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Executive Summary 

The Strategic Counsel is pleased to present this report to Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) on the 

findings from a qualitative research study examining public perceptions and knowledge of the Canadian 

agriculture and agri-food industry.    

A. Background 

A key priority for AAFC is to communicate the role and importance of the agricultural sector in the lives of 

Canadians.  The sector makes a significant contribution to the Canadian economy: 

 Canada’s agriculture and agri-food sector contributes $100 billion dollars annually to Canada’s 

Gross Domestic Product; 

 Canada is the 5th largest agriculture and agri-food exporter in the world.  Agriculture accounts for 

more than $44 billion in exports; and 

 the sector employs 2.1 million Canadians (the equivalent to 1 in every 8 jobs). 

In addition to its economic heft, Canada has developed a strong reputation as a leader in agricultural 

research and innovation in areas related to disease prevention, improvements to crop varieties and yields, 

safety, quality and sustainability including environmental stewardship.  The sector is certainly experiencing 

significant change, a component of which is driven by changing consumer tastes and demand.  AAFC’s 

website indicates that: 

“Changing consumer and societal demands are influencing changes throughout the whole agriculture and 

agri-food system. Consumers are demanding more variety, more convenience, more environmentally-

friendly and healthier food choices, as well as food that addresses their values, e.g. organic and halal 

products, accompanied by proper assurances of quality and safety.” 

AAFC’s mandate is to work with farmers and food producers to support the growth and development of the 

agriculture and agri-food sector by means of policies, programs, research and technology that help 

producers and food manufacturers succeed in the domestic and global markets.     

Despite the fact that the sector continues to modernize, diversify and innovate, recent surveys of the 

Canadian public have underscored a number of misperceptions about the agricultural sector and a relatively 

pessimistic public view with respect to its future outlook.  It should be pointed out that a multi-year  

initiative, started with seed funding from Farm Credit Canada, called Agriculture More Than Ever 

(www.agriculturemorethanever.ca), and supported by the Canadian Federation of Agriculture, along with 

several provincial governments is working together to improve perceptions of the agricultural sector. 
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B. Research Objectives and Approach 

AAFC wished to undertake a series of focus groups to gauge public perceptions of the industry in order to 

feed into strategies aimed at shifting current public perceptions (from views of the sector as a traditional 

farm enterprise to an industry with strategic priorities focused on innovation, competitiveness and market 

development) and the development of communications approaches and products.  Ultimately, the goal is to 

increase the public’s understanding and interest in the sector. 

Obtaining a more in-depth understanding of the public’s understanding as to where their food comes from, 

how it gets from farm to tables, as well as the health, safety and environmental attributes of agricultural 

products is considered fundamental to the development of a competitive sector with strong growth potential.  

Of note, Canadian consumers spend close to $200 billion on food, beverages and tobacco from retail stores 

and restaurants, accounting for just under one-fifth of their total personal spending.   

The specific objectives of this research study included gaining insight into Canadians’ views with respect to: 

 current perceptions of the sector; 

 views on the role and efficacy of government investment in agricultural innovation and science; 

 identification of gaps in knowledge and understanding of the sector and AAFC’s role and 

responsibilities, as well as areas of interest in terms of AAFC’s mandate; 

 perceived effectiveness of AAFC’s various communications tools and tactics; and 

 preferences with regard to how best to communicate with the public. 

C. Key Findings 

1. Awareness, Familiarity with and Knowledge of the Sector 

Findings from this series of focus groups clearly indicate a relatively low level of awareness, particularly 

among urban dwellers, of the current state of the sector and its contribution to provincial, regional and the 

national economy.  While those in the rural centers in which focus groups were held did exhibit a somewhat 

higher level of familiarity with the sector, they nonetheless felt they too were not as knowledgeable of the 

larger national picture and outlook.  

Participants’ comments and indeed their explicit remarks reflect a feeling of being quite disconnected from 

the sector, despite the trend of increasing interest in food quality.  The views and impressions of most are 

formed on the basis of their experience as consumers.  Few have actually visited a working farm, and many 

participants’ ideas about agriculture and farming appear to be based on a rather idyllic and outdated view of 

the sector. 

It was clear from the discussions that participants lack a comprehensive understanding of the sector and 

specifically the full range of players either directly or indirectly engaged in agriculture and agri-food in 

Canada.  Perhaps not surprisingly, when participants think about the sector there is a tendency to envisage 
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farms, livestock, crops, green pastures, endless wheat fields, and prairie landscapes.  This type of imagery 

reinforces a view of the sector as traditional rather than modern, progressive and innovative. 

Of note, a number of participants expressed confusion about the term ‘agri-food’.  It was thought that this 

term referred to plants (rather than livestock) or the industrial part of agriculture.  In any case, the term is 

somewhat meaningless and, in some cases, has negative connotations especially when used in the context of 

technological advancement and innovation in the sector as it leads some to imagine practices involving 

chemical enhancement and bio-engineering of foods. 

 

2. Outlook for the Sector 

The forecast for the sector was somewhat mixed although, on balance, participants seemed somewhat more 

pessimistic than optimistic.  This view was based on a number of perceptions, many of which are heavily 

influenced by alarmist documentaries and media reports on the state and future of agriculture in Canada.   

 In almost every discussion, participants raised the issue of genetically modified foods (GMOs) and 

concerns about the impact and long-term effects of this practice 

 Consolidation in the agricultural sector leading to the dominance of factory farms and fewer, large 

industrial players 

 Encroachment of development on agricultural lands 

 Declining interest of current and future generations in the sector 

 Farming practices that are unsustainable and/or potentially environmentally harmful 

 Population growth and simple economics of feeding a rapidly increasing number of people 

Interestingly, some participants’ views about the state and future of the sector were based solely on the fact 

that the produce and goods they purchase in grocery stores on a regular basis seem to be increasingly made 

or shipped from outside of Canada.  This leaves them with a sense that the sector must be shrinking and that 

other nations, such as China, are becoming more dominant in this field.  Although many participants are 

aware of Canada’s dominance in world wheat markets, it was notable that many believe Canada is, overall, a 

net importer of agricultural products.  This begs the question, why?  Participants frequently questioned why, 

given our expansive geography and rich agricultural heritage, Canada is not more self-sufficient when it 

comes to food production.  In particular, there is a concern that the sector remains focused principally on the 

extraction of primary resources rather than creating additional economic benefits through value-added 

activities, i.e., food manufacturing and processing, packaging, transportation and trade.   Although 

participants didn’t explicitly use the terms ‘disinvestment’ or ‘hollowing out,’ their comments suggest that 

they believe Canada’s trade position in the sector and its competitiveness have declined sharply in the last 

several decades.   
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And, while participants felt generally confident in the quality of agricultural products produced within 

Canada, and certainly trust the federal government to ensure that quality standards are met, the growing 

influence of out-of-country players, particularly emerging economies leads to some concern, both with 

respect to sovereignty as well as safety. 

Those holding a more optimistic view of the sector typically base this perspective  on population projections 

which forecast a continued and increasing demand for the types of agricultural products Canada produces. 

   

3. Innovation in the Sector 

Participants’ top-of-mind responses in terms of identifying sectors of the economy that they would deem to 

be innovative did not often include the agriculture and agri-food sector.  For many, innovation has 

connotations of doing things differently, employing technology such as the Internet, and undertaking 

practices that will improve efficiencies and therefore profitability.  Participants generally think about 

agriculture as not having changed much in the last 10 to 20 years.  As such, compared to the rate of change 

in other sectors such as energy, education, and healthcare, there is a propensity to discount the agriculture 

and agri-food sector as being modern or innovative. 

At a purely rational level, and when pushed to think more deeply about the topic, participants did believe the 

sector is innovative and must continue to innovate in order to remain competitive and profitable.  However, 

it was challenging for participants to identify specific innovations that they had heard or read about.  Many 

pointed to advancements in farm machinery and equipment in addition to work being done to produce 

hardier varieties of crops.  The topic of GMOs was again raised in this context. 

While recognizing that the sector faces a number of challenges, ranging from extreme and unpredictable 

climactic conditions to increased competition and population growth, most participants were somewhat 

pressed to identify how innovation might assist in addressing these issues.  

 

4. Telling the Story of Modern Agriculture and Agri-Food 

Participants expressed an interest in learning more about the sector and were, in fact, surprised to learn 

about the impact and contribution of the sector in terms of employment levels, output and exports.  The 

information gleaned from reviewing brochures and videos produced by AAFC left them feeling much more 

optimistic about the outlook for the sector and more knowledgeable about the many innovations, research 

and development taking place.  Of particular interest are those innovations and/or basic facts and statistics 

that: 

 are relevant to the consumer from the standpoint of food safety, food quality or personal health; 

 provide a glimpse into what’s happening in each region/province of the country so that they have an 

idea of what is taking place closer to home; and 

 offer new and/or surprising information and/or positions agriculture in non-traditional ways or uses. 
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Participants put forward a wide range of suggestions in terms of constructing the ‘story.’  These included 

heavier reliance on social media to tell the story, in addition to more traditional advertising such as  

billboards, and transit shelter ads as well as opportunities to discover more about the sector in a ‘hands-on’ 

way by means of interactive games/quizzes or on-the-farm activities.  

Key to crafting a story is ensuring that both the narrative and the protagonist or spokesperson is relevant and 

credible.  In this respect, participants suggested a clear articulation of the benefits to the consumer of 

innovations taking place in the sector.  Additionally, it was felt that those engaged in research and 

development, including researchers and, most importantly, the producers, should speak on their own behalf.  

This approach would garner significantly more credibility and would be more likely to engage the general 

public by profiling those who are passionate about the sector and stand to benefit most from the innovations. 

Finally, it is important to strike the appropriate balance in terms of the tone, between being factual, 

informative and educational on the one hand, but also relating information that is not overly onerous for the 

reader or viewer to process and does not come across as self-promotional.  Bright and colourful graphics can 

be used to effectively create visual appeal, but should be used in conjunction with short facts or ‘teasers’ to 

leave the target audience feeling as if they have learned something new and interesting about the sector.   
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