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Executive Summary 
 
Phoenix Strategic Perspectives Inc. (Phoenix SPI) was commissioned by Agriculture and 
Agri-food Canada (AAFC) to conduct a quantitative research with Canadians about 
Canadians’ awareness of agriculture and agri-food sector.    
 

Background and Objectives 

The agriculture and agri-food industry is very important to Canadian society. One of 
AAFC’s priorities is the communication of agriculture in Canada as a vital and important 
contributor to the economy, health and safety, scientific research, and innovation. 
Research conducted by AAFC, as well as studies by other organizations, indicates that 
Canadians lack of awareness of the sector, as well as hold misconceptions about 
agriculture and agri-food in Canada. A better understanding of agriculture is critical to 
foster public support for the industry.  
 
AAFC, therefore, commissioned a public opinion survey to gain insight into how 
Canadians feel about the sector and what they know about it to inform policy development 
and marketing initiatives. This research was designed to: 1) explore Canadians’ 
awareness, perceptions, knowledge and beliefs with respect to the agriculture and agri-
food industry; and 2) determine aspects/elements of the sector that are associated with 
Canadians’ misperceptions and/or misinformation.  
 
The specific areas of investigation included: awareness and knowledge of the sector; 
perceptions of the sector; priorities and concerns about the sector; and communications 
and outreach. The research findings will be used in the development of communications 
and marketing initiatives. 
 

Methodology 

A national telephone survey of 1,520 Canadians, aged 18 and older, was conducted from 
March 8th to 29th, 2017. A sample of this size yields national results that can be considered 
accurate to within ±2.5%, 19 times out of 20. The margin of error for sub-sets of this 
sample is higher. 
 
The following specifications applied to the survey: 

• The sample was geographically disproportionate. 

• To address the increasing number of cell-phone-only households in Canada, cell 
phones were included in the sample frame. In total, 594 interviews were conducted 
with individuals from the cell phone sample. All were cell-phone-only households. 
The rest of the interviews (n=926) were conducted with individuals from the 
landline sample. 

• In advance of the fieldwork, 20 pre-test interviews were conducted with 10 in each 
official language. The pre-test took place March 12th, 2017. The questionnaire was 
too long; therefore, questions were removed to reduce the average interview 
length.  

• The telephone interviewing was carried out by Elemental Data Collection Inc., 
under subcontract to Phoenix. 
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• The survey averaged 17.5 minutes in length.  

• Sponsorship of the study was revealed (i.e., Government of Canada). 

• The survey results were weighted by region, age, and gender to reflect the actual 
population distribution in Canada.  

• The survey was conducted in accordance with the standards set out by the 
Marketing Research and Intelligence Association (MRIA), as well as applicable 
federal legislation, including the Personal Information Protection and Electronic 
Documents Act (PIPEDA).  

 
The contract value of this project is $74,876.99. (HST included).  
 

Key Findings 

Awareness and Knowledge of the Sector 

Four in 10 Canadians (41%) said they recalled reading, seeing or hearing something 
about the agriculture and agri-food sector in the last six months. The main topics or issues 
recalled were trade-related (19%), as well as challenges facing farmers/food producers 
(16%), and the dairy industry/milk production (15%). None was mentioned by significant 
numbers. Underscoring this fairly limited general awareness of the sector, only one-third 
of Canadians rated themselves as knowledgeable about the agriculture and agri-food 
sector, with most saying they are somewhat (31%) as opposed to very (3%) 
knowledgeable.  
 
To gauge Canadians’ knowledge of the sector, respondents were presented with a series 
of true or false statements. Majorities of Canadians knew that the agricultural sector uses 
biotechnology to reduce the use of pesticides (74%), that Canada is among the world’s 
largest exporters of agriculture and agri-food products (65%), that there is economic 
growth in the sector in Canada (60%), that genetically-modified (GM) foods sold in 
Canada have been assessed as safe by government scientists (59%), that most farms in 
Canada are not owned by large corporations (54%), and that many of the jobs in the 
sector are high tech (52%). Canadians were less likely to know about foreign investment 
in the sector, environmental issues, such as agriculture’s contribution to greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions and the impact of GM foods on the environment, as well as the risk of 
GM foods to human health.  
 

Perceptions of the Sector 

Canadians pointed to a variety of issues when asked to identify the most important issue 
facing Canada’s agriculture and agri-food sector. None, however, was mentioned by 
significant numbers, and the single largest proportion—16%—could not think of anything 
top of mind. Among the issues cited were food affordability and addressing high food 
prices (12%), trade issues (11%), and concern about chemicals in food, such as 
pesticides (11%).  
 
A large majority of Canadians (81%) hold a positive impression of the agriculture and agri-
food sector, with 24% saying their impression is strongly positive. Positive impressions 
were attributed to a variety of reasons, including that Canada’s farms produce high quality 
foods (18%) and that “it’s a Canadian industry” (18%). In contrast, one in six Canadians 
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had a somewhat (12%) or strongly (4%) negative impression of the sector. Pesticide use 
(22%) and the perception that GM foods are not safe (16%) were the main reasons for 
negative impressions.  
 
There was a virtual consensus that the agriculture and agri-food sector is important in 
terms of its contribution to the Canadian economy: 74% of Canadians said the sector’s 
contribution is very important and 23% said it is somewhat important. Furthermore, the 
vast majority (89%) agreed that it is very important to ensure Canada’s agricultural sector 
is successful and growing. While there was widespread agreement about the importance 
of the sector, Canadians have mixed views on the sector’s outlook. More than four in 10 
Canadians are optimistic about the outlook for the Canadian agriculture and agri-food 
sector over the next five to 10 years, with 16% saying the outlook is very good and 30% 
that it is good. However, the single greatest proportion—40%—were neutral. The rest 
(13%) described the outlook as poor or very poor.  

 
When it comes to impressions of the sector, nearly three-quarters (73%) of Canadians 
think that research and development (R&D) plays a role in Canada’s agriculture and agri-
food sector. In addition, just over half (56%) view farmers as good stewards of the 
environment, while more than two in five believe that organic farming is better than 
conventional farming (46%), that Canadian farming is environmentally friendly (45%), and 
that the sector has a lot of career opportunities (42%). 
  
Canadians’ views were divided when it comes to the effects of GM foods. Identical 
proportions agreed (37%) and disagreed (37%) with the statement that scientists do not 
understand the effects of genetically modified foods. The rest (24%) were neutral, neither 
agreeing nor disagreeing with the statement. Recall that Canadians were less likely to 
know about the impact of GM foods on the environment, as well as the risk of GM foods to 
human health. 
 

Concerns and Priorities 

A majority of Canadians expressed moderate to strong concern about various issues 
affecting the sector. Concern was strongest when it comes to the quality (76%) and safety 
(74%) of the food Canadians eat, the use of hormones in farm animals (74%), and the 
affordability of food in Canada (73%). Lack of concern was highest for GM foods. Nearly 
one-quarter of Canadians (23%) said they are not very or not at all concerned when it 
comes to GM foods.  
 
Canadians were asked to identify, in an open-ended manner, which issues should receive 
the most attention under a new national food policy. Approximately one-third of Canadians 
(32%) pointed to health-related issues (e.g., food safety, the use of chemicals in food, 
access to nutritious food). In addition, nearly one-fifth of Canadians (19%) mentioned 
issues related to food security (e.g., high food prices). This was followed by economic 
(14%) and environmental (6%) issues. Seventeen percent could not identify any issue 
they thought should receive attention under a food policy in Canada.  
 
Turning to Canadians’ priorities, improving health through food is most important, with 
seven in 10 Canadians identifying it as either the top priority (40%) or as the second most 
important issue (30%). This was followed by food security (27% ranked it first; 27% 
ranked it second), the environment (18% ranked it first; 22% second), and economic 
issues (14% ranked it first; 19% second). 
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Information Sources and Needs 

When Canadians were asked what their main source of information about the agriculture 
and agri-food sector is (or would be), 57% of Canadians said they would (or do) use the 
Internet to gather information about the sector. No other source was mentioned with the 
same frequency.  
 
Majorities said that the following sources of information about the agriculture and agri-food 
sector in Canada are at least somewhat trustworthy: farmers or ranchers (91%), scientists 
and researchers (86%), Agriculture and Agri-food Canada (85%), and family (84%). 
Canadians were less likely to view as trustworthy media (61%) and food companies and 
grocery retailers (54%). When Canadians were asked if there is anything about the 
agriculture and agri-food sector that they would like to know more about, most (76%) 
volunteered a topic of interest. Topping the list was the use of genetically-modified 
organisms (GMOs) 16%, followed by farming practices (13%).  
 
 
Political Neutrality Certification 
 
I hereby certify as a Senior Officer of Phoenix Strategic Perspectives that the deliverables 
fully comply with the Government of Canada political neutrality requirements outlined in 
the Communications Policy of the Government of Canada and Procedures for Planning 
and Contracting Public Opinion Research. Specifically, the deliverables do not contain any 
reference to electoral voting intentions, political party preferences, standings with the 
electorate, or ratings of the performance of a political party or its leader. 
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Alethea Woods, President 
Phoenix Strategic Perspectives Inc. 
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