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WHO CHANGED THEIR MINDS?

Canadian public opinion on immigration shifted dramatically twice in the

past 30 years. It became more positive between 1995-2005 and then more
negative in 2023-24. Is the recent increase in anti-immigration views simply a
reversal of the previous decline or a different kind of dynamic? This brief uses
survey data on over more than 40 years (Environics Focus Canada 1981-2024)
to compare shifts in the opinions of different demographic groups.

Overall, the 1990s-2000s shift was remarkably broad-based, with most groups
following the general pro-immigration trend and previous gaps due to education
and immigrant status narrowing. However, the 2023-24 shift was quite different.
First, it was primarily an anglophone phenomenon, with francophone and Quebec
respondents showing less movement. Second, the gender gap has flipped:
previously, men were more supportive but now women are. Third, the role of age
has reversed: in the past older people were more likely to say there is too much
immigration, but now it is young people espousing that view.

Recent shifts are clearly a new phenomenon, rather than simply a reversion of
previous changes.

SETTING THE STAGE

The 2025 federal budget, presented on November 4, reinforced the sweeping
changes to Canada’s immigration policy first announced a year earlier. These
changes include a 21 per cent drop in the target for new permanent residents
in 2025, with further decreases into 2027. The 2025 Budget also announced a
sharp decrease in temporary residents' admissions, including stricter rules for
temporary workers and international students (Government of Canada, 2025).

The background to these shifts was a prevailing narrative that rapid population
growth — partly fuelled by the influx of temporary foreign workers and
international students — had aggravated the existing affordability crisis by
helping to fuel a mismatch between housing supply and demand. This was a
product of a record high immigration rate in 2022 (Immigration, Refugees and
Citizenship Canada, 2023), coupled with sustained media coverage about
immigration and housing costs (e.g., Thanthong-Knight et al., 2024; Veall, 2023;
Zimonijic, 2024), Opposition criticism (MacDonald, 2023) and Bank of Canada
reports both pointed to population growth as a driver of raising rental prices
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(Champagne et al., 2023). The public discourse since then has been marked by
concerns that immigration levels may be too high.

Retrenchment on immigration may come as a surprise to some, given Canada’s
reputation for being tolerant, multicultural and pro-immigration. While this has
been generally true at the policy level, public opinion has not always aligned
with this image. In fact, survey data show that most Canadians wanted less
immigration from at least the late 1970s to the mid-1990s. Public opinion
became more positive toward immigration in the mid-1990s, improved further
into the mid-2000s, then stabilized for more than a decade (Besco, 2021).
However, in 2023-24, polls showed the sharpest reversal in public opinion
since at least the late 1970s, with opposition to immigration rising quickly
(Environics Institute for Survey Research, 2024).

Such drastic changes in public opinion are not common. Public attitudes

are usually subject to short-term shifts only when there are major events or
sustained media coverage, and such swings usually reverse quickly (Breton &
Eady, 2022). In the long run, it's usually generational replacement that
produces slow, steady change (e.g., Kiley & Vaisey, 2020; Page & Shapiro,
1982; Sears & Funk, 1999). This stability of opinion extended to immigration as
well (Kustov et al., 2021). Therefore, understanding this recent unusual reversal
of public opinion is important.

Previous research found that economic issues such as GDP growth or recession
fears, as well as unemployment, play at least a limited role (Palmer, 1996; Wilkes &
Corrigall-Brown, 2010; Wilkes et al., 2008). So does a change in the number of
immigrants admitted, rather than the absolute number of immigrants (Banting &
Soroka, 2020). There is also a clear and growing divide based on partisanship
and party support (Besco, 2021). In addition, while there is much debate about
the politics of diversity in Quebec, previous studies found little or no regional
differences in opinion about immigration (Bilodeau et al., 2012).

So, why did this unusual 2023-24 change in opinion happen? Might it be
reversed?

CHANGING PUBLIC OPINION

To examine these issues, we used a set of surveys by the Environics

Institute.! We started in 1981 and continued to 2024, using a total of 26
surveys.? Respondents were posed this statement: “Overall there is too much
immigration into Canada.” There were five response options ranging from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” The responses are transformed here to
a numeric scale ranging from O (strongly disagree) to 1 (strongly agree).

Figure 1 plots the mean on this measure of opposition to immigration. Similar
to the Environics reports and other publications (Banting & Soroka, 2020;
Besco, 2021; Environics Institute for Survey Research, 2024), it clearly shows a
period of change from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, followed by 15 years
of stability before recent surveys show a sharp increase in anti-immigration
sentiment. The data show that 33 per cent of respondents in 2024 strongly
agreed there was too much immigration, compared to only 16 per cent who
strongly agreed in 2015. The precise starting point of the 2024 change
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Data were generously provided by Environics
via donation to the Canadian Opinion Research
Archive for surveys prior to 2014. Data from
more recent surveys were provided directly by
the Environics Institute. We appreciate Andrew
Parkin’s support in compiling the datasets.

The mode changed from face-to-face to
telephone interviews after 1998, which
corresponds to a decline in opposition to
immigration. However, a similar pattern and
timing occurs in the Canadian Election Study,
which didn’t change mode at that point.
Therefore, this is likely not primarily a mode
effect (Besco, 2021).
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is unclear, as 2023 already showed a substantial increase — but from an
unusually low level in 2022 — and aligned more closely with the level observed
in 2020. Nonetheless, by 2024, concern about too much immigration had
returned to levels last seen in the 1980s. Essentially, the whole 1995-2005 shift
has been erased.

WHAT HAPPENED?

So, who changed their minds? Is the 2024 shift just a reversal of the previous
evolution or is it a different kind of change, with different groups responsible?
While we can’t precisely identify individual-level changes without having the
same individuals answer the survey over the years, we can look at the changes
in opinion by demographic groups.

To do this, we used data on age, province, language, gender, education,
employment status, income and place of birth (immigrant status). There were
changes in the wording of some questions over the years, particularly in

the response categories. For example, there are many changes in response
categories in the income demographic.

In addition, inflation makes using even the same categories problematic.
Therefore, we simply code it so that the highest category is 1 and the lowest
is zero. Age is coded as a four-category variable (18-29, 30-44, 45-59, 60+).
Employed is coded as a binary (having a job/not having a job). Language
spoken is English or French (other languages are not available in recent
surveys). Immigrant status categories are born in Canada or not. Since our
aim is primarily descriptive, we report simple average on the “too much
immigration” statement for different categories.
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First, we consider age. Figure 2 shows the average opposition to immigration
for four different age groups from 1980 to 2025. In general over that time
frame, older respondents tended to think there was too much immigration.
These differences were modest, however, and shifts occurred over time in all
age groups. The mid-1990s to mid-2000s decline is evident across all groups,
and all groups clearly expressed increased opposition to immigration in 2024.
Strikingly, however, the age gradient was reversed in 2024. Respondents aged
18-29 showed the most opposition, with 32 per cent strongly agreeing there
was too much immigration.®

Next, we turn to province of residence and language. Figure 3 plots opinion

by province, with the Atlantic provinces combined due to sample size issues.
Over time, the dynamics are similar across the country, with opinion in different
provinces tending to rise and fall at the same time. Ontario and Alberta often
had the highest anti-immigration sentiment, but this was not always the case,
nor was it by a substantial amount. Some people assume that opinion in Quebec
is generally more anti-immigration due to political debates around reasonable
accommodation and preservation of the French language. Clearly, that was not
the case in these data, nor was there any evidence it ever had been. Quebec
opinion on immigration was quite similar to other provinces recently and has
been so for decades (see also Bilodeau et al., 2012). Strikingly, after the 2023
and 2024 shifts, Quebec respondents were the least anti-immigration. Opinion
there did also change but to a significantly lesser degree than elsewhere. In

3 Alternative ways of examining age show
essentially the same point. If age is treated as
a continuous variable rather than four separate
categories, in regression models (not shown),
the age coefficient becomes negative (and
statistically significant) in 2024 — the only such
instance in the entire series. In other words, in
2024, for the first time, the younger a person
was, the more they tended to think there was
too much immigration.
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2024, only 22 per cent of Quebec respondents strongly agreed there were too
many immigrants — much lower than the next lowest province, British Columbia

at 32 per cent, and far less than the highest, Alberta at 42 per cent.? a

Figure 4 reinforces this point, based on language.® Over time, there was

little systematic difference between English-speaking and French-speaking
respondents. If anything, francophone respondents were slightly more
opposed in the 1990s and 2000s, although this didn’t last. In 2024, however,
English-speaking respondents were far more opposed to immigration. French-
speaking respondents were also more opposed than in the past, but the size of
the change was more modest. The increase in opposition was much larger for
English-speaking respondents, with 2024 levels comparable to opinion in the
1980s. The difference between anglophone and francophone opinion was the
highest on record in 2024.
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Figure 5 also shows substantial change in 2024 by gender. Previously, women
had been slightly more likely than men to think there was too much immigration.
By 2023, however, the gender gap had reversed and increased substantially,
roughly doubling in size between 2022 and 2024 to the largest on record. In
2024, the gender gap for “strongly agree” there is too much immigration was
eight percentage points (men 37, women 29), compared to just two years earlier
when it was only two percentage points (men 14, women 12). For most of the
period before 2015, the gap was three to four percentage points, but in the
other direction, with women more opposed. Some caution is warranted here.
The gender gap seems to have narrowed or closed earlier, starting in 2017. It

is possible that the recent trend toward men being more opposed is part of a
longer-running shift, rather than directly due to events in 2023-24.
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Note that Saskatchewan had the highest
average opposition in 2024, but this was
based on only a small number of respondents
(only 75 in 2024), so that estimate has a high
degree of uncertainty.

This analysis produces similar result to the
provincial figures because most francophones
live in Quebec while other provinces are
primarily anglophone. Unfortunately, there
were not sufficient Quebec anglophones or
francophones outside Quebec who responded
to these surveys to estimate effects for the
critical 2024 year.

Figure 4. “Too much immigration” —
by language

Note: Mean values by language.

Figure 5. “Too much immigration” —
by gender

Note: Mean values for men and women.
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Finally in Figure 6, we review changes in opinion based on several other
demographic factors: education, employment, income and immigration status.

The education gap has narrowed, but this began earlier in the 2000s and may

be a result of growing levels of university attainment. Since the proportion of
Canadians with university degrees is larger than in earlier time periods, they may
be less different from the rest of the population than in the past, when having a
university degree was less common. While there are often differences in views of
immigration according to education, it is difficult to tell what causes this, such as the
experience of education itself, or a selection effect of the kind of people who are
able, or choose, to go to university. In any case, the narrowing of the education gap
is modest, and may be a long-term process rather than related to recent events.

The difference between employed and not-employed people has always
been quite narrow with occasional reversals, although employed people have
usually been slightly less positive about immigration. In 2023 and 2024, there
is essentially no change from earlier periods.

)

For income, lower-income people tend to be less supportive of immigration,
although the gap narrows in 2023 and 2024, with higher-income people changing

Because income is more difficult to compare
across time due to changing categories, we
estimate the Ordinary least squares regression

more and ending up closer to the opinions held by those with lower incomes.® model with the income categories as a

We might expect people born outside Canada to be much more supportive continuous variable and show predicted values
] i ) . . . for the top and bottom categories. This is useful

of immigration than Canadian-born individuals. This has generally been the for a general illustration of the relationship, but

case, but the gap between immigrants and non-immigrants narrowed in the shoulld not be interpreted as referring to specific

. . . . . 3 . values such as the low-income cut-off or income
2000s, with immigrants becoming just as concerned about immigration levels percentiles.



as non-immigrants. The small differences in the 2010s are not statistically
significant. Overall, the closure of the gap in opinion between immigrants and
non-immigrants which occurred in the 1990s and 2000s has been maintained,
rather than reversed.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In the mid-1990s to mid-2000s shift, the answer to “who changed their
minds?” was essentially “everyone.” In this period, support for immigration
increased in similar ways across nearly all major demographic groups. The
exception was differences based on education and whether the respondents
were born in Canada, but even then, gaps between groups were narrowing
rather than widening. Overall, there was a gradual shift to people becoming
more positive, and also more similar, in their immigration attitudes. In
general, the pro-immigration shift of the late 1990s and early 2000s was
broad-based.

The 2023-24 shift to much greater concern over immigration is quite different.
The most striking reversal is seen in the generational divide. Older Canadians
had long been less positive about immigrants. However, in the latest surveys,
younger respondents expressed higher levels of opposition. This change may
reflect concern about the housing affordability crisis, which disproportionately
affects younger Canadians. High rents and limited prospects for home
ownership, combined with media coverage and statements by politicians,
may be leading younger respondents to link immigration to their economic
anxieties.

One potential explanation for the greater anti-immigration concern in English
Canada recently is that the housing crisis has had a less acute impact in many
parts of Quebec (Polese, 2023), although differences in media coverage or the
geographic distribution of new immigrants themselves may also play a role.

The change to men being more concerned about immigration than women

is in line with some recent public opinion data that indicates larger gender
differences on multiple social issues, though it is unclear if it is men or women
who are moving or how robust this shift is (Sides, 2024). In general, men,
especially young men, may be more attuned to cultural clashes between left
and right, and may be more susceptible to linking immigration to housing. Still,
younger women also became more anti-immigrant recently, so this is a matter
of degree.

It is unclear whether generational and gender shifts in public opinion are
temporary or reflect a new pattern. High housing costs will likely continue to be
an important issue for the foreseeable future, but their link to immigration may
continue or fade.

As well, ideological divides and polarization seem to be deepening. The

federal Conservative Party has generally avoided taking extreme anti-immigrant
positions — explicitly targeting and vilifying immigrants — unlike other right-
of-centre parties around the world. However, over the last two decades, core
Conservative supporters have become increasingly opposed to admitting

more immigrants (Banting & Soroka, 2020; Besco, 2021). Conservative Leader



Pierre Poilievre has been critical of Liberal immigration policy and has linked it
to housing prices, but it remains to be seen if this Conservative approach will
continue or be expanded to other areas.

Finally, Canada does not exist in isolation. Political developments in the United
States frequently spill over the border, shaping public opinion here. Exposure
to what U.S. politicians say about immigration and immigrants might lead to
heightened concern in Canada. But it is also possible that U.S. developments
could push Canadian public opinion in a more welcoming direction.

Ultimately, how these competing influences are navigated by politicians, the
media and ordinary Canadians will define the trajectory of immigration attitudes
in the coming years.
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