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Executive summary 

Environics Research Group is pleased to present Natural Resources Canada with this report on findings 

from a series of focus groups on public opinion research on energy issues. This report was prepared by 

Environics, who was contracted by Natural Resources Canada (contract number 23483-140231/001/CY, 

awarded 2013-09-16). 

Background and objectives 

Natural Resources Canada last conducted comprehensive public opinion research on energy issues in 

2011 and wished to obtain more current understanding of Canadian public opinion on a range of energy 

issues. This research will provide insight into Canadian general public awareness and attitudes towards a 

variety of energy-related issues. 

Methodology 

Qualitative phase 

A series of 12 focus groups were conducted across Canada from September 30 to October 7, 2013. The 

groups lasted approximately one hour and 30 minutes, and consisted of between six (6) and nine (9) 

participants (out of 9 people recruited for each group). The 12 sessions were distributed by region and 

household income segment.  

 

The participants were recruited using a database of individuals, identified primarily through quantitative 

surveys, who had agreed to be re-contacted for research purposes. Recruitment involves contacting 

persons on the list who live in the required geographic regions on a random basis and then screening for 

eligibility according to the study design.  

 

A more detailed description of the methodology is presented at the back of the report (see Appendix A), 

along with a copy of the recruitment screener (see Appendix B) and discussion guide (see Appendix C).  

Statement of limitations 

Qualitative research provides insight into the range of opinions held within a population, rather than the 

weights of the opinions held, as would be measured in a quantitative study. The results of this type of 

research should be viewed as indicative rather than projectable. 

Quantitative phase 

The quantitative survey was conducted by the Environics Research Group and is based on 3,004 

telephone interviews conducted from October 18 to November 5, 2013. The sampling method was 

designed to complete 3,000 interviews with the target audience of Canadians 18 years of age and over. 

From within each multi-person household contacted, respondents 18 years of age and older were 

screened for random selection using the “most recent birthday” method. The use of this technique 

produces results that are as valid and effective as enumerating all persons within a household and 

selecting one randomly. The sample was stratified to ensure meaningful data and analysis at the 
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provincial level, with an oversample of 575 in the province of British Columbia (20% of the interviews, 

vs. 13% in the national population). The data are statistically weighted by region, gender and age 

according to the most recently available Census information (2011). The margin of error for a sample of 

3,004 is +/- 1.8 percentage points, in 19 out of 20 samples (margin of error is greater for subgroups). A 

more detailed description of the methodology is presented at the back of the report (see Appendix A), 

along with a copy of the questionnaire (see Appendix D). 

Cost of research and use of findings 

The cost of this research was $154,550.25 (HST included). The Government of Canada will use this 

research in future decision-making and communications about a range of energy issues, guiding various 

potential directions or approaches. 

Overview of qualitative findings 

 When people are asked what issue the federal government ought to focus on, the most common 

responses were: jobs and the economy, health care, poverty and social issues, and the 

environment.  

 When participants were asked about words they would use to describe Canada’s natural resource 

sector, people tended to either view it positively as “abundant” and/or “plentiful,” “creating jobs” 

– or they had more negative associations such as being “wasted,” “depleted,” “mismanaged” 

and/or “sold out.”  

 There was little or no awareness of any specific plan, program or initiative the federal government 

was overseeing related to managing natural resources in Canada.  

 There was little or no awareness of where Canada exports oil to or imports it from, although most 

suspected the U.S. would be Canada’s biggest oil and gas customer. People felt a cognitive 

dissonance about the fact that we both export AND import oil. There was also a sentiment that 

Canada should only export oil and gas once we are completely self-sufficient.  

 When informed that nearly all Canada’s oil exports are U.S.-bound, many were concerned that 

Canada is so dependent on a single country – particularly given the current perceived state of the 

U.S. economy and the potential for the U.S. to become more energy self-sufficient. There was a 

broad consensus that it would be desirable to diversify our oil and gas markets. 

 Most participants had some vague, non-specific awareness of pipeline projects being considered in 

Canada. It was clearly not a major top-of-mind issue. 

 The main concerns about pipelines tended to be oil spills and pipeline leaks. Other concerns often 

mentioned included damage to pristine landscapes and wildlife, and potential conflicts with 

Aboriginal Peoples. Several people also linked an increased use of pipelines with concerns about 

Canada “giving away” or “selling out” our oil to other countries.  

 Despite some general concerns about potential environmental risks associated with pipelines, 

there was an acknowledgment that pipelines are a fact of life, and that they remain the safest and 

most practical way to transport oil and gas over land.  



 Public Opinion Research on Energy Issues 2013-14 

  

 3 

 Despite limited awareness of anything specific the government might be doing, there was 

widespread acknowledgement that there is a role for the federal government to play in the 

development and transportation of oil in this country. Beyond general industry “regulation” and 

supervision, participants felt the government should be more active in informing Canadians about 

these pipeline projects.  

 The perceived advantages of pipelines were economic – though few participants saw Canada as a 

whole as benefitting from pipelines being built. Instead, they tended to assume that any benefits 

would mainly be going to individuals getting short- and medium-term jobs in pipeline construction 

or to oil companies as profits.  

 Ultimately, there was a clear interest in many groups for a balanced and open discussion on the 

pros and cons of pipelines in Canada. Participants felt that once they clearly understood the range 

of issues at hand, they would feel more confident taking a stance. 

 
Three different possible pipeline projects were discussed: 

 
West to East Pipeline. Participants had limited familiarity with the details and objectives of this  

potential project. Conceptually, participants were attracted to the idea of a “west to east” pipeline 

that was entirely within Canada. The possibility of more refinery jobs in Eastern Canada, of producing a 

more finished product, and of this pipeline helping supply western oil to the eastern Canadian market 

were also seen as big advantages.  

 

There were some concerns about such a pipeline travelling over such a long route and past populated 

areas in Eastern Canada.  

 

Alberta to B.C. Pipeline. Few participants in Eastern Canada were sufficiently informed about an Alberta 

to B.C. pipeline to voice any opinions. Intuitively, they liked the idea of such a pipeline since it stays in 

Canada and it has the shortest route to the sea. 

 

In Vancouver, a proposed Alberta to B.C. pipeline elicited a more emotional reaction, with concerns 

about oil spills and environmental damage, and a notion that B.C. would be assuming all the risks while 

not receiving any of  the revenue. There was still some openness to the idea of a pipeline as long as 

people felt that B.C. was being fairly compensated and that all environmental concerns were being 

addressed. 

 

Keystone XL. Most people have heard something about this project – mostly that the U.S. government is 

still deciding if it should go ahead or not. Outside of Calgary, very few people thought it was personally 

relevant to them whether or not Keystone XL ever gets built.  

 

There was little or no awareness of anything the federal government is currently doing to encourage 

American approval, nor did people have any ideas of what more could be done. Participants’ sense was 

that if Keystone XL is rejected by the U.S. government, it will because of environmental and political 

concerns within that country. 
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Political neutrality statement and contact information  

I hereby certify as a Senior Officer of Environics Research Group 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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