage of Stories Mentioning Muslims with  
a Substantive Focus on Muslims, by Election
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and recognized in only 16% of the 
headlines. However, as Figure 1 shows, 
it was during the 2004 election that 
the newspapers provided a substantive 
focus on Muslims. In almost one third 
of the stories mentioning Muslims in 
2004, they were named in the head-
line, a powerful signifier of their 
importance to the news story.17 As 
well, in 2004, Muslims were either the 
main focus, or an important focus, of 
the story in 75% of the coverage. This 
kind of placement and distribution of 
the coverage begs the question: why 
were Muslim Canadians considered by 
the media to be “in the game” in 2004?

Game	framing	of	election	
news:	When	are	muslim	
Canadians	in	the	game?	

That the main topic of 67% of the 
news stories mentioning Muslims or 
Islam during these three elections was 
the electoral game, or “horse race,”  
is demonstrated in Table 4. A play-by-
play commentary on who is ahead in 
the polls, or on patterns of voter sup-
port for various political parties, puts 
the spotlight on leaders, parties, candi-
dates and voters. Muslim Canadians 
were in the frame in 2004 because they 
were identified as, and appealed to, as 
Canadians, and as voters.

Figure 2 highlights the dramatic 
changes in the portrayal of Muslims  
by election news coverage over time.  
In the 2000 election, very few of the 
stories mentioning Muslims identified 
them as Canadian citizens (only 15%) 
or discussed their role as voters (8%). 
In contrast, post-9/11 election coverage 
has described Muslims as Canadians  
by referring to their organizations by 
name or mentioning their participation 
in Canadian elections as voters or 
 candidates. In particular, the 2004 
 coverage represents an attempt by the 

Globe and Mail and the Toronto Star, 
which produced 15 of the 16 articles 
mentioning Muslims during the 2004 
election, to make gestures of recogni-
tion towards this community. Muslims 
were explicitly identified as Canadian 
citizens by 81% of the coverage in the 
2004 election. Moreover, 69% of the 
articles mentioning Muslims in 2004 
identified them as voters, or as a voting 
bloc, and several of these articles sug-
gested Muslim Canadians had the 
power to shape electoral outcomes in 
key constituencies. Headlines such as 
“Why Muslims should vote”18 and 
“Muslims urged to go to the polls”19 
indicated the role of Muslim Canadian 

voters was taken seriously by the  
Globe and Mail and Toronto Star.  
A news story in the Globe and Mail 
about the importance of the “immi-
grant vote” to the 2004 election  
noted the growing size of the Muslim 
Canadian community and quoted 
political scientist Henry Jacek:  
“I think, since 9/11, they are extra-
ordinarily political. They are sensitive 
to the security measures in North 
America …. I think a lot of them  
are going to vote.”20

While Muslim Canadians may be 
included in the frame as voters under 
particular circumstances, such as  

Table 4 
Main Topic of News Story by Election (reported as 
percentages of all election stories mentioning Muslims)

Main topic  
of story

2000 election
n (%)

2004 election
n (%)

2006 election
n (%)

Row totals
n (%)

Domestic issues 0 (0%) 2 (13%) 6 (16%) 8 (12%)

Foreign policy or 
security issues

1 (8%) 3 (18%) 7 (18%) 11 (16%)

The campaign 
game*

9 (69%) 11 (69%) 25 (66%) 45 (67%)

Other 3 (23%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 3 (5%)

* This category includes stories focusing on polling data, voting blocs, regional distribution of party 
support, and/or party appeals to particular groups of voters.

Figure 2 
Percentage of Stories Identifying Muslims as  
Canadians/Voters, by Election
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post-9/11 appeals to the community to 
exercise its franchise strategically, the 
dominance of the game frame tends  
to divert attention from substantive 
campaign issues or policy claims. 
Indeed, we found that less than a third 
of the coverage mentioning Muslims 
focused on domestic or foreign policy 
debates (see Table 4). Consequently, 
the news stories mentioning Muslim 
Canadians afforded little opportu- 
nity to educate Canadians about the 
 heterogeneity of this community,  
or to challenge negative stereotypes  
of Muslims.

Portrayal	of	muslim	
Canadians	in	election	
coverage

Based on the literature about media 
coverage of Muslims, we examined 
each of the news stories for damaging 
mischaracterizations and stereotypes. 
One of the dominant misconceptions 
about Muslims is that they are homo-
geneous in their faith, ethnicity, 
language and culture. Table 5 indicates 
that this one-dimensional portrayal  
of Muslims was firmly embedded  

in the election news stories, 
particularly for the 2000 
election, in which every  
story mentioning Muslims 
approached them as a 
 homogeneous group. As 
noted, Muslims were merely 
mentioned in most of these 
stories, as one of many 
 religions with members 
whose views were relevant  
to the campaign. The 2004 
and 2006 elections feature  
a very different portrayal  
of Muslim Canadians, as 
illustrated in Table 5. While 
the complexity and diversity 
of Muslim Canadians con-
tinued to be largely ignored 
by news reports, election 
news articles did not just 
 position Muslims as a reli-
gious community, as they  
did in 2000. Approximately 
two thirds of the coverage  
in 2004 and 2006 charac-
terized Muslims as voters,  
as members of political 
 organizations, as candidates, or as 
 concerned citizens.

Very few of the articles cast Muslim 
Canadians as socially conservative, 
with the highest percentage (21%) 
 published during the 2006 election, 
when Muslims and other religious 
groups reacted to the same-sex mar-
riage issue. However, the association  
of Muslims and Islam with extremism 
comes out sharply in 2000 and par-
ticularly 2006. While in 2004 Muslims 
were linked with extremism in only 
one article (6%), three articles (23%) 
associated Islam with religious funda-
mentalism during the 2000 election.21 
In 2006, 11 articles, almost a third of 
the total number of articles mentioning 
Muslims, depicted them as radicals, 
even as terrorists. Much of this 
increase in 2006 came from seven 
 articles (almost a fifth of the coverage) 
that focused on the false accusation 
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A family originally from Bangladesh takes the citizenship 
oath at a ceremony in St. John’s, Newfoundland and 
Labrador.

Table 5 
Portrayal of Muslims in Canadian Election News Stories, 
by Election (reported as percentages of election articles 
mentioning Muslims)

Portrayal of Muslims in 
the news story*

2000 
election
n (%)

2004 
election
n (%)

2006 
election
n (%)

Totals
n (%)

Muslims portrayed as  
a homogeneous group

13 (100%) 13 (81%) 30 (79%) 56 (84%)

Muslims described only  
as a religious group

10 (77%) 5 (31%) 14 (37%) 29 (43%)

Muslims depicted as  
socially conservative

1 (8%) 1 (6%) 8 (21%) 10 (15%)

Muslims associated  
with extremism

3 (23%) 1 (6%) 11 (29%) 15 (22%)

* Note that these are not mutually exclusive portrayals, as Muslims may have been depicted in more 
than one, if not all, of these ways within a single news story.



that a candidate described his nomi-
nation win as a “victory for Islam.”22 
Similarly, two articles identified a 
political party supporter as a “suspected 
terrorist.”23 More ominously, a National 

Post column declared that “radical 
Islamists have declared war on all 
 secular democracies, including Canada” 
and thus constitute a “world-wide 
Islamo-fascist threat to democracy” 
courtesy of “a war the jihadists deliver 
to your doorstep.”24 This example is 
indicative of the National Post’s 
approach to the Muslim Canadian 
community, as 42% of this paper’s 
 election articles associated Muslims/
Islam with extremism, compared with 
9% of Globe and Mail stories and 14% 
of Toronto Star stories. 

Conclusion

Our analysis of the 2000, 2004 and 
2006 elections demonstrates that  
there has been an increase over time  

in the amount of newspaper coverage 
given to Muslim Canadians during 
 federal election campaigns, which we 
suggest can be related to the impact  
of September 11, 2001. Overall, our 

 findings indicate that 
while increased media 
attention has afforded 
new recognition of 
Muslim Canadians as 
voters and candidates, 
the dominant game 
frame of election cov-

erage presents both opportunities and 
constraints for portraying the complex-
ity of Canadian Muslims. As such, 
while the English-language treatment 
of Muslim Canadians during elections, 
particularly the 2004 election, opened 
up modest opportunities to contem-
plate their role as voters, there was  
very little space devoted to contesting 
 negative portrayals and reflecting the 
diversity of a community with deep 
historical roots in Canada. In fact, the 
2006 coverage stands out for reinforc-
ing long-standing stereotypes.

Analysts like Karim H. Karim  
have shown that in covering global 
events, the Canadian media have 
homogenized and stereotyped Muslims, 
and in the process constructed an 

“Islamic peril.” As it stands, at least in 
the English-language Canadian elec-
toral press coverage we addressed, the 
game frame presents mixed results for 
re-examining this misleading portrayal. 
Given the importance of the media  
in shaping the views Canadians hold  
of each other, the limitations of the  
game frame need to be considered  
by journalists, community activists, 
politicians and citizens seeking better 
understanding of Canadian society. 
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Immigration patterns in Western democracies have changed 
significantly since the 1960s, Canada being no exception. 
Up to the 1960s, immigrants originated mainly from 
Western, Northern and Southern Europe; immigrants 
 nowadays, however, originate from Eastern and Central 
Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America. There are reasons 
to suppose that these new waves of immigrants may experi-
ence greater challenges integrating into their new political 
environment than the older waves of immigrants. Whereas 
immigrants in the past originated from democracies with 
political cultures resembling those in the host country, 
newer waves of immigrants come from countries with 
 political cultures that are very different, most even  
non-democratic. 

In this paper, we examine how immigrants from such  
non-traditional source countries are adapting to their new 

political environment. In particular, we investigate three 
key questions. First, how interested are immigrants in the 
politics of their host country? Second, how attentive are 
they to politics in the mass media? And third, how much do 
they know about the politics of their host society? Our aim 
is to compare the political engagement of immigrants from 
non-traditional source countries to that of earlier waves of 
immigrants and members of the local population. Our 
 primary concern is with immigrants in Canada. However, 
in the latter part of the paper, we briefly compare the 
Canadian situation to that of other Anglo-democracies  
that have experienced similar changes in their immigration, 
namely the United States, Australia and New Zealand. 

The data for our investigation are drawn from election 
 studies in each of these countries.1 Such studies, when 
pooled over several years, provide a rich resource for 
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 exploring the political orientations and 
behaviours of immigrants. The limita-
tion of working with these data, 
however, is that they do not permit  
us to examine how immigrants adapt 
to their new political environment 
 immediately upon arrival. Because  

the samples of the election studies are 
representative and obtained using a 
random process, the immigrant respond-
ents included in the samples have  
lived in the host countries for many 
years. For instance, in our Canadian 
sample, immigrants have lived in 
Canada for an average of 31 years. Our 
analysis, therefore, focuses on immi-
grants who are presumed to have 
settled down and are not in the initial 
process of adapting to their host 
 society. Also, there is an important 
 difference between our samples of 
immigrants from traditional and non-
traditional source countries, in that the 
former have resided in Canada for an 
average of 38 years and the latter for 
24 years. While this difference needs 
to be kept in mind, it is important to 
note that for the most part it does not 
explain the differences in political 
engagement between the two groups of 
immigrants that are presented below.2

Why	should	we	care		
if	immigrants	participate		
in	politics?

To this point, little attention has been 
given to the question of how well 
immigrants adapt to their political 
environment. After all, why should  
we care if immigrants participate in 

politics? This might not be such an 
important concern, were we certain 
that the needs and preferences of 
immigrants were already adequately 
represented within the host society. 
However, because the new waves of 
immigrants come from societies with 

different cultures, there 
are reasons to suppose 
that their needs and 
preferences may be dif-
ferent from those of 
earlier immigrants and 
native-born citizens. 
Consequently, there is 

a very real possibility that immigrants 
from non-traditional source countries 
may not see their views adequately rep-
resented in the host society if they do 
not participate in the political process.

Participation in politics, such as voting, 
attending political meetings or working 
for a party or local candidate, is con-
tingent on a host of important factors, 
including interest in politics, exposure 
to information and political knowl-
edge, to name a few.3 Without these 
basic essentials, citizens may not have 
the necessary motivation to partake in 
politics, nor the wherewithal to make 

the connections between their needs 
and concerns, and the best choices to 
help them attain desired policy out-
comes. In examining how immigrants 
adapt to politics in the host society, the 
way to start, therefore, is by studying 
the extent to which immigrants are 
interested, informed and knowledge-
able about politics.

Interest	in	politics	in	Canada

The data in Figure 1 indicate that not 
all immigrants share the same degree 
of interest in politics. Immigrants from 
traditional source countries have a 
greater degree of interest in politics 
than immigrants from non-traditional 
source countries, but what is more 
striking is that both groups of immi-
grants turn out to be somewhat  
more interested in politics than the 
Canadian-born population. More 
 specifically, on a scale that ranges from 
0 to 100, where 0 indicates low interest 
in politics and 100 indicates high inter-
est, the average interest in politics for 
immigrants from traditional source 
countries is 67. For immigrants from 
non-traditional source countries, the 
average is 59. And for citizens born in 

Immigrants from traditional source  
countries have a greater degree of  
interest in politics than immigrants from 
non-traditional source countries.

Figure 1
Interest in Politics and Elections

Source: 1993, 1997, 2000 and 2004 Canadian Election Studies (pooled sample – Canadian-born 
population, n = 10,139; immigrants from traditional source countries, n = 694; immigrants from  
non-traditional source countries, n = 569)

*Difference from Canadian-born population is statistically significant at least at .10-level (t-test).
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Canada, the average level of interest in 
politics is 56.

The findings for interest in elections 
closely resemble those for politics  
more generally. Immigrants from non-
traditional source countries manifest  
a more modest level of interest in 
 elections than those from traditional 
source countries, but no less interest 
than the Canadian-born population. 
Hence, regardless of whether we exam-
ine interest in politics more generally 
or interest in a specific aspect of 
 politics, we find similar trends.

Attention	paid	to	political	
information	in	the	media

Being interested in politics is an 
important step toward being politically 
engaged; however, participating in 
 politics also requires being adequately 
informed. The next part of our analy-
sis, therefore, examines how much 
attention Canadians pay to political 
information in the media.

The findings reported in Figure 2 
 indicate that, regardless of the specific 
medium they use – television, news-
papers or radio – immigrants, including 
those from non-traditional source 
countries, pay either as much or greater 
attention to information about politics 
as does the Canadian-born population. 
However, the findings also show that 
immigrants from traditional source 
countries generally pay greater atten-
tion to politics than those from 
non-traditional source countries. 

Moreover, these data show that most 
Canadians, regardless of where they 
were born, have similar preferences 
when it comes to their favourite media 
for acquiring political information.  
The source of political information 
most often identified is television, 

newspapers are the second 
most preferred information 
source and radio is the  
least preferred. More specif-
ically, on a scale ranging 
from 0 to 100, where  
0 means little attention  
to political information  
and 100 means maximal 
attention, Canadian-born 
respondents score an aver-
age of 55 on attention paid 
to politics on TV; 43 on 
attention paid to politics  
in newspapers; and 40 on 
attentiveness to politics  
on the radio. Similarly, for 
immigrants from traditional 
source countries, the aver-
age scores are 62, 53 and 48. And for 
immigrants from non-traditional source 
countries, the average scores are 58, 
48 and 42.

Another intriguing finding is that, 
although the Canadian-born popula-
tion lags behind most immigrants on 
attention paid to politics in various 

news media, the gaps are the largest in 
attentiveness to politics in newspapers. 
This is an interesting finding because 
newspapers are a rich source of infor-
mation, especially in terms of analysis 
and editorial content. What these data 
suggest, therefore, is that immigrants 
are not only more exposed to political 
information than the Canadian-born 

Using various information sources, immigrants, particularly 
those from traditional source countries, pay as much 
attention to politics and elections as those born in Canada –  
and often more. 
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Figure 2
Attention to Political Information in Mass Media 

Source: 1993, 1997, 2000 and 2004 Canadian Election Studies (pooled sample – Canadian-born 
population, n = 11,906; immigrants from traditional source countries, n = 819; immigrants from  
non-traditional source countries, n = 615)

*Difference from Canadian-born population is statistically significant at least at .10-level (t-test).
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population, but that they are also  
more exposed to information of  
better quality.

Knowledge	of		
Canadian	politics

The findings presented so far suggest 
that immigrants from non-traditional 
source countries are no less interested 
in or attentive to politics than their 
Canadian-born counterparts. But what 
about knowledge of politics? 

To measure knowledge of Canadian 
politics, we rely on a battery of 
 questions that ask respondents to 
 identify various political figures, such 
as the Minister of Finance in Ottawa, 
the premier in the respondent’s 
 province and the first woman to be 
prime minister. The average knowledge 
scores reported in Figure 3 range from 
0–100, where 100 represents strong 
knowledge of Canadian politics  
and 0 represents weak knowledge.4

Surprisingly, although they are  
more interested in and attentive to 
 politics, immigrants are not more 
knowledgeable than the local popula-
tion. The evidence shows that there 
are no significant differences in 
 knowledge levels among the three 
groups of respondents. Canadian-born 

respondents score 
an average of 49 
on the knowledge 
index, and immi-
grants from 
traditional and 
non-traditional 
source countries 
score 51 and 47, 
respectively. 
When it comes to 
recollecting differ-
ent political 
figures, therefore, 

our findings indicate that immigrants, 
including those from non-traditional 
source countries, are no less knowl-
edgeable than their Canadian-born 
counterparts. It is striking that, despite 
their higher levels of political interest 
and attention to media (especially news-
papers), immigrants are not more 
knowledgeable about politics than are 
members of the local population. It is 
plausible that immigrants’ levels of 
knowledge might be weaker than those 
of the local population if it were not 
for their greater interest in and atten-
tion to politics. More in-depth analysis  
is required to further investigate  
this possibility.

Interest	in	politics	in		
four	Anglo-democracies

The findings presented above seem  
to suggest that immigrants from non-
traditional sources adapt remarkably 
well to their new political context, 
despite coming from societies with 
 different political cultures. However, 
Canada is not the only country that 
hosts large proportions of immigrants. 
Are immigrants in other Anglo-
democracies (the United States, 
Australia and New Zealand) also 
adapting as successfully to the new 
political cultures in their respective 
host societies? 

Due to space limitations, our analysis 
in this instance is limited solely to an 
examination of interest in politics. 
Still, the findings are revealing in sev-
eral respects. First, the cross-national 
perspective provided in Figure 4 
 suggests that Canadians are among  
the least interested in politics when 
 compared to citizens in other Anglo- 
democracies. This finding is consistent 
for the local populations as well as  
for both groups of immigrants. Only 
immigrants in the United States are 

Figure 3
Knowledge of Canadian Politics

Source: 1997, 2000 and 2004 Canadian Election Studies (pooled sample – Canadian-born population, 
n = 6,831; immigrants from traditional source countries, n = 462; immigrants from non-traditional 
source countries, n = 350)

The differences between either group of immigrants and the Canadian-born population are not 
statistically significant.
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less interested in politics than immi-
grants in Canada.

Second, when we compare the results 
for immigrants against local popula-
tions, we find that the gaps in interest 
levels between Canadian-born respond-
ents and immigrants stand out from 
those in other countries. Immigrants 
from traditional source countries typi-
cally exhibit more interest in politics 
than local populations (see Figure 5). 
And immigrants from non-traditional 
source countries have broadly the same 
levels of interest in politics as members 
of the local population. Note, however, 
that immigrants from traditional 
source countries in Canada exhibit 
higher levels of interest in politics rela-
tive to the Canadian-born population 
than do immigrants from similar points 
of origin in other Anglo-democracies. 
More specifically, the gap between 
immigrants from traditional source 
countries and the local population is 
11 points in Canada, 5 points in New 
Zealand, 4 points in the United States, 
and there is only a 1-point difference 
in Australia. Note also that only in 
Canada do immigrants from non-
 traditional source countries exhibit 
higher levels of interest in politics  
than the local population. These latter 
 differences are not as large as those 
between immigrants from traditional 
source countries and local populations, 
but it is revealing nonetheless that  
this particular difference is positive 
only in Canada.

There may be several explanations for 
these differences. First, immigrants in 
Canada may appear more interested  
in politics than immigrants in other 
Anglo-democracies because the 
Canadian-born population is less inter-
ested than local populations in other 
countries. Second, there may be differ-
ences in the pools of immigrants that 

settle to different societies and these 
distinct pools of immigrants could 
explain higher levels of interest in 

 politics among newcomers in Canada. 
Immigrants, even within our subcate-
gories (traditional and non-traditional), 

Figure 4
Interest in Politics in Four Anglo-Democracies

Sources: Canadian Election Studies (1993–2004); American Election Studies (1986–2000); 
Australian Election Studies (1993–2004); New Zealand Election Studies (1990–2002)

Figure 5
Interest in Politics in Four Anglo-Democracies 
(comparison of immigrant and local populations)

Sources: Canadian Election Studies (1993–2004); American Election Studies (1986–2000); 
Australian Election Studies (1993–2004); New Zealand Election Studies (1990–2002)

*Difference from local population is statistically significant at least at .10-level (t-test).
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do not form a homogeneous group and 
it is possible, therefore, that differences 
in demographic background and vary-
ing socialization experiences may be 
partly at work. Third, it is possible that 
immigrants in Canada have better 
integrated into their host society  

than immigrants in other Anglo-
democracies in terms of education, 
income and employment, factors that 
are associated with a greater interest in 
politics. These possibilities would need 
to be considered in future research.5

Conclusion

New waves of immigrants are settling 
in Canada and other Western democ-
racies. Because these new immigrants 
come from countries with political 
 cultures that are very different from 
those in the host country, we expected 
that they would encounter some 

 difficulties adapting to 
the politics of their host 
country. We certainly 
did not expect these 
newcomers to remain 
 forever apolitical, but 
neither did we expect 
that they would be  
as preoccupied with 
 politics as earlier immi-
grants from more 
traditional sources or 
 members of the local 
 populations. This brief 
review of political 
engagement among 
immigrants in Canada 
and three other Anglo-

 democracies offers some findings that 
run contrary to our initial expecta-
tions. Immigrants from non-traditional 
source countries who have been settled 
in their host-society for an average  
of more than two decades are not as 
politically engaged as immigrants from 

more traditional source 
countries, but they are 
nonetheless as engaged 
in politics as local 
 populations are. In 
short, immigrants from 
non-traditional source 
countries appear as 

interested in politics, as attentive to 
politics in the news and as knowl-
edgeable about politics as locals  
who were born and socialized in  
the host societies. 

Based on these findings, therefore, 
should we conclude that new waves of 
immigrants adapt successfully to the 
politics of their host societies  
once they have been settled for an 
extended period of time? Adopting 
such a conclusion, at this stage of  
the analysis, would be premature.  
This paper provides some optimistic 
evidence about immigrants’ political 

integration in Canada and in other 
Anglo-democracies, but much remains 
to be learned. The road to political 
integration is long and complex. Basic 
questions remain to be answered, such 
as, how long exactly must newcomers 
be in a host society before they start to 
engage in politics? And, what settle-
ment issues do they need to tackle 
before they start participating? Other 
crucial questions concern whether new 
waves of immigrants become actively 
involved in the political process and 
which channels of participation they 
prefer and are most able to use. These 
and other important matters still need 
to be examined. At stake is not only 
the vitality of our democracy but access 
to a political voice for an increasing 
proportion of new Canadians. 
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A young woman serves as an information officer at an Ottawa 
polling station during the 2006 election. 

Only in Canada do immigrants from  
non-traditional source countries exhibit 
higher levels of interest in politics than  
the local population.
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1. For each country, several election 
 studies were pooled together: Canada: 
1993–2004; United States: 1986–2000; 
Australia: 1993–2000; New Zealand: 
1990–2002. The pooled sample in 
Canada includes 12,267 people born in  
Canada, and 850 and 631 immigrants 
from traditional and non-traditional 
source countries. The samples are 
 respectively 9,922, 153 and 395 for the 
United States; 7,938, 1,596 and 964 for 
Australia; and 15,785, 2,372 and 529 for 
New Zealand.

2. That most immigrants have lived many 
years in the host countries does not imply 
that they are older than the local popu-
lation. The average age for immigrants 
from traditional and non-traditional 
source countries is 55 and 46 years old, 
while that for the local population is 
45. Multivariate analyses demonstrate 
that these age differences do not explain 
the differences in political engagement 
between the three groups of respondents 
(results not presented).

3.  Sidney Verba, Kay Lehman Schlozman 
and Henry E. Brady, Voice and Equality: 
Civic Voluntarism in American Politics 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard 
University Press, 1995).

4.  The knowledge index ranges from 0 to 
100 and indicates the number of correct 
answers to three factual questions: 0 for 
no correct answer, 33 for one correct 
answer, 67 for two correct answers and 
100 for three. The numbers reported in 
Figure 3 are the average scores for each  
of our three groups of respondents.

5.  Are immigrants in Canada also doing 
better than immigrants in other Anglo-
democracies in terms of attention to 
 politics in the media and knowledge 
of politics? It is difficult to answer this 
question, not only because of the limited 
space provided here, but also because 
of methodological considerations. With 
regard to knowledge of politics, the  
other countries examined do not offer 
 satisfactory indicators of political knowl-
edge. And concerning attention to poli-
tics in the media, significant variations in 
the questions asked in the four countries 
make it difficult to answer the question 
with certainty. However, a brief examina-
tion of the data suggests that the findings 
for interest in politics are not replicated 
for media attention (not presented). 
Relative to the local population in their 
host country, immigrants in Canada do 
not do better than immigrants in other 
Anglo-democracies in their attention to 
politics in the media. This finding makes 
the previous question even more salient: 
why are immigrants in Canada relatively 
more interested in politics when com-
pared to the local population than are 
immigrants in other Anglo-democracies?

NOTeS
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The evidence summarized in this article comes from a 
review of scarce available literature and the direct expe-
rience of the author and some of his colleagues for the  
past 20 years in countries where elections were held amid 
severe inter-ethnic conflicts, or where such conflict was a 
component in the political process.1 This piece contains 
mainly secondary analysis of evidence, which was assessed 
at first hand by the author or other researchers. The  
article relies heavily on and summarizes some of the main 
findings of a broader piece of research, which was recently 
commissioned from the author and published by USAID.2 
Where no specific reference is made to any author  
or the USAID paper after a conclusion, it should be 
assumed that it is my own individual assessment of the  

status questionis, pending stronger evidence for a different 
interpretation. 

ethnic	divides	and	political	conflict

Inter-ethnic confrontation has been of paramount impor-
tance in shaping the current map of civil and international 
conflicts. It has also conditioned intervention by the inter-
national community, both as peacemaker and technical 
assistance provider, for elections, as for other fields.3 

By feeding on one of the most deeply rooted social identi-
ties, ethnic divides tend to persist even after one or more 
elections. In fact, post-conflict elections are frequently 

Post-Conflict	elections		
and	ethnic	Divides
Measures to  
Encourage Participation

Rafael López-Pintor
Former tenured professor, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid; international electoral consultant

This article looks at the effects of constitutional and legal reform on ethnic divides in transitional and post-conflict elections. Useful  
legal provisions for an electoral system that accommodates ethnic divisions may include power-sharing arrangements and representation 
formulas with quotas or reserved seats, out-of-country registration and voting, inter-ethnic composition of electoral commissions, and use 
of minority languages in polling forms, civic education and voter information programs. Examples are presented from transitional and 
post-conflict around the world. The main conclusion is that obstacles to inter-ethnic accord can be removed more easily than incentives 
can be offered, especially through the electoral system. However, an electoral process during or after a civil conflict in itself translates 
ethnic grievances to a political scenario, mitigating or displacing armed confrontation. Post-conflict elections may widen existing ethnic 
divisions, since factionalism may and usually does materialize in the distribution of the vote along lines of ethnic loyalty; however,  
this should not be seen as a negative effect of elections but as a reflection of prevailing social reality. 

Electoral Participation of 
Ethnocultural Communities 
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envisaged as a first step toward democ-
racy, and as an exit strategy from 
armed conflict. Consequently, the 
 ethnicity factor is usually taken into 
consideration when devising the legal 
provisions under which the elections 
are to be held. An effective electoral 
system should address the need of 
 society to accommodate its political 
cleavages: territorial, ethnocultural, 
social class or other.

Alleviating	ethnic	divides	
through	electoral	rules	

A standard electoral assistance package 
in countries with ethnic cleavages 
would include a component for 
 devising electoral rules to accommo-
date ethnic concerns. Such concerns 
have been brought to the agenda of 
peace negotiators at least since the 
 pacification of Namibia and Nicaragua 
in the 1980s. Many other countries 
around the world followed in the  
1990s and 2000s. 

The number and kind of legal provi-
sions dealing specifically with ethnicity 
and elections vary among countries, 
mainly depending on the depth of 
inter-ethnic confrontation, the politi-
cal will of the contenders, and the 
extent and effectiveness of the inter-
national presence in the field. The 
following list summarizes seven main 
legal measures enacted during the last 
couple of decades, with examples of 
countries where they were applied. 
Later, some cases of transitional and 
post-conflict elections are discussed 
more extensively. 

1. Constitutional provisions for  
the system of government and 
power-sharing arrangements,  
signed before the first elections 

The constitution may provide for a 
 federation of ethnically based republics 

(Bosnia and Herzegovina) or special 
arrangements for provinces (Quebec  
at Confederation in 1867). An admin-
istrative division of the country with 
ethnically defined territories may  
have been traditionally preserved or 
recently established (Iraq, Spain). 
Power-sharing arrangements may 
include a national unity government 
with the participation of all main 
 parties (e.g. South Africa in 1994, 
Afghanistan in 2004 and Iraq in 
2006); a cabinet with president and 
prime minister from majority and 
minority parties, respectively (Kosovo 
in 2002); a formally tripartite presi-
dency (Bosnia and Herzegovina); or a 
collegial body of president and several 
vice-presidents, who will guarantee 

inter-ethnic representation in the 
 political executive in some unwritten 
consensus among constitution makers. 
In Iraq, the constitution establishes  
a form of tripartite presidency, with a 
president and two vice-presidents (the 
Presidential Council), which de facto  
if not by law is meant to integrate the 
three main ethnic or religious groups  
at the top of executive power (Sunnis, 
Shiites and Kurds).

2. Inclusive representation formulas 
that provide for list-proportional 
representation (PR) in  
sub-national constituencies 

This mechanism has been historically 
used in a number of European coun-
tries (Switzerland, the Netherlands, 
Belgium and Spain). In multi-ethnic 
Latin American countries – mainly 
Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico, 
Nicaragua and Peru – ethnic cleavages 

are alleviated by PR in provincial  
and municipal constituencies, though 
 sporadic upsurges triggering political 
revolt have occurred (Mexico’s Chiapas 
in the 1990s, Ecuador in 2000, and 
today’s Bolivia). In Africa, also, repre-
sentation for strong territorially based 
ethnic groups is legally ensured by PR 
in provincial constituencies (e.g. South 
Africa), or by simple majority rule  
(first past the post) in ethnically more 
homogeneous small constituencies  
(e.g. Ethiopia and Nigeria).

3. Quotas and reserved seats for 
ethnic minorities, similar to 
gender balance mechanisms

Recent examples of reserved seats  
are found in Afghanistan (for certain 

minorities, like the 
Kuchi), Albania  
(for the Southern 
Greek minority), 
Kosovo (for non-
Albanian minorities) 
and Palestine (for 

Christians and Samaritans). Nicaragua 
has quotas for each minority on the 
Atlantic Coast. 

4. Voter registration provisions that 
encourage minority ethnic groups 

Voter registration provisions are  
often used to mobilize and integrate 
ethnic minorities into the political 
 process. This is usually done by per-
mitting registration from outside the 
country; and facilitating voter and 
 candidate registration with flexible 
 regulations that reduce political and 
logistical barriers. 

Voter registration and voting from 
third countries was successful in 1990 
post-war Nicaragua, when exiles regis-
tered and voted at the border with 
Honduras and Costa Rica. In this case, 
ethnic conflict was only partly the 
cause of the displaced populations;  

The number and kind of legal provisions 
dealing specifically with ethnicity and 
elections varies among countries. 
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in the other examples below, it was the 
main reason for exile. 

In Kosovo, municipal elections in  
2000 could not overcome the reluc-
tance by Kosovan Serbs to register  
and participate. They did, however, 
come on board for the parliamentary 
elections of 2001, probably due to 
incentives offered by the international 
community and by legislation. All Serb 
factions were encouraged to register 
under the banner of only one party, 
which they did; and legal provisions 
ensured a high level of representation 
through the mechanisms of PR plus 
reserved minority seats. Nevertheless, 
and though they registered massively  
in 2001, the Serbs withdrew again  
in the second municipal elections in 
2002 and before the general election  
in 2005.

External registration and voting was 
applied in Afghanistan and Iraq 
(2005); particularly among populations 
displaced into Pakistan and Iran in  
the case of the Afghani elections, and 

into Iran, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan  
and Egypt in the Iraqi case. In both 
elections, citizens living abroad voted 
in large numbers, although consider-
able operational costs were incurred.  
By contrast, in Angola in 1992, 
Mozambique in 1994, and Liberia  
in 1997, similar projects were prepared 
by international agencies and national 
actors, but were never put into practice 
despite the sizable communities living 
in neighbouring countries. Independ-
ently of its costs, out-of-country 
registration and voting can be consid-
ered a successful tool for inter-ethnic 
harmony – so long as actual turnout of 
the relevant population is encouraged 
and facilitated.

5. Adding ethnic sensitivity to 
electoral procedures by inter-
ethnic composition of electoral 
commissions at national and  
sub-national levels 

Structuring the electoral administra-
tion on a multi-ethnic basis has been 
used as an integrative mechanism in 
Afghanistan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Ecuador, Iraq, Kosovo, Macedonia, 
Nigeria and South Africa. During 
peacekeeping operations, elections  
tend to be managed by international 
 officials, with national officers playing 
a secondary role. This notwithstand-
ing, it should be recognized that 
multi-ethnic composition of the 
national component of the electoral 
administration has generally played a 
positive role in balancing both internal 
functions and public confidence in  
the electoral authority. 

6. Use of minority languages for 
polling and educational materials 

Most often, minority languages are 
limited to voter information materials, 
rather than being extensively used  
in election documents. Examples can 
be found in most of the countries 
 mentioned in this section. The author 
was recently involved in drafting  
such materials in countries like 
Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Guatemala, 
Iraq and Nicaragua.

7. Efforts to eliminate hate speech, 
through media development 
projects (funded mainly by the 
UN, OSCE and USAID) and 
media monitoring 

Projects develop local media, support 
international media operations, mainly 
radio and television, or support media 
monitoring, using standard method-
ologies and publicizing the results. 
Monitoring involves systematic quanti-
tative and qualitative daily analysis of 
print, TV and radio content through 
statistical sampling and automatic data 
processing. Periodic public reports feed 
open debate on the issues. Simply 
exposing certain information in a pro-
fessional manner can have beneficial 
effects. Media monitoring exercises 
have been implemented in almost all 
the countries mentioned in this article, 
and this practice should be considered 
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Afghan election workers count ballot papers in Kabul after Afghanistan’s landmark 
parliamentary elections on September 18, 2005.
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both generally informative and strate-
gically useful as a tool to control hate 
speech and expenses during campaigns, 
among other uses.4

It goes without saying that measures 
like the seven described above are  
no guarantee of success at integrating 
ethnic minorities or even building 
bridges between them. Again, experi-
ence shows that it is easier to remove 
legal barriers than to offer real incen-
tives for political and social integration 
among ethnically confrontative 
 populations.5

Three	cases	from	transitional	
elections,	and	elections	in	
wartorn	societies

As described above, examples of 
accommodating ethnocultural cleav-
ages through the ballot box abound in 
early democratic transitions as well as 
in wartorn environments. Three cases 
are presented with more detail here: 
post-Franco Spain, post-war Nicaragua, 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Spain
Ethnocultural cleavages are part of  
the history of Spain, especially in the 
Basque country and Catalonia. They 
escalated after the absolute centraliza-
tion policies of the House of Bourbon 
in the late 18th century, and again 
with the civil war (1936–1939) and 
Franco’s subsequent 40-year dictator-
ship. In the Basque country and 
Catalonia, people were deprived of a 
number of historical rights, including 
the use of their native language. The 
armed ETA of the Basques declared a 

permanent ceasefire only in May 2006, 
after more than 30 years of violent 
attacks. In Catalonia, public outcry 
and massive demonstrations against 
the national government and central-
ization became routine at the end of 
the Franco regime and during the first 
few years of democratization after 
Franco’s death in 1975. 

The 1978 constitution drastically 
changed the institutional architecture 
of Spain by establishing, among other 
measures, an asymmetric federation of 
17 “autonomous communities,” ranging 

from the Basque coun-
try and Catalonia with 
a quasi-federal status  
to other communities 
with a lower degree  
of autonomy. There  
is a common official 

 language (Spanish) and three other 
official languages in the corresponding 
territories (Catalan, Euskera and 
Galego). Autonomous governments 
manage some 40% of all public expend-
itures, with the remainder handled by 

the national government (35%) and 
local governments (25%). A parliamen-
tary system of government, with the 
political executive emerging from the 
legislature, was established at all 
three levels. 

Since 1977, Spanish legislation has 
established PR at the provincial level, 
enabling relevant political forces to 
obtain seats in the national legislature 
and allowing Basque and Catalan 
 communities solid parliamentary 
 representation in Madrid.6 Later devo-
lution statutes empowered autonomous 
governments to legislate their own 
 parliamentary elections and the kind 
and number of constituencies for legis-
lative elections inside the community. 
For example, the Basque statute estab-
lished that each of three provinces 
elects the same number of represen-
tatives (20 each) independently of 
population, so that the different 
Basque communities as defined by  
old historical boundaries are equally 
represented. Electoral campaigning is 
conducted in the local language as well 
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Spain’s Prime Minister, José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, bottom right, listens as the Basque 
regional President, Juan José Ibarretxe, left, speaks in the Spanish Parliament in Madrid,  
in February 2005.   

Voter registration provisions are 
often used to mobilize and integrate ethnic 
minorities into the political process.
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as in Spanish, and voter information 
and election materials are available  
in both languages. 

Attesting to the effectiveness of the 
constitutional and legal framework 
described above in mitigating and inte-
grating deep historical ethnocultural 
differences in Spain is the mainte-
nance of a wide consensus around the 
1978 constitution, the vitality of self-
rule in general, and the progressive 
pacification of the Basque country, 
where the political arm of ETA (under 
varying labels) never fully withdrew 
from the polls and the Basque and 
municipal assemblies. As for the legal 
framework, the current electoral law 
(in fact a special majority law) is but  
an updated and expanded version of a 
provisional executive decree of April 
1977, enacted one month before the 
first democratic elections were held. 
Such was the negotiating and tech-
nical ability of those who made it 
possible, some-times in clandestine 
meetings between the transitional 
 government and the still outlawed 
opposition parties.

Nicaragua
Nicaragua offered an early example of 
bridging ethnic divides after an armed 
conflict by legal measures favouring 
ethnic minorities in its two Atlantic 
Coast regions, where indigenous popu-
lations are Miskitu, Creole, Sumo, 
Garifuna, Rama and Mestizo. The 
Miskitu had strongly resisted and been 
repressed by the Sandinista govern-
ment in the early 1980s. After the civil 
war, the 1987 devolution statute for 
those regions (Ley de Autonomía) 
established PR for each regional legisla-
ture, with the provision that the first 
candidate of all party lists in 10 out of 
30 multi-member constituencies should 
be a member of the ethnic minority 
predominant in the constituency.7  

The main ethnic party is 
YATAMA, although it 
has never won the largest 
plurality in either of the 
two regions, which are 
governed by either the 
Sandinista FSLN or the 
older Liberal PLC. A his-
torical demographic trend 
in these regions has been 
the increasing population  
of criollo people from  
the west of the country.  
They constitute the over-
whelming majority of the 
electorate. The devolu-
tion statute of 1987 was 
meant precisely to guar-
antee the civil and 
political rights of minori-
ties by making sure, 
among other measures, 
that they obtain parlia-
mentary and municipal 
representation. 

Electoral rules of PR  
and minority quotas  
have been consistently applied since 
then. Representation of ethnic minori-
ties has been guaranteed, although not 
without some recurrent problems, 
which have repeated the confrontation 
between national and indigenous par-
ties. Given population movements, 
conflict frequently relates to the alloca-
tion of seats to certain constituencies 
and the later allocation of some seats 
to a given party. Such conflicts have 
been traditionally resolved by written 
agreement (neither legal nor illegal) 
between the political and electoral 
authorities. 

Recently, conflict arose around the 
allocation of a disputed seat between 
the indigenous YATAMA party and 
the main national parties after the 
March 2006 regional council elections. 

YATAMA resorted to mass demonstra-
tions and violent action against the 
regional electoral authority; activists 
surrounded its headquarters and 
detained its chairman for several days. 
After days of mounting tension and 
intense mediation, the decision was 
made by the national electoral body, 
and accepted by all political parties, 
that the disputed seat should go to 
YATAMA. Setting aside the specifics 
of the situation, this decision was  
taken in the spirit of the law privileg-
ing minority electoral rights in those 
regions, rather than the letter of the 
law on constituency boundaries. 
Further legal clarification is clearly 
desirable, since the conflict tends to  
re-emerge at every election. But still 
the point can be made that legal 
 measures ensuring ethnic minority 
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A woman casts her vote in Nicaragua’s November 4, 2001, 
national election.
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 representation have been working 
effectively: the former violent conflict 
between the national government and 
regional minorities has ceased since 
1987, and representation has been 
guaranteed to the satisfaction of all 
electoral contenders.

Bosnia and Herzegovina
The Balkans, and Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in particular, offer a com-
plex constitutional and electoral legal 
framework for addressing inter-ethnic 
issues. First, an institutional design was 
created that included a federal republic 
(Srpska) within a confederated state. 
Second, a tripartite presidency for the 
federation represents the three main 
ethnic communities (Serbs, Albanians 
and Croats). The ethnically based 
 tripartite presidency was intended to 
have an integrating effect. It may not 
have worked that way, though, as 
 ethnic tensions abetted paralysis. 

List PR and reserved seat provisions 
ensured electoral representation of all 
ethnic groups; the possibility of inter-
ethnic alliances also exists, among 
other provisions, although such 
 alliances have never formed. 

The electoral administration was struc-
tured on a multi-ethnic basis. Before 
the international electoral authority 
ended in 2003, a professional associa-
tion of electoral officers without any 
ethnic distinction among participants 
was created, and it started functioning 
with the support of IFES, a U.S.-based 
international agency specializing in 
technical assistance to electoral bodies. 
The transfer of authority from inter-
national to domestic management 
happened progressively during 2002 
and 2003, more than five years after 
the first election in 1998. By compari-
son, East Timor made its transfer two 
years after the first election, but 

Kosovo has not yet completed it, six 
years after the first election in 2000. 

Voter and candidate registration was 
greatly eased for Croats and Albanians 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, as it was 
later for Serbs in Kosovo, by facilitating 
out-of-country registration and voting. 
This involved not only adequate legal 
provisions, but also immense invest-
ment in security and logistics. 

Minority languages were widely used  
as an integrating tool in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, where all minority lan-
guages were used for all official forms. 
Not doing so could be considered a dis-
enfranchisement, in effect, of certain 
populations – those that would have 
difficulty reading a ballot not in their 
language. With somewhat less inclu-
siveness, materials for civic education 
and voter information were printed  
or narrated in only the more widely 
spoken languages. 

Support for civic education campaigns 
encouraging participation for all com-
munities is invariably a component of 
most donor agencies’ democracy pro-
grams. Such support in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina was directly provided by 
the intervening international electoral 
administration, and extensively imple-
mented by domestic non-governmental 
organizations, many of which formed 
around these activities. 

The results in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
should be considered positive. 
Although the early elections under  
the Dayton accords widened ethnic 
divides by pushing the different com-
munities to organize along ethnic lines, 
they did stop the fighting, as the fac-
tions had to concentrate on electoral 
preparations. As it happened, elections 
proved a mechanism to bring ethnic 
communities to the more civilized 
game of democratic politics, although 
full reconciliation remains elusive  
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Members of the newly elected multi-ethnic state presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, (left to 
right) Bosnian Croat, Dragan Cavic; Bosnian Serb, Mirko Sarovic; and Bosnian Albanian, 
Sulejman Tihic, take the oath of office during the inauguration in Sarajevo, in October 2002.   
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to this day. The transfer of electoral 
authority from international to domes-
tic hands was implemented gradually 
but effectively, and successive elections 
have been taking place since 1998 in 
an orderly and transparent manner. 

Conclusion

The international community has been 
supporting electoral processes in transi-
tional and post-conflict societies as a 
tool for national reconciliation and 
democracy building. There are areas 
where democratic and electoral assist-
ance has proved effective. One is the 
building of a professional electoral 
administration and 
helping it become 
 sustainable; another  
is supporting civic 
 education campaigns 
alongside the electoral 
process. These are 
among the few areas  
of democratic assistance where 
 observers have unanimously reported 
positive results.8 

Electoral experts, field practitioners 
and analysts of democratic assistance 
have assessed the effects of elections 
and electoral rules on ethnic divides as 
moderately positive, more often than as 
neutral or negative.9 Experience shows 
that adequate legislation and other 
election-related measures can help, but 
inter-ethnic tensions cannot be easily 
overcome by electoral measures alone. 
Elections do not aim to bridge deep-
rooted ethnocultural cleavages; rather, 
they seek to help rivals cope with those 
differences in an enlightened demo-
cratic manner.10 Examples can also be 
offered of countries where the ethnic 
divide was deepened by the electoral 
experience (Angola, Liberia and 
Ethiopia). Particularly in Africa, the 
risk exists that political parties will 

make ethnic divisions more rigid. 
There, parties have formed along 
 ethnic lines, reflecting the underlying 
social pluralism.11

A number of conclusions have been 
drawn from recent research about  
steps taken to minimize the effect of 
elections on ethnic polarization. The 
following deserve transcription here.12

• As in other areas of social conflict, 
obstacles to inter-ethnic accord 
can more easily be removed than 
incentives can be offered, espe-
cially through the electoral system. 
Obstacles that have more often been 

removed include, among others, con-
stitutional and legal barriers to citi-
zen participation and representation; 
legal or actual barriers to the use of 
minority languages in civic educa-
tion, voter information and electoral 
materials; hate speech practices in 
the mass media; and mechanisms 
or structures that make electoral 
administration non-transparent and 
untrustworthy to political actors  
and voters.

• Moreover, post-conflict elections 
may have a widening effect on 
existing ethnic divisions, if only by 
crystallizing ethnic polarization at 
the ballot box. In fact, an electoral 
process during or after a civil conflict 
in itself translates ethnic grievances 
to a political scenario, as opposed to 
warfare. If electoral politics mitigates 
or displaces armed confrontation, 
ethnic factionalism may and usually 
does materialize in the distribution 

of the vote along lines of ethnic 
loyalty. Even if electoral legislation 
attempts to mitigate this effect by 
allowing multi-ethnic lists and alli-
ances, such legal instruments may 
not appeal to the political elites  
(as in Bosnia and Herzegovina),  
who may decide not to use them. 
This should not be seen as a nega-
tive output of elections, but as a 
reflection of prevailing social reality. 

• All measures aiming to deactivate 
or alleviate conflict should be seen 
as parts of an integrated approach, 
rather than as separate courses of 
action. Removing obstacles to par-
ticipation and inter-ethnic reconcili-
ation should include the following: 
– constitutional and legal provisions, 

e.g. power-sharing arrangements, 
inclusive formulas of representa-
tion and inter-ethnic composition 
of the electoral management body 

– facilitation of voter and candidate 
registration, including out-of-
country registration and voting 

– civic education campaigns 
 encouraging participation by  
all communities 

– use of minority languages in voting 
procedures and civic education 

– elimination of hate speech through 
democratic media development 
projects and media monitoring 
with standard methodologies, 
 followed by periodic publication  
of the results 

Obstacles to inter-ethnic accord can  
more easily be removed than incentives  
can be offered, especially through the 
electoral system.
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