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INTRODUCTION
In an economic context characterized by labour shortage in many activity sectors and a con-
stant need for innovation to meet the rapid evolution of technological, sociocultural and demo-
graphic trends, the Quebec and Canadian labour markets need—now more than ever—all of 
their workers. This desire for inclusion also fits into the current movement, led by Indigenous 
groups, for the recognition of Indigenous rights, of the harm caused by colonization and of the 
ever-present damage caused by past policy. Fostering the active participation of Indigenous work-
ers in Quebec-based businesses, the NIKA Project rallies around these two focal points and is led 
by the Conseil du patronat du Québec (CPQ), in partnership with the Regroupement des centres 
d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ), AXTRA, l’Alliance des centres-conseils en emploi, the 
Commission scolaire De La Jonquière and ADL Group.

As part of this innovative partnership, AXTRA was tasked with documenting the issues, best prac-
tices and needs of Indigenous workers and Quebec employers. This review of the literature made it 
possible to orient the collection of primary data conducted throughout 2018 via discussion groups 
with Indigenous workers (coordinated by the RCAAQ) and semi-directed interviews with labour 
market’s key stakeholders (by AXTRA) in the project’s nine target regions.

From a methodological viewpoint, this literature review draws on three main sources: statistical 
data, scientific literature on Indigenous populations, and various publications by organizations 
working in employment integration of Indigenous workers (companies, public and community 
organizations, etc.). Given that the NIKA Project specifically targets the urban Indigenous people of 
Quebec1, special attention will be given to documents addressing the Quebec context. To compen-
sate gaps in the literature and draw inspiration from innovative practices developed nationally and 
internationally, we also consulted many articles and reports from English-speaking Canada, the 
United States, Australia and New Zealand. Many databases were used to compile these documents 
(including Scholar, ABI/INFORM Global, Sociological Abstracts, SAGE Journals, EconLit and Érudit), 
with a variety of keywords, such as: Indigenous [Autochtones]; work, employment, job [emploi; 
travail]; First Nations [Premières Nations]; culture; cultural safety [sécurisation culturelle]; discrimi-
nation; and, workplace [milieu de travail]. Among the over 60 articles listed, 36 were retained for 
analysis on the basis of three criteria: the relevance of the topic (based on the title and the abstract), 
the country or studied context and the study’s availability. This limited number of listed scientific 
articles bears witness to the substantial lack of attention paid to this topic in the academic literature 
despite its major implications. Luckily, the number of professional reports makes it possible to par-
tially compensate the deficit of information and academic studies on the employment integration 
of Indigenous workers. The 150 sources considered were thematically analyzed according to an 
inductive approach to bring out the primary themes.

Despite all the precautions taken to carry out as exhaustive review as possible, time and budge-
tary constraints also limited the scope of this study. Moreover, the Indigenous populations are 
analyzed in many texts as a homogenous whole, without taking each nation’s cultural specificities 
into account. Although academic research seems to point to certain experiences common to the 
various Indigenous peoples living in Quebec, Canada and in former European colonies, particu-

1 The Government of Canada defines “urban Indigenous peoples” as First Nations, Inuit and Métis individuals currently resi-
ding in urban areas (INAC, 2016).
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larly in terms of employment (Taylor and Bell, 2004), it is important to indicate that the reality of 
Indigenous peoples is very different from one nation, province or country to the next. The use of 
the terms “Indigenous communities” or “Indigenous populations” in this paper should therefore 
not be perceived as desire to flatten or minimize the cultural richness and socio-historical spe-
cificities of each nation; rather, it is just a means of shortening the text. Finally, it is clear that the 
literature on Indigenous people is, for the most part, written from an external perspective, and 
excludes the voices, cultures and knowledge of the primary stakeholders (Wilson, 2008). To com-
pensate for this limitation, we have tried, as much as possible, to use Indigenous documentation 
(Doyle-Bedwell, 2008; Indigenous Works, 2017, n.d.; O’Bomsawin, 2011; RCAAQ, 2009, 2013, 2019), 
to ensure we consider Indigenous perspectives on the issue. This said, few studies have been 
conducted in recent years by Indigenous researchers on this topic.

Despite these limitations, this study is of considerable importance, since it sheds a most use-
ful light for current and future interventions. Before lingering specifically over the situation of 
Indigenous workers, we must first present the historical, social, political, economic and cultural 
specificities of Indigenous communities in Quebec. Then, we will analyze the primary contextual 
and systemic obstacles to Indigenous workers’ active participation in the Quebec labour market 
to better understand the challenges that need to be overcome. The third and fourth sections of 
this report will use the literature to demonstrate workers’ and employers’ support needs in a goal 
of identifying avenues for better supporting this approach to active inclusion. 
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I.  OVERVIEW OF THE SITUATION OF INDIGENOUS 
PEOPLES IN CANADA AND QUEBEC

Age-old peoples, the Indigenous communities of Canada, grouping members of the First Na-
tions, Métis and Inuit, have a rich cultural, social and historical heritage that was unfortunately 
undermined by several centuries of colonial and discriminatory policy. This section, which is hardly 
exhaustive, does not aim to draw an in-depth portrait of Indigenous peoples’ complex situation 
at the provincial and national levels. Rather, it casts light on certain historical, economic and social 
realities affecting Indigenous peoples and their communities. The goal of this section, therefore, is 
to foster understanding both of the barriers to Indigenous inclusion and active participation in the 
labour market, and of urban Indigenous workers’ needs for guidance. 

This overview of the situation of Indigenous peoples in Quebec and Canada is founded primarily 
on Statistics Canada’s 2016 Census (2017a) and on analysis conducted by the Quebec Institut de 
recherche et d’informations socioéconomiques (IRIS) (Posca, 2018). Prudence should be taken in 
interpreting this chapter, especially in comparing the current situation to data prior to the 2016 
Census. Many factors can influence fluctuations between census cycles, notably the number of In-
digenous communities counted,2 the size limit for the targeted population, the voluntary nature of 
the 2011 survey and self-declaration of Aboriginal identity3 (Statistics Canada, 2017a). Furthermore, 
Quebec officially counts 11 Indigenous nations spread over 2 groups (the First Nations4 and the 
Inuit), and census data confirm the presence of many Métis in the province. 

1.1  A Demographic Portrait of Indigenous Peoples in Quebec 
and Canada
Indigenous people currently make up nearly 4.9% of the total population of Canada (1,673,785 in-
dividuals) and 2.3% of the total population of Quebec (182,890 individuals) (see Table 1) (Statistics 
Canada, 2017a; Posca, 2018). Indigenous communities note major demographic growth in the last 
decade: an increase of 42.5% for Canada and 6.1% for Quebec. For comparison purposes, the 
non-Indigenous population rose 9.6% for Canada and 6.8% for Quebec over the same period, 
which is respectively four and ten times less than the Indigenous population (Posca, 2018, 3). The 
active population (of working age) is also growing five times faster among Indigenous people than 
among non-Indigenous people (4.9% vs. 0.9% between 2007 and 2015). The effect of this growth is 
a rapid shift in the composition of the available workforce (FNILMAC, 2016, 48). According to Sta-
tistics Canada (2017a), two factors have contributed to this growth of the Indigenous populations: 
on the one hand, natural growth resulting from an increase in Indigenous people’s life expectancy 
and Indigenous women’s increased fertility and, on the other hand, an increase in the number of 
people identifying as Indigenous in the last Census. 

2  In 2016, 14 Indigenous communities were partially counted, which is fewer than in 2006 and 2011 (Statistics Canada, 2017a).
3  According to Statistics Canada (2017b), the term “Aboriginal identity” refers to all individuals “identifying with the Aboriginal 

peoples of Canada. This includes those who reported being an Aboriginal person, that is, First Nations (North American 
Indian), Métis or Inuit and/or those who reported Registered or Treaty Indian status, that is, registered under the Indian 
Act of Canada, and/or those who reported membership in a First Nation or Indian band. Aboriginal peoples of Canada are 
defined in the Constitution Act, 1982, Section 35 (2) as including the Indian, Inuit and Métis peoples of Canada.”

4 The term “First Nations” covers the Abenaki, Algonquin, Atikamekw, Cree, Hurons-Wendat, Innu, Maliseet, Mi’kmaq, 
Mohawk and Naskapi peoples.
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The Indigenous populations of Canada are made up mainly of First Nations (58.4%), followed by 
the Métis (35.1%) and the Inuit (3.9%). In Quebec, the First Nations make up 50.7%, Métis 37.9% 
and the Inuit 7.6% of Indigenous populations. Nationally and provincially, some 2–3% of Indig-
enous people declared a “multiple Aboriginal identity” or an “Aboriginal identity not included 
elsewhere”. 

Table 1. Indigenous Population of Canada and Quebec, 2016

Canada Quebec

Number % Number %

Total Population of 
Aboriginal Identity 11,673,780  100  182,890 100

First Nations 977,235 58.4 92,655 50.7

Métis 587,545 35.1 69,360 37.9

Inuit 65,025 3.9 13,945 7.6

Multiple Aboriginal 
identities 21,305 1.3 2,760 1.5

Aboriginal identities not 
included elsewhere 22,670 1.4 4,170 2.3

Sources: Statistics Canada, 2017c; Posca, 2018.

The Indigenous population is also characterized by its youth: in Canada, the median age of In-
digenous people is 32.1 years, as compared to 40.9 years for non-Indigenous people (Statistics 
Canada, 2017a). In Quebec, the median age of Indigenous people is higher—36.4 years—but 
remains lower than the median age of the province’s non-Indigenous residents (41.2 years) 
(Posca, 2018, 3–4). There is no significant difference in the repartition of Indigenous people by 
gender: men and women have relatively similar weight in Indigenous populations, both in Que-
bec and Canada. 

Finally, data from the 2016 Census show a quick growth in First Nations members living off re-
serve: an increase of nearly 49.1% over the last decade. In 2016, more than half of First Nations 
members (55.6% in Quebec and 55.8% in Canada) were living outside of Indigenous communi-
ties (Statistics Canada, 2017a; Posca, 2018). Similarly, almost all Métis were living in urban areas, 
while the majority of Inuit live in Nunavik (Posca, 2018, 4). 
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1.1.1 Languages
In Canada, more than 70 Indigenous languages were declared in the 2016 Census and 15.6% of the 
Indigenous population (of all ages) stated they were able to hold a conversation in an Indigenous 
language. In Quebec, this number rises to 27.5%, which represents some 50,315 individuals who 
speak an Indigenous language. In the Indigenous population in Quebec aged 15 and older, a vast 
majority (84.4%) speaks French, while more than half (54.6%) speaks English (Statistics Canada, 
2017c). Knowledge of French or English varies according to the nation: First Nations members are 
more likely to know French than the Inuit, and these latter are more frequently fluent in English 
(FNILMAC, 2016, 36).

1.2 The Living Conditions of Indigenous Peoples in Quebec
In 1996, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples published the results of a national in-
quiry to lay down the foundation of a fair and respectful relationship between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people in Canada. The commissioners shed light on the harmful consequences of 
Canadian assimilationist policies, notably the near destruction of Indigenous cultures and identi-
ties (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996). In 2008, Canada presented a formal apology 
for the harmful repercussions of the Indian residential schools,5 particularly the intergenerational 
damage that harmed the socio-economic development of Indigenous communities (Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). After visiting Canada in 2013, the United Nations 
(UN) Special Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous peoples denounced, among other things: the 
major gap between the living conditions of Indigenous people and the rest of the population of 
Canada; the overexposure of Indigenous women to abuse; and, the distrust of Indigenous people 
toward federal and provincial public authorities (UN, 2014; Vastel, 2013). Therefore, despite certain 
government efforts to improve the living conditions and life circumstances of Indigenous people 
in recent years, including setting up the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada in 2008, 
Canadian and Quebec colonial and assimilationist policies continue to have a negative impact on 
Indigenous people’s individual and collective well-being. 

1.2.1 Education 
Despite an increase in Indigenous graduation rates over the last decade (Statistics Canada, 2018a), 
a major gap persists between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people when it comes to finishing 
school. In Quebec, 30.5% of First Nations members, 19.7% of Métis and 54.2% of the Inuit, aged 
25–64 years, do not hold a certificate, diploma or other qualification in 2016, compared to 13.0% 
of non-Indigenous people (Posca, 2018, 4). However, the First Nations (22.9%) and Métis (28.2%) 
are more numerous to hold a trades certificate or diploma than non-Indigenous people (19.7%) 
(Posca, 2018, 4). 

Among the causes of this disparity is the underfunding of Indigenous schools, the geographical 
distance of some communities, the necessity of moving to another city to pursue higher educa-
tion, and the lack of financing (Environics Institute, 2010a; Nadeau and La Presse canadienne, 2016; 
Tasker, 2016; Posca, 2018, 4). Therefore, the majority of Indigenous people living in urban areas 

5  To learn more about the residential schools, see the final report of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 
(2015).
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have migrated to pursue education, find employment and improve their and their family’s life 
circumstances (Conseil jeunesse de Montréal, 2016; Environics Institute, 2010a; RCAAQ, 2019). 
However, many face difficult challenges once they arrive in non-Indigenous learning establish-
ments, in particular because of the absence of Indigenous languages and cultures in Canadian 
curricula (Environics Institute, 2010a, 118–119). The school system’s maladaptation to the reality 
of Indigenous learners, combined with racism and discrimination in the schools and their trai-
ning content, keeps Indigenous youth from pursuing their studies (Castagno and Brayboy, 2008; 
Rodon, 2008).

Moreover, this disparity in education can also be explained by the delays and failures that punc-
tuate the school careers of many Indigenous students, as well as by the many family responsibili-
ties young Indigenous women assume (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009; Bougie, Kelly-Scott, 
and Arriagada, 2013). In some cases, these challenges translate into lower performance, repeated 
grades, special class attendance and drop-out (Presseau et al., 2006; Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 
56). These challenges also affect Indigenous students, beyond the issue of graduating or not, by 
affecting self-esteem and making for low levels of school motivation and commitment to school 
(Presseau et al., 2006). 

In short, the socio-historical impact of the residential schools and the social, cultural and linguis-
tic upheaval that most often results from pursuing higher education is a major obstacle to the 
basic and continuing education of Indigenous learners. In turn, more limited education further 
impacts the integration of some Indigenous individuals into the workforce, by reducing the num-
ber and type of jobs to which they have access (see Section 2.3). Despite the current limitations 
of the educational system and the negative past or present experiences often associated with 
school (Sbarrato, 2005), education is one of the main avenues for ensuring the emancipation, 
realization and full participation of Indigenous nations (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009; 
Environics Institute, 2010a; FNILMAC, 2016).6

1.2.2 Employment and the Labour Market 
Indigenous labour market indices tend to confirm this imbalance when it comes to initial training. 
Thus, according to 2016 Census data, a gap exists in the rate of employment between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous people, ages 25 to 64 years (see Figure 1). If it falls at 63.9% of Indigenous 
men and 62.8% of Indigenous women, it climbs to 78.6% and 72% in non-Indigenous men and 
women respectively: a difference of nearly 15 and 10 percentage points (Posca, 2018, 5). This 
gap between the Indigenous activity and employment rates shows that, in the active pool of 
workers, Indigenous individuals who wish to hold a job have less of a chance of doing so than 
non-Indigenous people (Posca, 2018, 4).

6 On this topic, please see particularly the efforts, declarations and publications of the First Nations Education Council, 
which shows an interest in implementing education for and by Indigenous people. 
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Figure 1. Employment Rate of the First Nations, Inuit, Métis, and Indigenous 
Population and of the Population as a Whole (aged 25-64), Quebec and 
Canada, 2016
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Source: Statistics Canada, 2018b.

Although comparisons between different surveys and census periods should be analyzed with 
precaution, it would seem that Indigenous people elsewhere in Canada are slowly gaining ground 
on the employment rates of Quebec-based Indigenous people that used to be favourable and that 
have registered relative stagnation since 2011 (FNILMAC, 2016). Indeed, according to data from 
the Labour Force Survey, in 2015, Quebec had the lowest Indigenous employment rate (64.3%) 
among the Canadian provinces and territories, as well as one of the highest disparities between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations (17.9 percentage points) (Moyser, 2017, 14). 

Indigenous people are also more affected by unemployment, in both Quebec and Canada. Re-
gardless of the nation, Indigenous men generally display a higher unemployment rate (14.8% 
in 2016) than women (9.3%). Their unemployment rate thus reached more than twice that of 
non-Indigenous men (6.8%) in Quebec. In comparison, non-Indigenous women had an unem-
ployment rate of 5.2% in 2016 (Posca, 2018, 4–5). Within Canada, Quebec is third for this eco-
nomic benchmark, outdone just by Ontario and Manitoba (Moyser, 2017, 15), mostly because of 
the unemployment rates of First Nations and the Inuit, which fall below the national average (see 
Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Unemployment Rate in the First Nations, Inuit, Métis, Indigenous 
Population and the Population as a Whole (aged 25-64 years), Quebec and 
Canada, 2016
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Source: Statistique Canada, 2018b.

In addition to these gaps in employment and unemployment rates, Indigenous workers are sub-
jected to other forms of inequity on the labour market, in particular, when it comes to employ-
ment possibilities and pay. The increase in Indigenous women’s levels of education over the 
last two decades has shown as more qualified employment and by an increase in their median 
annual revenue (DePratto, 2015, 4). Nonetheless, in 2014, Indigenous female workers continued 
to earn $3,800 less than their non-Indigenous peers per 50-paid weeks a year (DePratto, 2015, 
3). These observations correspond with the results of England’s 2014 analysis of the effects of the 
Employment Equity Act (Government of Canada, 1995). In assessing the 1997–2007 period, the re-
searcher admits that Canadian legislation in employment equity had a positive impact on certain 
designated groups,7 but that disparities persist overall. While the gap between white women and 
white men has been reduced and professional segregation is much less remarkable today than 
before, the study points out that Indigenous women and handicapped women are the groups 
that have the least benefited from the Employment Equity Act. They remain at the very bottom of 
the pay scale and are confined to certain employment sectors (see Section 2.1.2) (England, 2014). 

7   Under the Employment Equity Act (L.C. 1995, ch.44), “designated groups” are women, Aboriginal people, disabled people 
and visible minorities. 
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1.2.3 Income and Poverty
Studies show that the economic reality of many Indigenous people is characterized by financial 
precariousness, especially noted in terms of income. In Canada, four in every five Indigenous 
communities display a median revenue under the poverty threshold (Press, 2017). In Quebec, the 
median income of Indigenous people is 14.3% lower than that of non-Indigenous people: $25,386 
compared to $29,632 (Posca, 2018, 6). However, variations exist by nation, age group and gender. 
For instance, the Inuit display the greatest gap when compared to non-Indigenous people (18.1%), 
followed by First Nations members (17.2%). Furthermore, even if the gap is less pronounced in 
Indigenous people, Indigenous women generally earn less than non-Indigenous women and the 
non-Indigenous population as a whole (Posca, 2018, 6–7). 

In 2011, poverty affected nearly a quarter of the First Nations members (23%) and a fifth of the 
Inuit (19.3%) in Quebec (FNILMAC, 2016, 42). According to the Community Well-being (CWB) In-
dex compiled by Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC), which accounts for per-resident 
income, education, housing and the labour market, 13 Inuit communities (out of 14) and 23 First 
Nations communities (out of 32) were among the 50 locations with the lowest index in Quebec 
(out of a total of 975 locations) according to 2011 data (INAC, 2015). 

Multiple causes explain, at least partially, the persistent poverty affecting many Indigenous 
households, including disparities in levels of education (Ciceri and Scott, 2006), and consequently 
a more limited access to qualified and well-paid work, as well as the salary gap that penalizes In-
digenous workers (Pendakur and Pendakur, 2008). It also has a negative impact on various indices, 
like access to decent housing, physical and mental health.

1.2.4 Housing and Homelessness
In 2016, in Canada, one in five Indigenous people (19.4%) reported living in housing that was in 
need of major repairs, as compared to 6% of the non-Indigenous population (Statistics Canada, 
2017d). This situation is all the more alarming in Nunavik, where 53.3% of Inuit households in this 
northern area of Quebec have urgent needs, notably in regard to the size and quality of housing 
(CMHC, 2015). In many cases, Indigenous households also have to deal with overpopulation and 
its harmful consequences (including the propagation of infection disease, absence of privacy that 
increases risks of abuse and domestic violence) because they lack sufficient resources to pay ade-
quate housing (Statistics Canada, 2008b).

In Montréal, this gives rise to an overrepresentation of Indigenous people among the homeless. 
According to the last tally of people experiencing homelessness in Montréal (conducted in March 
2015), Indigenous people represented 10% of the city’s homeless (including 40% Inuit), while their 
overall demographic weight fell to 0.6% (Turcotte, 2015). Many factors can explain this overrepre-
sentation, including systemic discrimination, difficulty accessing services and the lack of a deten-
tion centre in Nunavik for Inuit offenders (Savoie and Cornez, 2014; Turcotte, 2015).
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1.2.5 Health
The life expectancy of Indigenous populations at birth remains lower than that of non-Indigenous 
Canadians. Statistics Canada foresees that: 

in 2017, the life expectancy of Canadians as a whole should fall at 79 years for men and 
83 years for women. Among the Indigenous population, the shortest life expectancy in 
2017 is that of the Inuit at 64 years for men and 73 years for women. The Métis and First 
Nations members have a similar life expectancy at 73 or 74 years for men and 78-80 
years for women (Statistics Canada, 2015).

The social determinants of health, such as living conditions, give rise to many physical and mental 
health issues. Even if it has improved in recent years, Indigenous people’s state of health conti-
nues to be lower than that of the rest of Canadians, notably in terms of mother and infant health, 
the transmission of some infectious diseases (sexually transmitted infections, HIV, tuberculosis, 
etc.) and violence-related injuries (FNQLHSSC, 2018; NCCAH, 2012).

Many studies also report mental health troubles and low self-esteem in many Indigenous people, 
and make connections with colonial policies that greatly trampled their cultures and led to their 
socio-economic marginalization (Currie et al., 2013; NCCAH, 2012, Reading and Wien, 2009). 
However, these works also point out the insufficiency of available data on these various issues, 
including suicide and substance abuse, especially in regard to prevalence in different segments 
of the Indigenous population (Conseil jeunesse de Montréal, 2016; NCCAH, 2012). Additional re-
search is required to draw up a true portrait of this reality and hone in on potential and adapted 
solutions to favour the individual and collective Indigenous well-being.

A recent report on the accessibility of services for urban Indigenous people, carried out by the 
RCAAQ, confirms that physical health (60.9%), mental health (19%) and alcohol and drug use 
(12.2%) are the primary motivations for consulting a health and social services professional (2019). 
If the majority (82.5%) of participants in the RCAAQ’s survey received the help they desired in 
the Quebec healthcare network, nearly one in five (17.5%) stated that they had not obtained the 
support they were seeking because they lacked knowledge about the services (77.8%), the sys-
tem does not offer the services they need (54%) or the wait was too long (33.3%). Moreover, over 
half of respondents mentioned cultural reasons to explain why they did not receive the needed 
help. These included the system’s disconnect from Indigenous values (29.3%), their fear of falling 
victim to racism (26.8%) and the language barrier (17.2%) (RCAAQ, 2019, 31).

1.2.6 Justice
The contemporary overrepresentation of Indigenous people as perpetrators and victims of crime 
in Canada is another of the many harmful consequences of the residential schools and other 
colonial policies (Chartrand and McKay, 2006; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
2015). According to the federal Department of Justice, “one in four (25%) adults (18 years and ol-
der) admitted to provincial/territorial correctional services in 2014-2015 were Indigenous” (2016). 
This corresponds to nearly nine times their demographic weight. This phenomenon particularly 
affects cities with a provincial or national detention centre, such as Roberval, that must deal with 
a high level of Indigenous individuals with a criminalized profile (RCAAQ, internal document).
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Furthermore, in the 2009 General Social Survey, 12% of Indigenous Canadians declared having 
been victims of at least one violent crime other than domestic violence. This is more than double 
the rate for non-Indigenous people (5%) (Perreault, 2011, 11). Similarly, nearly a third (31.3%) of 
the 1,545 urban Indigenous people surveyed by the RCAAQ in 2017 stated having been a victim 
of crime in their lifetime (2019, 40). According to many interveners, this number may prove to be 
even higher, given many Indigenous people are fearful of the denunciation process and mistrustful 
of the Quebec police and judicial systems (RCAAQ, 2019; Chartrand and McKay, 2006; Perreault, 
2011).

The situation of Indigenous women, both in urban and community settings, is especially worri-
some, as a report by the National Aboriginal Health Association highlights:

Many women now face desperate circumstances in Canadian towns and cities, a situation 
compounded by sexist stereotypes and racist attitudes toward Aboriginal women and 
girls and general indifference to their welfare and safety (Boyer, 2006, 18).

Between 1980 and 2012, this extreme brutality has led to the death or disappearance of more than 
1,180 Indigenous women in Canada,8 according to a report published in 2014 by the Royal Cana-
dian Mounted Police (Amnesty International, 2004; RCMP, 2014), and other sources put forth an 
even more alarming number. The Native Women’s Association of Canada and the former Minister 
of Status of Women, Patricia Hajdu, estimate that as many as 4,000 women have gone missing or 
been murdered (Napier, 2016). The Government of Canada has been conducting a national inquiry 
on this issue since 2016 to shed light on “the systemic causes of all forms of violence against Indi-
genous women and girls in Canada” (MMIWG, 2018).

The rate of violence and other crimes in Indigenous communities stems from a repetition of child-
hood abuse, drug and alcohol abuse, the inadequacy of the Quebec correctional system, overju-
dicialization of members of Indigenous communities and the lack of support services for victims 
(Chartrand and McKay, 2006; Perreault, 2011). It is, in turn, fed by other issues, including homeless-
ness and addiction (RCAAQ, 2016a).

1.3  The Situation of Urban Indigenous Peoples
Since the 1960s, the demographic and social profile of Canadian cities has changed as Indigenous 
people are becoming increasingly urban. Many studies have since focused in recent years on the 
living conditions, needs and perceptions of urban Indigenous people (Environics Institute, 2010; 
Lévesque, 2016; RCAAQ, 2008, 2019), particularly from a perspective of youth (Conseil jeunesse de 
Montréal, 2016; Fast et al., 2016). Although many reports focus on greater Montréal, the RCAAQ’s 
work exposes the Indigenous reality in regional cities, including Québec, Roberval, Trois-Rivières, 
Sept-Îles and Val-d’Or.

Although urban Indigenous people face challenges similar to those of their peers living in the com-
munities, they also face the risks associated with a culturally distinct setting. During the RCAAQ’s 
data collection in 2008, Indigenous respondents living in Montréal mentioned various challenges, 
including their perception of racism and discrimination, the lack of community and language bar-

8   For more information on missing or murdered women, see especially the documentary Quiet Killing by Kim O’Bomsawin 
(2018) as well as the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls at www.mmiwg-ffada.ca.

http://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca
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riers. Since for a great majority of Indigenous people, migration to urban areas does not stem 
from a desire to free oneself from one’s heritage, the access to culturally relevant and safe ser-
vices is an ongoing challenge for many (DeVerteuil and Wilson, 2010).

Cities are not just negative. Many Indigenous community members reach their full potential in 
urban settings (Lainé, 2012). According to a study led by TD Bank, Indigenous women living in 
cities are the only group to have experienced constant growth in employment rates since 2007 
(DePratto, 2015). Similarly, the rise in Indigenous culture and arts in many cities and communities 
in recent years—for instance via the 11 Native Friendship Centres—is a significant inroad that 
highlights the cultural wealth of Indigenous populations (Côté, Cyr and Tirel, 2017). However, 
much is yet to be done to ensure the funding and reach of Indigenous artistic practices (RCAAQ, 
2016b), as the recent Manifesto for the Advancement of Indigenous Arts, Artists and Artistic Orga-
nizations in Quebec goes to show (Ondinnok, 2018).

CONCLUSION
All in all, Indigenous people continue to be disadvantaged on various levels, particularly 
on the labour market. The perpetual gaps have major social and economic impact, both 
on Indigenous peoples and on all of Quebec and Canadian society (FNILMAC, 2016). 
Calver (2015) estimates that reducing disparities in education, employment and income 
could bring cumulative gains of $261–335 billion at the federal level for the 2011–2031 pe-
riod. In Quebec, this would mean an increase of $2.3 billion in gross national product 
in addition to improving the quality of life for these populations. In the same vein, 
the National Indigenous Economic Development Board states that an increase 
in the rates of Indigenous employment would generate additional jobs with 
an estimated value of $387 million (for 9,614 new Quebec-based Indi-
genous workers), while increasing the training of current workers to 
current non-Indigenous levels would engender additional income 
of $619 million in Quebec (NIEDB, 2016, 6–10).
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II. PRIMARY CHALLENGES AND ISSUES
To increase Indigenous workers’ active participation in Quebec businesses, not only must these so-
cio-economic disparities be reduced, but the barriers Indigenous workers come up against on the 
labour market must be eliminated. This section outlines the primary issues that keep Indigenous 
workers from developing to their full potential: racism and discrimination, language barriers, job 
recruitment, integration and retention difficulties stemming from non-adapted workplaces.

2.1 The Impact of Colonialism, Racism and Discrimination 
According to many authors, the racism, discrimination and social exclusion many Indigenous 
people experience is among the main determinants of socio-economic gaps between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous people (Fast et al., 2016; Jaccoud, 1995; Reading and Wein, 2009; O’Bomsawin, 
2011; Salée, 2005; Conseil jeunesse de Montréal, 2016). The Supreme Court defines as follows the 
notion of discrimination prohibited by section 10 of the Quebec Charter of Human Rights and 
Freedoms:

[…] a distinction, whether intentional or not, but based on grounds relating to personal 
characteristics of the individual or group, which has the effect of imposing burdens, obli-
gations, or disadvantages on such individual or group not imposed upon others, or which 
withholds or limits access to opportunities, benefits, and advantages available to other 
members of society (Butler, 2013, 3).

Whether in their interactions with public organizations or in their access to housing or employ-
ment, Indigenous people experience discriminatory and racist practices (Eid, Magloire and Turenne, 
2011; O’Bomsawin, 2011; RCAAQ, 2013; Levesque, Clarke and Blackstock, 2016; Conseil jeunesse de 
Montréal, 2016; Pedneault, Triki-Yamani and Turenne, 2017; RCAAQ, 2019). In terms of employment, 
constant discrimination affects the hiring process, the selection of possible careers and the profes-
sional satisfaction and mobility of Indigenous workers. 

2.1.1 Discriminatory Hiring
Two experiments conducted in Montréal and the Capitale-Nationale region with a “testing” ap-
proach confirmed the existence of discriminatory hiring on the Quebec labour market9 (Eid, 2012; 
Brière, Fortin and Lacroix, 2016). Researchers showed that employers handle the applications they 
receive inequitably, favouring candidates that are identified as being “de souche” (people with 
French Canadian sounding names, like Tremblay or Bélanger) over those perceived to be foreign-
ers (people with foreign-sounding names, like Traoré or Sanchez). Although these two studies did 
not assess the situation of Indigenous people specifically, interviews conducted by O’Bomsawin 
(2011) support the hypothesis of discriminatory hiring when applicants are identified as Indige-
nous (either by their physiognomic characteristics, family name or accent), especially in ethno- 
culturally homogenous locations. According to some papers, Indigenous people living in large 
urban centres, like Montréal and Toronto (two cities with large ethno-cultural communities), report 
less discrimination and racism (O’Bomsawin, 2011; Environics Institute, 2012; Hunter, 2003).

9   The discrimination test (or “testing”) is a semi-experimental method frequently used in studies on discrimination. It aims 
to quantitatively assess the impact of any given characteristic (e.g. gender, age or ethnic origin) by sending CVs that are 
identical except for the study’s variable.
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Prejudice and misperceptions are among the main factors that reduce Indigenous people’s 
chances of accessing and maintaining employment (Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 55). Research shows 
that Indigenous people are perceived by some non-Indigenous employers as being less com-
petent, less invested and less efficient. Many employers also consider that Indigenous people 
are more often absent from work and difficult to retain (Howard, Edge and Watt, 2012; Bruce 
and Marlin, 2012). A survey of Australian business managers confirms the major contribution 
these stereotypes and prejudice make in these employers’ reticence to hire Indigenous workers 
(Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 2003). 

However, the preliminary results of a recent American empirical study (Button and Walker, 2017) 
come to a different conclusion. They indicate that the economic disadvantage many Indigenous 
people face does not arise from discriminatory hiring, but rather from education and the harmful 
legacy of colonialism. According to the preliminary results these authors present, the analysis 
of 9,066 (out of a total 13,440) applications submitted show no sign of discrimination against 
Indigenous people.10 Given the little data that are available, it is difficult to adequately assess the 
scope of the phenomenon and its impact on Indigenous workers in the Quebec context:

Labour market discrimination is notoriously difficult to identify, measure, and prosecute. 
It is not only that people tend to hide actions that are either not legal or not widely sanc-
tioned in society, rather discrimination is sometimes indirect and unintentional resulting 
from seemingly neutral rules and regulations that exclude Indigenous people from par-
ticipation in the labour market (Hunter, 2003).

Similarly, the data on labour market discrimination that was reviewed here is mainly based on 
participants’ perception of discrimination and the samples used were not representative. Howe-
ver, discrimination cannot—and must not—be ignored when looking at the obstacles Indigenous 
people come up against on the labour market (Eid, Magloire and Turenne, 2011; RCAAQ, 2013). 
When such discriminatory practices are indeed confirmed, measures to reduce socio-economic 
inequalities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people (particularly education, skills deve-
lopment and anti-poverty measures) will be insufficient in increasing the active participation of 
Indigenous workers, even if these measures are crucial and urgent. It will then be necessary to 
develop and reinforce stricter laws to counter labour market discrimination (Button and Walker, 
2017, 3–4). This is, in fact, what Chicha and Charest (2013) suggest: a full review of the current 
legal framework that aims to fight discrimination on the labour market, particularly equal oppor-
tunity programs, to standardize and include sanctions for non-compliance of organizations and 
companies subject to such programs.

2.1.2 Overconcentration of Indigenous Workers in Certain Sectors of Activity
The persistence of prejudices and stereotypes about Indigenous people in Canadian and Quebec 
society also limits the diversity and quality of the professions generally held by these populations.

On the one hand, despite the frequent emphasis on education to improve Indigenous people’s 
living conditions, research shows that the precarious financial situation of many Indigenous indi-

10   To emphasize applicants’ Indigenous or white identities, the researchers used the name (traditional Indigenous name 
or the most popular American names), the residential address (an Indigenous community or a city), the professional 
experience and languages spoken (knowledge of one or more Indigenous languages). 
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viduals cannot be explained or resolved solely through education. Discriminatory practices mean 
that training does not necessarily improve the employment opportunities and conditions of In-
digenous workers. On the contrary, they are often confined to certain categories of employment 
(such as technical, intermediate and elementary level jobs), which are generally less well paid, lower 
down the hierarchy and of low quality. Researchers refer to the “sticky floor” effect (the visible and 
invisible obstacles that limit what categories of employment are available to Indigenous people as 
soon as they enter the workforce) and the “glass ceiling” effect (that slows progression within an 
organization or to positions of power) (Mills, 2006; Pendakur and Pendakur, 2011; FNILMAC, 2016; 
Moyser, 2017; Montargot and Peretti, 2014).

On the other hand, Indigenous workers are also overrepresented in certain sectors of activity, 
including public administration, health and social services, and retail trade (FNILMAC, 2016). As a 
result, many individuals not only hold entry-level positions, but ones in sectors that also generally 
offer few benefits, on-the-job training or advancement opportunities. According to Hunter and 
Gray (2017), the characteristics of jobs held by a majority of Indigenous people largely explain the 
higher turnover rate and discouragement in these populations in regard to the labour market.

2.1.3 Well-being at Work and Job Mobility
Racism and discrimination, combined with the lack of adaptation of the workplace, also adversely 
affect the job satisfaction, retention and job mobility of many Indigenous workers. Stereotypes, 
workplace isolation and alienation are recurring themes in the literature (Julien, Somerville and 
Brant, 2017; Mills, 2011; Bruce and Marlin, 2012; Doyle-Bedell, 2008). A qualitative survey of 56 In-
digenous workers in 6 Canadian provinces states that “many participants reported feeling under-
valued and stereotyped as Indigenous employees in the workplace” (Julien, Somerville and Brant, 
2017, 172). This perception is often reinforced by a lack of Indigenous co-workers. Several statistical 
and qualitative studies reveal Indigenous workers’ greater dissatisfaction with employment and 
many workplace harassment and discrimination reportings. According to the 2017 Public Service 
Employee Survey, one-fifth (20%) of the 5,932 Indigenous civil servants (who make up 5.2% of the 
Canadian civil service) who were surveyed said they had experienced discrimination in the past 
two years, compared to 12% of non-Indigenous employees (Government of Canada, 2017). On this 
subject, Julien, Somerville and Brant note:

Our respondents often felt assimilated in non-Indigenous workplaces and felt that they 
could not engage in their cultural practices (e.g. bereavement leave, ceremonies). This 
pressure to assimilate often resulted in heightened forms and work-life conflict that re-
sulted in higher levels of stress and lower levels of organizational commitment (2017, 
177–178).

This discrimination also means lower expectations of Indigenous workers and leads to differential 
treatment, especially in terms of professional development:

Particular demographic groups are assumed to have lower initial expected levels of abi-
lity. Once this assumption is made, even when applicants from these groups are hired, 
employers attribute less causality between their efforts and any unexpectedly high output 
levels. This difference in treatment feeds a process where workers from these groups 
accumulate less human capital due to reduced access to training and due to discourage-
ment (Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 2003, 47).
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Another survey of 2,189 Indigenous federal employees confirmed that 40% of Indigenous res-
pondents planned to leave their job in the next two or three years, compared to 26% for all 
employees in the civil service (Bergeron, 2003). An Australian survey shows that Aboriginal 
work-related dissatisfaction caused by discrimination and racism may explain, at least in part, 
this population’s desire to seek employment in Aboriginal organizations only or their withdrawal 
from the labour market (Biddle et al., 2013). Interviews conducted in Quebec came to the same 
conclusion: discrimination and racism against Indigenous people on the Quebec labour market 
limit professional mobility, as the majority of study participants living in Val-d’Or and Sept-Îles 
claimed to have always worked in Indigenous organizations (O’Bomsawin 2011, 131).

Ultimately, regardless of their level of education, Indigenous workers often find themsel-
ves at a disadvantage, especially in the selection and tenure process or in terms of the po-
sitions, responsibilities and pay (Mills, 2011; O’Bomsawin, 2011; Pendakur and Pendakur, 2011; 
Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 51; Posca, 2018). In other words, they do not have the same oppor-
tunities when it comes to holding quality jobs that meet their ambitions and skills. Far from 
being limited to the labour market, racism, discrimination and prejudice show up in many other 
spheres of life for Indigenous people, particularly in educational institutions and in interactions 
with public services (Riley and Ungerleider, 2012; RCAAQ, 2019; Doyle-Bedell, 2008; Conseil 
jeunesse de Montréal, 2016). These painful experiences affect the self-esteem and identity of 
many individuals, and contribute to increasing their overall vulnerability and marginalization  
(Doyle-Bedell, 2008).

2.2 Linguistic Barriers
In Quebec, the majority of jobs require at least the mastery of one of Canada’s two official lan-
guages, particularly French. This can be a major impediment to the hiring and retention of many 
Indigenous workers, particularly in urban areas. While most Indigenous people living on the Island 
of Montréal (57.7%) claimed to speak both official languages in 2010, almost one-third (30.5%) 
did not speak French and more than one in 10 (11.5%) spoke only English (Conseil jeunesse de 
Montréal, 2016, 16). 

Although most Indigenous people in Quebec speak French, they have not necessarily acquired 
proficiency at an academic or professional level. Many Cree or Inuit communities speak English as 
a second language, which involves learning French as a third language to be able to work in cities 
like Chibougamau or Maniwaki. The RCAAQ (2015) emphasizes that speaking English as a se-
cond language can be an obstacle to these workers’ economic participation. Furthermore, since 
a majority of urban Indigenous citizens attended school, at least in part, in the communities, 
this difficulty is not unique to urban areas. According to the Kahnawake Economic Development 
Commission (KEDC), the lack of fluency in French is partially responsible for the high unem-
ployment rate among Mohawks. According to the KEDC, the lack of French courses in Mohawk 
schooling and the preference given to English as a second language result in the low percentage 
of Mohawks who speak French in this Indigenous community (Robillard, 2015).

Moreover, bilingualism (French and English) may represent another obstacle for Indigenous wor-
kers, who already speak one or more Indigenous languages. More and more employers are 
demanding spoken and written mastery of French and English (Bourgeault-Côté, 2017; Oti, 2017). 
For Indigenous communities, the challenge is twofold: on the one hand, they must protect, 
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promote and re-instill the value of Indigenous languages and, on the other, they must meet the 
requirements of a competitive labour market where French-English bilingualism is a sought-after 
skill. In other words, although a large segment of the Indigenous population is indeed bilingual 
(an Indigenous language and one of the two official languages), Indigenous workers in urban areas 
often face the need to be trilingual (an Indigenous language and both official languages).

These language barriers are thus added to the sometimes tenacious prejudices of Quebec em-
ployers, and thus increase the gap between the supply of Indigenous labour and the worker profile 
businesses seek.

2.3  Mismatch between the Indigenous Workforce and the 
Professional Qualifications Employers Require
While Quebec employers have an increased need for workers in several sectors (National Bank, 
2017; ISQ, 2018; Leger, 2016; Noreau, 2013), the mismatch between available workers’ training and 
skills, and the positions to fill is a significant challenge for society as a whole.

Although they make up a young and abundant workforce, Indigenous workers do not always 
have the prerequisites employers require (Howard, Edge and Watt, 2012, 13–18) like many other 
underrepresented groups on the labour market. As mentioned earlier, the low level of education 
of a large segment of the Indigenous population has a significant impact on their employment 
opportunities (Bougie, Kelly-Scott and Arriagada, 2013). According to the First Nations and Inuit 
Labour Market Advisory Committee (FNILMAC):

Reaching a higher educational attainment level within an effective strategy for improving 
the economic conditions of FNI and eliminating the historical disadvantage that tends to 
be perpetuated has been identified by many interveners as a key element to resolving this 
problem [integration of the labour market] (2016, 32).

Whether it is unfinished schooling (no diploma), the scarcity of culturally safe educational settings 
or the absence and inadequacy of specific training, there are many obstacles to Indigenous people 
matching their training, skills and employment. In addition, many Indigenous workers have a very 
limited understanding of what training, jobs and careers are available in general and of what em-
ployers expect of them (Bruce and Marlin, 2012), for instance in the mining sector (Institut national 
des mines, 2017). It would therefore be important to offer Indigenous people fair, clear and acces-
sible information to better guide them through the Quebec labour market.

2.4 Difficulties in Recruiting Indigenous Workers
Significant labour needs arise as the population ages, baby boomers retire and new markets open. 
Indeed, more and more companies are implementing various strategies to resolve their recruit-
ment difficulties. However, although private employers are imitating provincial and federal autho-
rities and business groups in increasingly soliciting foreign workers, the use of Indigenous labour 
is generally not included in their recruitment plans (Blackman, 2017).
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According to a pan-Canadian study commissioned by Indigenous Works, it would appear that 
the vast majority of Quebec businesses surveyed are unaware of the presence and demographic 
profiles of the Indigenous groups in their area. They also lacked knowledge about the Aboriginal 
Skills and Employment Training Strategy (ASETS) and the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 
specific requests to businesses (Blackman, 2017, 42). As a result, employers are poorly informed 
about the opportunities offered by this pool of available workers and how to create lasting rela-
tionships with Indigenous communities. In Canada, only one in four companies has a strategy for 
hiring Indigenous workers. However, these strategies are too often developed internally, without 
the participation of Indigenous people, and remain informal and limited in scope (Blackman, 
2017).

Moreover, in the rare cases where this pool of potential workers is embedded in policies, efforts—
or at least results—do not always follow. The civil service is an interesting case in point, given the 
availability of data on its staff composition. Despite the implementation of employment equity 
programs and measures by Quebec government, Indigenous people continue to be underre-
presented in the state apparatus. Between 2013 and 2016, Indigenous public servants accounted 
for 0.6% of all regular staff in Quebec public administration (Secrétariat du Conseil du Trésor, 
2017, 21). In political appointment processes, only 18 Indigenous people were appointed by the 
Quebec government between April 14, 2014, and January 31, 2017, and most of these were in 
part-time positions (Sioui, 2017). Similarly, the Ville de Montréal is failing to achieve its goals of 
ensuring better representation of visible minorities and Indigenous people, despite having adop-
ted programs and measures to diversify its staff. In fact, the number of Indigenous city workers 
actually decreased between 2007 and 2015—from 85 to 68—out of a total workforce of about 
26,000 (Pedneault, Triki-Yamini and Turenne, 2017).

Fuelled by a lack of awareness of Indigenous realities, the difficulty of recruiting workers from 
these communities hampers the creation of a sufficiently large pool of employees to spur a cultu-
ral adaptation of workplaces. And since a large majority of businesses are slow to take a proactive 
approach to managing cultural diversity for Indigenous people, these workers find themselves in 
poorly adapted work environments.

2.5 Workplaces That Are Not Adapted to Indigenous Cultures
While diversity is increasingly celebrated by organizations and supported by different labour 
market players, via various programs, laws and policies intended to foster equal and fair access 
to employment, it is also a source of particular issues and challenges. Indeed, the current para-
digm of presenting diversity as an added value for organizations—as a synonym of innovation, 
performance and profits—does not always translate in the real and effective inclusion of these 
groups, particularly Indigenous groups, in the workforce (Mills, 2011).

2.5.1 Including Indigenous Models and Values in the Workplace
One of the current challenges in developing programs, laws and policies to foster diversity is 
that of encouraging the recognition, adoption and use of Indigenous models and values in the 
various efforts of the stakeholders (government agencies, companies, governments, etc.).
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Significant differences exist between Indigenous and Western models, particularly in regard to wor-
ldview and pedagogy. Indigenous peoples’ holistic vision calls for lifelong, community-supported 
learning (INAC, 2009; Bougie, Kelly-Scott and Arriagada, 2013; Canadian Council on Learning, 
2009). From ancestors to family and community, there are many sources of knowledge. Areas of 
knowledge include language, traditions, ceremonies, spirituality and the natural world. Learning is 
therefore not tied neither to a particular place, such as the classroom, or to a specific stage of life 
(infancy, childhood, adolescence, etc.) (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009). Since education is 
ubiquitous and ongoing, observation and experimentation play a significant role in the Indigenous 
education. The imitation of positive role models and storytelling transmit social knowledge and 
values (McKeough et al., 2008; RQuODE, 2015; Kanu, 2002). However, these traditional teaching 
techniques are still not very present in the school system and in the workplace, which has the effect 
of increasing the cultural gap experienced by Indigenous workers.

While the emphasis on traditional values varies from individual to individual (as in any culture), In-
digenous people generally build their identities around many strong age-old values, including fa-
mily, community and connection with the land. These cultural traits influence Indigenous peoples’ 
relationship with time, which is more flexible and less linear than that of non-Indigenous people 
(Julien, Somerville and Brant, 2017; RQuODE, 2015). According to a case study by Redpath and 
Nielsen (1997) in a judicial organization, Indigenous workers present a more collectivist and egalita-
rian vision and favour less hierarchical distance than their non-Indigenous counterparts. Juntunen 
and Cline (2010) also emphasize the importance of family and community involvement. Similarly, 
the Indigenous peoples surveyed by the Environics Institute (2010a, 76) consider they hold a more 
community-based vision that draws on closer bonds between people and greater respect for their 
Elders than their non-Indigenous counterparts. In the workplace, differences in Indigenous wor-
ldviews and those of the larger society—based on individualism, autonomy and performance, for 
instance—can give rise to conflict between businesses and their Indigenous employees:

Our family and cultural responsibilities limit and impact on our ability to gain and retain 
employment. […] I am connected to a large community and I come from a very extended 
family. But I feel divided when my responsibilities conflict with mainstream values and 
mainstream institutions that refuse to acknowledge our responsibilities to our family, 
community and cultural values (Doyle-Bedwell, 2008, 83).

In the Environics Institute’s (2010a) Urban Aboriginal Peoples Study, Indigenous respondents consi-
dered that non-Indigenous Canadians do not share their beliefs and values. These differences are 
noted by several authors, in various fields, such as education (Soon, Bishop and Humphries, 2000; 
Canadian Council on Learning, 2009), natural resources management (Beaudoin, St-George and 
Wyatt, 2012), public policy, labour (Dwyer, 2003) and even research (Wilson, 2008).

In short, the non-inclusion of Indigenous models and values has a direct impact on the participa-
tion—and particularly on the retention—of Indigenous people in the labour market. Various inter-
views with Indigenous workers show that ignorance and disrespect for Indigenous cultures cause 
work dissatisfaction in the Indigenous labour force and undermine the hiring and retention of In-
digenous workers by non-Indigenous organizations (Mills, 2011; Bruce and Marlin, 2012; Bergeron, 
2017; Julien, Somerville and Brant, 2017). Mi’kmaq professor Patty Doyle-Bedwell observes that 
“[d]ominate institutions tend to create poisoned work environments when they do not understand 
our cultures or our experiences of oppression, poverty and racism” (2008, 77). According to recent 
research by Julien, Somerville and Brant (2017) on work-life balance, many Indigenous employees 
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prefer to leave their jobs than to confront their superior regarding an inflexible employer. This 
conflict between paid employment and family and community obligations therefore increases 
the turnover rate of Indigenous workers (Hunter and Gray, 2017). In order to create more inclusive 
workplaces and foster the retention of Indigenous workers, adapting workplaces and educating 
employers and co-workers about Indigenous cultures should be prioritized.

2.5.2 Taking Multiple Identities and Needs into Account
Similarly, it is also important to note that programs, legislation and policies intended to foster 
access to equal and fair employment as well as other measures to promote diversity in em-
ployment, are not exempt from criticism. First, the categorization of the different vulnerable 
groups targeted by current legislation is problematic.11 The recent development of a theoretical 
framework based on intersectionality12 leads to the observation that this legal system and its re-
sulting measures do not adequately address the overlap of various characteristics.

For example, given their positioning at a crossroads of different identities, some groups of indivi-
duals, such as Indigenous women, see their needs and experiences go unrecognized by organiza-
tions and governments. In assessing cases of white and Indigenous women in the Saskatchewan 
forest industry, Mills (2011) highlights how Indigenous female workers’ experiences and needs 
go ignored by the Multinational Forest Company’s (MFC) recruitment strategies. The measures 
taken by the American forestry company in its Saskatchewan facilities have mainly favoured 
middle-class white women and, to a certain extent, Indigenous men. The Indigenous women 
Mills met with were not only disadvantaged because of their gender, but also because they were 
Indigenous and working class (Mills, 2011). They were also critical of MFC’s policies, which are 
not necessarily accompanied by concrete actions to ensure the full potential of Indigenous staff. 
These women condemned the “tokenization” of Indigenous employees who, they felt, were used 
to promote a certain corporate image to the detriment of concrete commitments to ensure Indi-
genous employees’ success within the company (Mills, 2011, 70–71).

In the same vein, Doyle-Bedwell (2008) points out that employment equity cannot be reduced to 
achieving diversity quotas. Based on her experience at Dalhousie University in Nova Scotia, she 
notes that “while the numbers may show an increase in the hiring of designated group members, 
particularly white women, the retention issue for Aboriginal employees illustrates the clash of 
cultures that occurs when Aboriginal people gain positions within institutions, such as those in 
academia” (Doyle-Bedwell, 2008, 83).

11  For example, the Act respecting Equal Access to Employment in Public Bodies (Chapter A-2.01) targets five groups: women, 
Indigenous people, visible minorities, ethnic minorities and disabled people. 

12   Intersectionality is a concept developed by researchers in the black feminist movement. Kimberlé Crenshaw was the first 
to explicitly use this notion to criticize black women and women of color being blacklisted in progressive social struggles 
in the United States. According to this author, the identity of a person cannot be defined by a single characteristic (race 
or ethnic origin, sex, sexual orientation, etc.) (Crenshaw, 1991). This concept now encompasses the multiple simultaneous 
oppressions experienced by an individual or group.
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CONCLUSION
Many challenges lie along the path of Indigenous workers, including hiring 
discrimination and the lack of adaptation of recruitment policies and work-
places to the reality of these populations. Increasing the participation of Indi-
genous workers in the labour market therefore requires not only the professio-
nal integration of job seekers, but also their retention. Measures that support 
inclusion and diversity must not only aim to facilitate the hiring of Indigenous 
workers, but also to create work environments that are free of racism and 
discrimination, to offer interesting opportunities for growth, and to take 
the various needs of different Indigenous groups into account (espe-
cially Indigenous youth and women). Since the lower participation 
of Indigenous workers can be explained by both labour mar-
ket supply and demand factors—and their interactions—it is 
imperative to have a clear understanding of the needs of 
workers and employers to intervene in these two areas.
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III. INDIGENOUS WORKERS’ NEEDS
Although Indigenous people constitute a pool of workers that is essential for the social and eco-
nomic development of Quebec, they continue to be underrepresented on the labour market. 
Given their young median age and growing numbers, Indigenous populations are expected to 
occupy a growing share of available jobs over the coming decades. Yet, there are several systemic 
obstacles to their insertion into the workplace. To meet these challenges, Indigenous workers must 
be able to rely on programs and measures that reflect their realities and needs. Recent literature 
on this theme focuses mainly on two axes: cultural relevance and cultural safety.

A culturally relevant approach develops in keeping with Indigenous sensitivities and cultures. 
According to the RCAAQ, this approach:

[m]eans, first of all, ensuring that service providers have a real understanding of the his-
torical, legal, political, economic and social contexts that Indigenous people face. Then, 
this understanding must allow one to see the effects it has on an individual and their 
specific nature. In short, the strategies used must take account of individuals, the contexts 
in which they live and the ways in which these contexts can affect those who are seeking 
support, help or advice (2016b, 22).

The concept of cultural safety was developed in New Zealand in the 1990s to ensure health-
care respects Maori values and life principles. Combining individual and collective experience, 
this approach demonstrates the importance of Indigenous identity. It takes past and present rela-
tionships of power and oppression into account, as well as their transgenerational repercussions 
(Lévesque, 2015; RCAAQ, 2016c). It aims to create a safe and respectful environment, free of threats 
or denial of identity and this in turn promotes the sharing of knowledge and experience with di-
gnity (Williams, 1999).

Whether in education and training, career counselling and employment assistance or in the work-
place, cultural relevance and cultural safety must guide the services implemented to support 
the active participation of Indigenous workers. Nevertheless, the practical application of these 
concepts in a professional context unfortunately remains little documented and deserves more 
in-depth research.

3.1  Being Provided with an Accessible and Culturally Safe 
Education System
As mentioned earlier, the educational gap is one of the barriers to the social and economic de-
velopment of Indigenous communities and peoples. The literature on the subject identifies two 
main action focuses to better address the training needs of Indigenous people: accessibility to and 
adaptation of skills-development programs.
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3.1.1 Administrative, Geographical and Financial Accessibility
The creation of an accessible education system includes eligibility criteria that take into account 
the reality of Indigenous youth, training institutions near where Indigenous people live and ade-
quate funding. In addition to the underfunding of Indigenous schools, the significant expenses of 
post-secondary education and training are too high for a majority of Indigenous people (Bruce 
and Marlin, 2012, 60). For example, in 2015, a committee on training in interaction with Indig-
enous community members reported that the financial costs of police training were four times 
higher than those of non-Indigenous students in some schools,13 thus significantly reducing the 
Indigenous people’s access to this profession (École nationale de police du Québec, 2017, 29; 
Nadeau, 2017).

There are, of course, various financial aid programs available to support Indigenous higher edu-
cation and training, including Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada’s Post-Secondary Student 
Support Program (PSSSP) and the Indspire grants. In 2008, a report commissioned by the Canada 
Millennium Scholarship Foundation, the Council of Ministers of Education Canada, and the Ca-
nadian Education Statistics Council showed, however, that rising demand was making Canada’s 
financial aid programs for Indigenous people less and less accessible. Additionally, this support 
often covered a smaller and smaller portion of education costs (R.A. Malatest and Associated 
Ltd., 2008). Other criticisms of these programs include: inconsistent administration and over-
sight of the grants by some regional government offices and band councils; the eligibility criteria 
(registered Indian Status, age, number of hours, etc.); the duration of funding; and, the frequent 
unavailability of this funding to Indigenous learners living outside their community (Bruce and 
Marlin, 2012, 61).

3.1.2 Culturally Adapted Training Programs
Cultural relevance and safety should be central to Indigenous training programs and measures, 
whether via the development of programs solely for Indigenous learners, the adaptation of 
content to Indigenous realities and cultures, culturally safe environments or the training of school 
workers and educators.

First, many Indigenous post-secondary programs exist across Canada in a variety of fields of 
study. According to the available data, these programs seem to meet the educational needs of 
Indigenous students, as they display very high graduation and subsequent employment rates. 
For example, Indigenous teacher training programs in Saskatchewan have successfully educated 
nearly 2,300 Indigenous graduates with an employment rate of almost 90% (Bruce and Marlin, 
2012, 24). For the 2015-2016 year, the Saskatchewan Indian Institute of Technology (SIIT)14 gra-
duated 1,500 students, 86% of whom continued their education or found employment (SIIT, 
2016, 2). Similarly, all the Indigenous students in the Indigenous social worker program at Sault 
College of Applied Arts and Technology found employment within six months of completing 

13  These costs should be borne by the Indigenous police force. However, since this latter does not receive adequate fun-
ding, it sometimes prefers to hire non-Indigenous police officers who are already trained yet disconnected from Indige-
nous reality.

14  SIIT is an academic institution recognized by the Government of Saskatchewan offering diplomas and certificates in a 
variety of fields, including business, industry, technology, health and community services, and adult education. The SIIT 
student population is 90% Indigenous (SIIT, n.d.)

https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1100100033682/1531933580211
https://www.sac-isc.gc.ca/eng/1100100033682/1531933580211
http://indspire.ca/for-students/bursaries-scholarships/
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their studies (Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 26). To increase the pool of skilled labour and promote 
the training-skills-employment match of Indigenous workers, it is also recommended to increase 
partnerships between economic development communities and the workforce, schools and indus-
tries (ICTC, 2017, 22). The New Brunswick Joint Economic Development Initiative (JEDI) is a model 
to follow in this regard (see Box 1).

 
Box 1 – Inspiring Practice in New Brunswick: The Joint Economic 
Development Initiative 
Launched in 1995, the Joint Economic Development Initiative is an Indigenous organization 
dedicated to supporting Indigenous participation in New Brunswick’s economy. It helps In-
digenous communities and organizations “seeking support in entrepreneurship, business 
development, career development and training. The initiative also works with public and 
private sector organizations looking to partner with Indigenous people, communities, and 
organizations.” It set up a “mobile app development, software testing, and big data/data 
mining program targeted mostly to Indigenous peoples from reserves,” with Indigenous 
teachers. This adapted training program also “makes sure that students get connected with 
industry, so that transition from education to employment is smooth” (ICTC, 2017, 22–24).

In Quebec, similar efforts have taken place in recent years. For example, the Cégep de Jonquière, 
in collaboration with the First Nations Education Council and the Kiuna First Nations College, has 
developed a pilot project to adapt its journalism program to Indigenous students. One of the spe-
cificities of the pilot project is to allow two dozen Indigenous youth selected according to the same 
criteria as other students to begin their training in an Indigenous environment (at Kiuna) before 
going to the Cégep premises for their last three semesters (Papineau, 2017). Other Francophone 
and Anglophone colleges, such as Cégep Marie-Victorin, Cégep de Saint-Félicien and John Abbott 
College, also organize cohorts of Indigenous students or continuing education activities in various 
school programs.

The Faculty of Education at McGill University offers a series of teaching and professional deve-
lopment programs in collaboration with various Indigenous institutions and communities (McGill 
University, 2016). These various targeted training initiatives allow the training content to be shaped 
according to the cultural heritage and contemporary reality of Indigenous learners. Unfortunately, 
there is little information on whether these different educational programs and specific training 
programs adequately meet the needs of Indigenous people; their impact on the professional path 
of graduates, particularly in Quebec, is also unknown. It would be useful, on the one hand, to de-
velop precise indicators to assess whether a program or training is culturally relevant and safe and, 
on the other hand, to document their effects on the careers of Indigenous learners. In fact, other 
than impact on Indigenous students’ educational success, what other mid- and long-term effects 
do these initiatives have on the Quebec labour market and, more generally, on the Indigenous 
communities?

Finally, when Indigenous students are mixed into regular classes, it is still important to adjust the 
content being taught to promote the cultural relevance of these students’ learning. Similarly, it is 
necessary to adapt recognition of prior learning and competencies (RPLC) models, both to fill gaps 
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in basic training and to leverage continuing education. For example, the Commission scolaire 
De La Jonquière has developed diversified modes of training and assessment that are closer to 
Indigenous realities, notably by promoting co-ops, mentoring, role-playing and learning circles 
(Commission scolaire De La Jonquière, 2016). The RPLC of the Indigenous workers then becomes 
a way to improve their professional skills, to obtain official recognition from the Quebec Ministry 
of Education and Higher Education, and to access certain positions requiring recognized qualifi-
cations (Conseil tribal Mamuitun, 2017).

3.1.3 Safe Educational and School Environments
In addition, for training offered outside the communities, it seems appropriate to set up various 
structures to facilitate the transition and adaptation of Indigenous students, particularly with 
regard to housing and social networks. In a recent document aimed at promoting the cultural 
safety of Indigenous people in mining training in Quebec, the Institut national des mines (2017) 
mentions that many vocational training centres try to recreate a community spirit among Indi-
genous learners, by giving them a physical space to encourage solidarity and break any sense of 
isolation. Identified by Loiselle (2010) as being among the facilitating factors, “a culturally mea-
ningful space also mitigates culture shock and the stress of the unfamiliar in the transition from 
a community school to an urban establishment” (Institut national des mines, 2017, 17; our trans-
lation). For example, Concordia University has set up a resource centre for Indigenous students 
whose services include mentoring of future and current students, social events and information 
sessions. The Centre also provides two spaces for Indigenous students: one has computers and 
the other is a social space (Concordia University, n.d.). A few other educational institutions across 
Quebec have instituted various mechanisms to promote the inclusion and cultural safety of In-
digenous learners: these initiatives, however, remain marginal and should be integrated into a 
broader framework of provincial strategy.

To ensure the success of these various initiatives, it is necessary to raise the awareness and training 
of teachers and counsellors in schools, as well as other public service providers. In its Government 
Action Plan for the Social and Cultural Development of the First Nations and Inuit 2017–2022, 
Quebec emphasizes that “understanding of the specific nature of the Aboriginal peoples and 
the acquisition by personel in the delivery of Québec public services of the appropriate skills is 
therefore essential to establishing a reassuring environment of which trust and respect are the 
hallmarks” (Secrétariat aux affaires autochtones, 2017, 14). Since education and training make up 
one of the key pillars for a greater inclusion of Indigenous workers in the labour market, the de-
velopment of this cultural sensitivity and competency among educational staff members would 
not only encourage school perseverance, but also create a continuum of services focused on 
cultural safety that would span from early childhood care to job integration.

In summary, these few examples show that Indigenous learners’ training and study-work tran-
sitions are facilitated when this group’s particular needs and unique experiences are met by 
their training, both in its content and its supervision. As such, it is important that the various 
public, private and community stakeholders join their efforts to develop a qualified indigenous 
workforce.
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3.2 Receiving Tailored Career Guidance Services
The literature review conducted by Bruce and Marlin (2012) casts light on the need to develop high-
school based career counselling and professional development programs specific to Indigenous 
students, with the goal of facilitating their career choices and study-work transitions. Indigenous 
workers are often more likely than their non-Indigenous peers to be over- or underqualified for 
their jobs (Ciceri and Scott, 2006, 14–16).

Some studies indicate that developing culturally specific orientation programs increases Indig-
enous graduation and employment rates (Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 34–36). In fact, a survey of 
Indigenous youth in Ontario and Quebec points out that their professional aspirations are no 
different from those of non-Indigenous youth. Indeed, Indigenous youth dreams of the same 
jobs as non-Indigenous youth: entrepreneur, physician and lawyer (Consulbec, 2002, 6). While 
this marked interest comes from these professions being shown in a favourable light on television 
(Consulbec, 2002, 6), it would nevertheless seems that Indigenous youth are not adequately in-
formed of the prerequisites to hold these coveted positions (Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 29–30). As a 
result, Indigenous people need access to guidance counsellors, teachers and family members who 
can orient them adequately, starting at an early age and throughout their lives. The most recent 
survey of the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtone du Québec abounds in the same 
direction as the Canadian, American and Australian studies Bruce and Marlin consulted (2012). 
This survey points out that educational and vocational guidance services are widely requested by 
Quebec Native Friendship Centres clienteles (RCAAQ, 2019, 47).

The implementation of individualized, relevant, adapted, systematic and practical career guidance 
programs for Indigenous people is therefore recommended (Bruce and Marlin, 2012). In conside-
ring the case of counselling services for Aboriginal youth in Australia, Helmes (2010) emphasizes 
that these specific orientation programs should include:

[m]entoring, role models, highly coordinated individual case management for clients 
with complex needs, strong advocacy and liaison, and services that acknowledge young 
people’s cultural heritage, including the involvement of family members and community 
members (Helmes, 2010, as quoted in Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 35).

In addition, it is essential that these programs draw on the targeted populations’ conception 
of work and careers (RQuODE, 2016). In doing so, the services would allow them, among other 
things, to: explore different career options according to their interests; know the academic pre-
requisites and skills necessary to perform a trade; validate (or eliminate) a career choice; conduct 
skills assessments; and, reorient their professional life as needed—all while remaining in harmony 
with their cultural and collective heritage.

3.3  Having Access to Secure and Relevant Employment 
Services
Employment services are some of the services most requested in the Quebec network by urban 
Indigenous people. For example, in a recent RCCAQ survey, one-third (33.7%) of the estimated 
1,700 urban Indigenous respondents reported they had asked for help with their job search. This 
demand seems to be increasing within the Indigenous population in urban areas, since 4 out of 10 
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respondents had used these services in the year preceding the survey (RCAAQ, 2019, 50). When 
asked about the type of service sought, more than half of the participants (56.5%) indicated a 
support service in their job search and one-third (35.2%) said they had sought out help in writing 
documents essential to their job search (CV, cover letter, follow-up letter, etc.). Next came voca-
tional guidance services (26.2%), help preparing a job interview (20.5%) and skills development 
support (19.9%) (RCAAQ, 2019, 51). These results are consistent with a national survey of urban 
Indigenous people, which highlights employment centres as the second most popular type of 
service (after Native Friendship Centres) among the urban Indigenous population (Environics 
Institute, 2010a, 71).

Respondents who did not use the employability services in the Quebec network stated that they 
did not need it (46.1%) or did not know such services existed (23.3%). A few respondents also 
identified the fear of racism (6.4%), language barrier (5.7%) and disconnect in values (4.2%) to 
explain why they had not used employment services (RCAAQ, 2019, 51–52). Other than the lack 
of knowledge about services (which reflects the need to better promote the employment assis-
tance programs offered to Indigenous populations), particular attention should be paid to these 
services’ cultural relevance.

In the face of increasing urbanization, urban Indigenous services—including Native Friendship 
Centres in 11 cities and the Ivirtivik Centre for the Inuit community in Montréal—are struggling 
to meet the demand in the various regions of Quebec. Urban Indigenous people must therefore 
call on services provided by organizations that are not specifically dedicated to their communities 
and that are not always aware of the cultural specificities of their identities. To facilitate access 
to employability organizations by Indigenous job seekers, a participant from the RCAAQ survey 
noted that:

[t]he people offering services need training. Non-Indigenous people need to practice 
adequately welcoming Indigenous people, understanding who we are, our history and 
all that we have been through. The history of residential schools has hugely affected our 
lives and it’s important they know that (RCAAQ, 2019, 52; our translation).

It would therefore appear to be important to better train and equip non-Indigenous organiza-
tions offering such services so that they can adequately receive and support Indigenous people 
(see Box 2). Increasing counsellors’ cultural skills is a first step in providing a culturally safe en-
vironment for Indigenous clients, thereby promoting their well-being and access to services 
(Lévesque, 2015; Environics Institute, 2010a; OECD, 2018; RCAAQ, 2019). As Hunter and Gray point 
out, since “Indigenous job searching relies excessively on families and friends for information 
about jobs” (2017, 222), unsuitable services may in many cases limit Indigenous job seekers’ ef-
forts to their community network. To diversify their job search techniques and thus increase their 
professional opportunities, it is recommended to ensure the relevance and effectiveness of em-
ployment services, for example by including Indigenous languages and learning methods, as well 
as the participation of Elders (RQuODE, 2016). DeVerteuil and Wilson advocate “the emergence 
of hybrid institutions that combine Aboriginal needs with mainstream capacities” (2010, 499).
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Box 2 – FNILMAC’s Inspiring Practice
In 2018, the First Nations and Inuit Labour Market Advisory Committee (FNILMAC) offered 
its first cultural awareness training session for organizations providing employment services 
for First Nations and Inuit clients. This training sought to ensure the adoption of a cultural 
approach and tailored intervention strategies. Although it is too early to assess the impact 
and real scope of this type of initiative, it is nonetheless an effort to make Quebec’s public 
employment services more accessible and culturally safe.

3.4 Enjoying Culturally Safe Workplaces
In recent years, many organizations have started recognizing the need to adapt their work envi-
ronment, particularly in terms of workplace flexibility and support. This stems from a change over 
the generations in workers’ relationship to work. However, to promote the inclusion of Indigenous 
workers, they must also adjust to their cultural and personal reality (Julien, Somerville and Brant, 
2017).

To create a culturally safe environment, employers must, among other things, “develop their 
knowledge about Indigenous realities, which will increase the potential for sensitivity to the cultu-
ral reality of Indigenous people” (RCAAQ, 2019, 55; our translation). They must also make the 
necessary changes to rectify the inequities caused by systemic discrimination and make room 
for Indigenous cultural heritage. Adaptation to Indigenous cultures can, for example, involve the 
translation of documents into one or more Indigenous languages, the establishment of a childcare 
service or the integration of Indigenous knowledge in the workplace. The Environics Institute study 
notes that the job satisfaction of urban Indigenous people in Canada rests primarily on loving the 
work they do (36%), but also on their relationship with their superiors and co-workers and on their 
work environment (24%) (2010a, 110). Yet, Bruce and Marlin consider that, in most cases, this work 
culture remains little or not at all adapted to Indigenous cultures, beliefs and values (2012, 63). This 
is all the more problematic because Indigenous employees often consider the workplace to be un-
safe, as they are often victims of harassment (ranging from racist words to acts) and discriminatory 
practices (O’Bomsawin, 2011; Biddle et al., 2013).

Studies on cultural safety (Williams, 1999; Hutchins, Frances and Saggers, 2009; Lévesque, 2015; 
DeVerteuil and Wilson, 2010) show that a secure work environment increases individuals’ self- 
confidence, performance, well-being and job satisfaction. It helps organizations better integrate 
and retain Indigenous workers, and support these latters’ professional development (Bruce and 
Marlin, 2012, 63). For example, in a study assessing the job satisfaction of Maori employees in New 
Zealand, Haar and Brougham (2013) found that a work environment that promotes the cultural 
well-being of Aboriginal employees increases not only these individuals’ job satisfaction, but also 
their performance, while decreasing the overall number of departures.

To create safe work environments, it is important not only to take Indigenous knowledge, lan-
guages, trajectories and practices into account, but also to develop the cultural awareness, sensi-
tivity and competence of Quebec employers (see Section 4.3).
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3.5  Benefiting from Mentoring Programs and Indigenous Role 
Models
Interest in mentoring is not new in the literature on Indigenous populations. Researchers from 
a variety of backgrounds have taken interest in this issue (Munns et al., 2016; Burgess and Dyer, 
2009), particularly with respect to its positive effects on the academic progress and performance 
of Indigenous students (see Box 3) (Crooks et al., 2017; Pidgeon, Archibald and Hawkey, 2014), 
and on the improvement of Indigenous patients’ health (Bainbridge et al., 2014).

 
Box 3 – Inspiring Mentoring Practices
Mentoring by peers and Elders would appear to deliver promising results in academic 
settings. In Australia, Quirindi High School has noted a significant improvement in Indige-
nous students’ attendance, behaviour and pride in Aboriginal culture following the intro-
duction of Aboriginal-specific orientation programs, particularly mentoring. Similar obser-
vations have been made in Canada in the case of an Indigenous student support program 
at Thompson Rivers University (Indigenous TRU Start) in Kamloops, British Columbia, and 
with the Pathways to Education and Wayfinders programs (Bruce and Marlin, 2012).

Since the 1980s, scientific research on employment mentoring has shown that it has two types of 
benefits: learning and personal development. On the one hand, from a professional point of view, 
mentoring enables the mentee to integrate into and develop within an organization, notably 
through the acquisition and mastery of technical skills. It also promotes a better understanding 
of the organization’s mission and work culture, while developing identification and sense of be-
longing. On the other hand, psychologically, mentoring provides a model for mentees that helps 
them acquire values, behaviours and skills that are valued within an organization, and to connect 
them with a person who can answer professional and personal questions. Mentoring also allows 
workers to develop self-confidence and form friendships with their mentors, which often result 
in caring relationships (Burgess and Dyer, 2009, 469). Finally, a recent Ontarian study shows that 
a culturally appropriate mentoring program not only improved academic outcomes, but also 
the mental health of young Indigenous students (Crooks et al., 2017). This positive impact on 
self-esteem and mental health is proving to be crucial, given the low self-esteem of many Indige-
nous workers, which affects their hiring and retention in non-Indigenous organizations.

Given their cultural tradition that values the imitation of desired behaviours, Indigenous people 
are, according to the literature, one of the groups that benefits the most from mentorship. For 
a program to provide culturally appropriate mentoring, Burgess and Dyer (2009) suggest that 
the mentor must belong to the same ethno-cultural group and/or gender as the mentee. This 
similar background serves the psychological functions of mentoring Indigenous workers, parti-
cularly to increase their self-confidence and sense of competency. If such a person is unavailable 
in the organization, it is essential the mentor takes cultural awareness training, if he or she is 
not already aware of these realities. This training of non-Indigenous mentors should include 
elements on contemporary Indigenous history and society, the affiliation system and Indigenous 

https://www.tru.ca/indigenous.html
https://www.pathwaystoeducation.ca/?_ga=2.91833757.686476840.1543856972-533971155.1543856972
https://www.7oaks.org/school/Wayfinders/Pages/default.aspx
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family responsibilities (Burgess and Dyer, 2009, 472). Special attention must also be paid to sharing 
values and forging a strong connection, so that the mentoring relationship produces the expected 
psychological benefits.

 
Box 4 – Inspiring Practice in Manitoba: the ICTAM’s Tech Trek Program
Information and Communication Technologies Association of Manitoba’s (ICTAM) Tech Trek 
program aims to fill the lack of qualified workers in the information and communications 
technology sectors, by creating a “direct link between Indigenous youth from urban or re-
mote areas and ICT professionals” (ICTC, 2016, 17). Professionals mentors and young people 
work together to do various programing, robotics or other ICT tasks. According to the Infor-
mation and Communications Technologies Council (ICTC), “this experience exposes young 
people to career possibilities in the field, while helping them forge connections and rela-
tionships with Indigenous ICT professionals already working in the field and who can guide 
them” (2016, 17).

Moreover, more and more private stakeholders are investing in mentoring for Indigenous people. 
For example, the organization RAVEN (Respecting Aboriginal Values and Environmental Needs), 
which is funded by the McConnell Foundation, offers support to Indigenous entrepreneurs, while 
the In.Business mentorship program, funded by the Purdy Crawford Chair in Aboriginal Business 
Studies at the Cape Breton University, pairs high school students with Indigenous business people.

In conclusion, the implementation of culturally adapted mentoring programs would facilitate the 
inclusion and job retention of Indigenous workers (OECD, 2018). Simultaneously, the positive feed-
back and training of Indigenous support groups in the workplace can also help these workers 
develop a stronger sense of competency (Dwyer, 2003, 886–887). 

3.6 Obtaining Training and Job Advancement Opportunities
Since staff retention is a constant concern for many companies, especially during periods of full 
employment, it is all the more important that efforts to retain Indigenous workers be adapted to 
Indigenous realities. In addition to ensuring that they access positions in line with their qualifica-
tions upon entry (and not just come into entry-level positions), employers must provide Indige-
nous workers with training and progression opportunities over the course of their employment in 
order to contribute to their personal and professional development.

A Canadian study highlights some of the mechanisms that limit the growth of Indigenous civil 
servants in the federal service (Dwyer, 2003). Despite an increase in the number of Indigenous wor-
kers in the Canadian civil service, they continue to be poorly represented at the top of the admi-
nistrative hierarchy (Griffith, 2017). Among the elements that contribute to maintaining this “glass 
ceiling”, Dwyer suggests that the standards and values of the Canadian civil service and Indigenous 
employees come into conflict, thus resulting in a reduction in opportunities for the progression 
of Indigenous workers. According to the author, the federal civil service promotes certain career 
development strategies. These include the acquisition of a broad network of contacts within senior 

http://ictam.ca/programs/aboriginal-initiative
https://raventrust.com/
https://mcconnellfoundation.ca/fr/grant/raven-indigenous-impact-foundation/
https://www.cbu.ca/indigenous-affairs/unamaki-college/in-business/
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management, the development of a wide and varied professional experience to increase lea-
dership and the acquisition of a mentor. These strategies do not align directly with those utilized 
by Indigenous civil servants; they focus instead on opportunities to develop leadership, training 
and education (Dwyer, 2003, 885). Requiring the specific needs and trajectories of Indigenous 
workers to be added into the equation, “shattering” this “glass ceiling” would enhance employee 
satisfaction and job retention. Unfortunately, few researchers have focused on this issue, and the 
literature on Indigenous skills development and career development strategies remains limited.

CONCLUSION
The active participation of Indigenous workers in Quebec’s economy and society 
includes safe services and environments adapted to Indigenous cultural realities. 
From initial training to employment progression, by way of career counselling, job 
searching, workplace integration and continuing education, approaches based 
on cultural relevance and security are to be favoured to meet Indigenous needs. 
Led by communities or Indigenous organizations, local initiatives must also 
be fostered and supported to better meet the needs of current and po-
tential workers. While the literature on the needs of Indigenous learners 
is relatively rich, further studies should specify what support these 
workers require to maximise their professional integration and job 
retention. However, to be fully effective, efforts to support em-
ployees must also be backed by the awareness, training and 
support of Quebec employers.
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IV. EMPLOYERS’ NEEDS
At present, the majority of studies on the issue of Indigenous employability focus on labour supply, 
or the factors limiting Indigenous workers’ access to the labour market (education, language, discri-
mination, etc.). Few studies specifically address the conditions that positively or negatively affect the 
demand for Indigenous workers on the labour market (Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 2003). 
Despite this considerable gap in the literature, this section attempts to identify the primary needs 
of Quebec employers. It will pay particular attention to recognizing the potential of Indigenous 
workers, to creating a pool of skilled labour, to training employers on Indigenous cultures and to 
developing appropriate policies and support in a view to fostering the recruitment and retention of 
these populations.

4.1  Recognizing the Economic Potential of Contact with and 
Commitment to Indigenous Groups and Communities
According to a Leger survey of 300 Quebec employers for the Conseil du patronat du Québec 
(CPQ), nearly 7 out of 10 are worried about workforce scarcity for both low-skilled and specific jobs 
(Leger, 2016). Despite the increased need for workers in different sectors and regions of Quebec and 
Canada, the potential of the Indigenous workforce remains underestimated and unknown to most 
employers (Bruce and Marlin, 2012).

In 2017, a study commissioned by Indigenous Works and led by R.A. Malatest and Associates Ltd. 
indeed revealed Canadian companies’ great lack of interest in or knowledge of the opportunities 
offered by possible partnerships with Indigenous communities (Blackman, 2017). This survey of 500 
large and medium-sized Canadian companies over 6 months identified 4 types of profiles. The first 
category (“the disengaged majority” or 85% of the companies surveyed) was unaware of local Indi-
genous communities and the potential they offer in meeting business needs (Blackman, 2017, viii). 
The second (the “novice” firms or 9%) considers that engagement with Indigenous communities 
would have a positive impact on their business development, but does not have the capabilities or 
skills to forge such partnership. The last two profiles, the “relationship builders” and the “committed 
partnership builders,” represent 4% and 2% of the surveyed companies, respectively. They are com-
prised of organizations that are motivated to access the Indigenous labour pool and are interested 
in developing lasting and ongoing relationships with communities to the benefit of both parties 
(Blackman, 2017).

These recent data are consistent with the results of the CPQ survey in Quebec, which revealed that 
people from Indigenous communities made up only 4% of the employees in responding com-
panies, as compared to 10% of persons with disabilities or in social reintegration, and over 20% 
of visible minorities and immigrants (Leger, 2016). However, it is important to nuance this rather 
disturbing picture, as commitment levels are not uniform across the country. These indeed vary by 
geographic location and business sector. The Indigenous Works report notes that almost all Ontario 
and Quebec companies are in the “disengaged majority” category, while many western Canadian 
companies appear to be role models for collaboration with Indigenous communities (Blackman, 
2017, 44–45). Similarly, natural resources, construction and skilled trades companies are leaders 
in hiring Indigenous workers (Bruce and Marlin, 2012; Blackman, 2017), while manufacturing and 
wholesale and retail companies are among the most disengaged (Blackman, 2017, xii–xiii).
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While some activity sectors and company types stand out due to the Indigenous composition of 
their staff, the vast majority of companies invest little time and resources in developing business 
relationships with Indigenous communities. Several factors may explain this disengagement, in-
cluding the lack of knowledge on opportunities for partnership or business with Indigenous 
communities (Blackman, 2017). For example, only one-third (35%) of businesses surveyed by 
R.A. Malatest and Associates Ltd. knew about the Aboriginal Skills and Employment Training 
Strategy (ASETS) and only half of respondents (54%) were familiar with local Indigenous groups. 
Furthermore, for many companies, it is not a priority or they do not have the capacity to develop 
their engagement with Indigenous communities. Thus, fewer than one in two (49%) companies 
were interested in doing business with Indigenous groups and only 44% prioritized the hiring 
of workers from these communities (Blackman, 2017). Finally, this disengagement can also be 
explained by prejudice toward Indigenous populations.

To increase employer mobilization, the Indigenous Works report proposed interesting insights 
for different engagement patterns. If disengaged businesses require active and sustained sup-
port from third parties (governments, employability organizations, external consultants, etc.) 
to discover the benefits of connecting with Indigenous communities, these latter must also be 
proactive in meeting business leaders halfway. “Novice” businesses also need coaching to help 
them develop strategies and to guide their first attempts at building sustainable partnerships 
with Indigenous communities. Companies in the latter two categories—relationship builders and 
engaged partners—can act as mentors for companies with lower levels of engagement. The stu-
dy also stated that it would be interesting to publicly recognize these companies as leaders and 
to support them in their collaboration with Indigenous communities, particularly through prizes 
for their involvement (Blackman, 2017, 44–45). While, to our knowledge, there are no known ini-
tiatives to publicize some businesses’ involvement in Indigenous communities in Quebec, several 
recognition programs have been set up across Canada (see Box 5).

Given the ignorance and disengagement of many companies, these initiatives increase the vi-
sibility of inspiring practices that facilitate the attraction and retention of Indigenous workers. 
Recognition awards can also guide the most engaged companies in developing and/or impro-
ving their strategies and policies to increase the hiring and retention of Indigenous workers. 
Other strategies and tools, including the Indigenous Engagement Guide created by the Canadian 
Construction Association and Indigenous Works, can also foster public recognition of the Indige-
nous workforce’s tremendous potential.

http://www.cca-acc.com/indigenous-engagement-guide/
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Box 5 – Inspiring Practices in Employer Recognition
The Progressive Aboriginal Relations (PAR) program by the Canadian Council for Aboriginal 
Business awards recognition certificates (gold, silver and bronze) to participating companies 
according to their efforts to improve relations with Indigenous communities. The evaluation 
is done by an external and independent committee made up, among others, of Indigenous 
stakeholders. The efforts of participating companies must contribute to the social and eco-
nomic prosperity of Indigenous communities, create a safe working environment for Indi-
genous employees and set up mechanisms that increase their representation and facilitate 
their advancement within the organization.

Other examples exist across Canada, notably the Alberta Business Awards of Distinction (In-
digenous Relations – Best Practice Award Distinction) and an Indigenous Works prize congra-
tulating a company’s efforts to attract, retain and develop Indigenous talent (Workplace 
Inclusion Leadership Award). 

In addition, the Canadian magazine Corporate Knights (2009) offers up a methodology for 
assessing the effectiveness of relationships between businesses and Indigenous communi-
ties. The evaluation of Canadian employers in different sectors (forestry, mining, oil and gas) 
was based on various indices, including employment policies, governance and relations with 
Indigenous communities. Although the magazine has not recently re-used this classification, 
a similar methodology is currently used as part of the PAR program.working in the field and 
who can guide them” (2016, 17).

4.2  Participating in Training a Pool of Qualified Indigenous 
Workers 
In 2012, the Conference Board of Canada released a study examining the value, challenges and 
opportunities faced by Canadian employers in hiring and retaining Indigenous workers (Howard, 
Edge and Watt, 2012). The national survey of 173 Canadian companies shed new light on Indi-
genous employment issues in Canada. According to this study, the lack of qualifications, skills, 
education and work experience are the main challenges faced by employers who want to attract 
and hire Indigenous workers (Howard, Edge and Watt, 2012, 16–17). This reading of the situation 
is nuanced, however, by MacKinnon (2015) who argues that the problem lies mainly in employers’ 
lack of sensitivity to the impacts of colonialism, trauma and historical barriers that colour the reality 
of Indigenous people:

There was no discussion in the report about damaging effects of colonization, nor was 
there any evidence of a desire to learn why many Aboriginal people have some of the 
challenges that employers identified. It seems that what many employers are naively 
looking for are Aboriginal people who have escaped colonization unharmed–fully assimi-
lated (MacKinnon, 2015). 

https://www.ccab.com/programs/progressive-aboriginal-relations-par/
https://indigenousworks.ca/en/products/events/workplace-inclusion-leadership-awards
https://indigenousworks.ca/en/products/events/workplace-inclusion-leadership-awards
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While it is true that employers are for the most part greatly unaware of the challenges Indige-
nous communities face (see Section 4.3), few are currently involved in reducing educational 
disparities in Indigenous workers. However, in a context of labour scarcity and training-skill-job 
mismatches that limit the pool of workers who hold all the desired qualifications before hiring, 
Quebec employers would benefit in the long run from contributing more to the basic and on-
going training of their workers, including their Indigenous employees.

Recognizing the need to train a competent and sufficient next generation, several stakeholders 
have put initiatives in place to create and sustain a pool of skilled Indigenous workers in various 
fields (see Box 6). For example, internships are one of the most frequently recommended and 
employer-sponsored strategies “because they offer both parties the opportunity to determine if 
they are compatible and can lead to permanent jobs” (Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 53). Among other 
projects, the Nadoshtin Convention, which stems from the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement (JBNQA), provides a $1.5 million fund15 for training individuals from the James Bay 
Cree communities in schools and in the workplace, particularly in the construction sector (CCQ, 
2008, 7–8). The mining sector has also implemented a number of workplace training projects, 
such as the mining school for workers in Nunavik that “mainly aims to offer permanent posi-
tions in large mining companies, while fostering skills development among the Inuit” (Institut 
national des mines, 2017, 11; our translation). Its L’Essentiel des mines training program, notably 
in partnership with Nemaska Lithium and the Cree community of Nemaska, allows students to 
strengthen their key competencies and pre-employment skills. Similarly, the Sanajiit Project, 
operated by the Kativik Regional Government, and targeting apprentice and journeyperson 
construction workers is focused on developing a strong and autonomous regional construction 
workforce in the 14 northern villages of Nunavik. These best practices contribute to developing 
the skills of Indigenous workforce while improving the match between workers’ qualifications 
and employers’ needs. It is equally important that these educational initiatives continue beyond 
initial training if they are to stimulate a culture of continuing education and professional deve-
lopment within Quebec companies.

15   In 2008, “only a third of the available funds were used, because of a lack of requests by Cree businesses” (CCQ, 2008, 
31; our translation).

 
Box 6 – Inspiring Practice for Training the Indigenous Workforce in 
Val-d’Or
In 2016, the Val-d’Or Native Friendship Centre (VDNFC) launched the Mikimo Strategy, 
which means “s/he works” in Anishinaabe. Intended to facilitate the training and hiring 
of Indigenous people in the region, the Strategy stems from collaboration between the 
VDNFC and seven partners, including the Val-d’Or Chamber of commerce, the Val-d’Or 
and Senneterre local employment centres, the Val-d’Or campus of the Université du Qué-
bec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue and the Réseau DIALOG. It “aims to develop an active Abo-
riginal workforce wishing to integrate the labour market and contribute to society with a 
view to taking their rightful place” (VDNFC, 2016). Funded in part by the federal and provin-
cial governments, this initiative fosters skills and self-confidence development, particularly 
through internships and training (Rouillard, 2017). 

https://www.explorelesmines.com/fr/csmo-mines/offre-de-service/affaires-autochtones.html
http://www.krg.ca/krg-departments/sustainable-employment/sanajiit-project
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4.3 Learning about Indigenous History, Values and Cultures
Ongoing employer bias against Indigenous people is one of the most recurrent elements in the 
scientific literature for this class of workers (Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 2003; O’Bomsawin, 
2011; Bruce and Marlin, 2012). Often stemming from old stereotypes inherited from colonial dis-
courses, policies and practices (Lepage, 2009) and fuelled by contemporary media coverage, these 
misconceptions increase employers’ misunderstandings and mistrust (Bruce and Marlin, 2012, 55).

Therefore, any specific support for businesses seeking to recruit or employ Indigenous people 
must familiarize all non-Indigenous staff with Indigenous history, culture, customs, knowledge 
and beliefs. It was in this goal that the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada addressed 
businesses directly in its Call for Action 92. It encourages businesses to provide training to se-
nior management and employees on Canadian colonial history and the historical trauma that 
affects Indigenous peoples, but also on Indigenous rights. Specifically, such skills-based training 
should be focused on intercultural competency, conflict resolution, human rights and anti-racism 
positions (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2012, 13). The development of indi-
viduals’ and non-Indigenous organizations’ cultural competence is the main goal behind such 
cultural-awareness training. Trained individuals and organizations are better at recognizing and 
meeting the needs of Indigenous people (HCC, 2012; Institut des mines du Québec, 2017). Demys-
tification of prejudice and a better knowledge of Indigenous values and cultures generally improve 
relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous workers, as well as between companies and 
the communities.

Parmenter and Trigger (2017) noted, however, that not all cultural awareness training courses offe-
red by Australian mining companies were effective. Despite the good intentions of the employers 
offering this training, which encompassed recognition of Indigenous rights and desire to reconcile 
with these communities, the authors emphasize that the training content often focused on the 
differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. They observed that the materials 
focused on traditional activities and excluded fundamental elements like the contemporary reality 
of Indigenous peoples and contemporary aspirations of Aboriginal youth. Thus presented, the 
content unintentionally supported the stereotyped view held by companies rooted in the past 
since Aboriginal history and culture were presented as static and geographically confined, igno-
ring their iterative and universal nature (Parmenter and Trigger, 2017, 4). A survey of participants in 
a cultural training event organized by Rio Tinto Iron Ore Mining in Western Australia reveals that:

[p]articipants also thought the training would ensure a better work environment at Rio 
Tinto (74.5%) and help them work more effectively with Aboriginal employees (73.2%). 
[…] Interestingly, most training participants surveyed thought Rio Tinto (77.6%), and 
non-Aboriginal employees (72.4%) benefited most from the training, with just over half 
believing it benefited the Aboriginal community (54.1%) and Aboriginal employees (52%) 
(Parmenter and Trigger, 2017, 6).

While cultural-awareness training holds potential for improving the workplace and the rela-
tionships between Indigenous businesses and communities, it must not only focus on disparities; 
it must build bridges between different cultures and highlight similarities and common interests. 
Without neglecting historical underpinnings, training must also present a current vision of Indige-
nous societies and discuss concrete ways to promote good collaboration and cohabitation on a 
daily basis (Parmenter and Trigger, 2017).
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All in all, among the varied offer of cultural awareness training developed by local and interna-
tional actors in recent years, it is possible to assume that these training sessions provide varying 
results. According to the study Parmenter and Trigger (2017) led in Australia, several factors 
influence the quality and scope of these outreach activities, including the content and duration 
of training and the open-mindedness of the company and employees being trained. The choice 
of trainer, who influences the content transmitted, also appears to be key to the “success” of 
these courses. In Canada, the Native Friendship Centres and other Indigenous organizations, 
such as Indigenous Works, are key players in the development of educational content and ser-
vices for non-Indigenous organizations. It therefore seems important that these stakeholders be 
supported in intervening with companies in their region, with a view to creating more bridges 
between Indigenous workers and Quebec employers.

4.4  Establishing and Implementing Policies for Recruiting, 
Integrating and Retaining Indigenous Workers
The presence of recruitment, integration and job-retention policies adapted to Indigenous wor-
kers is one of the main indicators of companies’ engagement in getting these individuals actively 
participating in the labour market (Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 2003). However, the lite-
rature review on employers’ needs suggests that they have little or no tools in place to recruit, 
welcome, support and retain Indigenous workers within their organizations.

4.4.1 Recruitment Policies
Like for other groups that are underrepresented on the labour market, the use of general recruit-
ment techniques may disadvantage Indigenous workers, who may not necessarily have the same 
understanding of time or work, for example, as Western recruitment consultants (Farquhar, 2014). 
In addition, hiring via the hidden market (which includes word-of-mouth or references from other 
employees in the organization) or traditional and non-targeted communication channels does 
not necessarily reach individuals from Indigenous communities. Without a human resources de-
partment or professional, few companies adopt non-standard recruitment strategies to encou-
rage these workers to apply (Hunter and Gray, 2017, 222).

The creation of partnerships with Indigenous communities can bring about remarkable results, 
both for the hiring and the integration of Indigenous workers. Although only 13% of the com-
panies surveyed in the Indigenous Works study were already working with communities in their 
region, these partnerships had positive results for both sides, including improving the commu-
nities’ quality of life, bolstering the communities’ and the companies’ reputation, and increasing 
the number of Indigenous employees hired (Blackman, 2017, vii). Other recruitment strategies 
include using Indigenous-specific advertising sites16 and working with local employment centres, 
educational institutions, community-based and Indigenous organizations (Howard, Edge and 
Watt, 2012, 27).

Nevertheless, the development and deployment of appropriate selection and hiring policies is 
only part of the solution. It is still necessary to ensure that these workers can integrate and flou-
rish in their new professional structure.

16   See, for example, http://nationtalk.ca/jobs/ or http://aboriginallynx.ca. 

http://nationtalk.ca/jobs/
http://aboriginallynx.ca
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4.4.2 Job Integration and Diversity Management Policies
To respond to the influx of immigrant and other workers from cultural minorities, a large number 
of Quebec companies have adopted various labour management policies over the years, particu-
larly for induction, integration and the management of diversity in the workplace. To be effective, 
however, these policies must be tailored to the needs of the Indigenous workforce, as well as 
consistently and coherently applied.

For example, a survey conducted by Sammartino and colleagues (2003) highlights that Australian 
employers are deploying more resources for health, safety and employment-equity measures (by 
establishing a dedicated position, policies, publications and training, for example) than for diver-
sity management. Almost all (95%) of the surveyed businesses employing Aboriginal people had 
employment-equity policies and strategies. Yet, there were very few differences in diversity policies 
between businesses that employed Aboriginal workers and those that did not. This led the authors 
to believe that diversity-management policies may not meet the specific needs of Indigenous wor-
kers. According to this survey, employers perceive Indigenous workers as having difficulty gaining 
their co-workers’ acceptance and integrating the work team (Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 
2003, 55–58). The authors consider that this difficult integration is possibly caused by the lack of 
integration and retention policies of the Aboriginal workforce, as well as employers’ ignorance of 
the systemic and organizational barriers these workers face (Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 
2003, 57–58).

All in all, generalist policies that do not take into account the cultural specificities of Indigenous 
people (or any other underrepresented groups, for that matter) will have no positive effect on the 
integration and retention of these workers in the labour market. Worse still, the absence, inade-
quacy or misapplication of diversity-management and retention policies can lead to a lack of inte-
gration and, as a result, decline in the performance of Indigenous workers (Sammartino, O’Flynn 
and Nicholas, 2003). Unfortunately, employers do not always have the knowledge or support they 
need to develop and/or adapt their internal work-integration policies.

4.4.3 Job Retention Policies
The retention of Indigenous workers depends not only on measures to ensure a safe working 
environment (notably one that is free of racism and discrimination), but also on a process faci-
litating their advancement in the organization and their continuous development (see Section 
3.6) (Howard, Edge and Watt, 2012, 19–25). Other policies can also be effective in increasing the 
employment retention of Indigenous workers, including flexible schedules, mentoring (see Section 
3.5) and placing value on family support (Hunter and Gray, 2017, 222), provided that these policies 
are adapted to the professionals’ life trajectories.

In their pan-Canadian qualitative study, Julien, Somerville and Brant write that “many respondents 
noted that organizations frequently defined ‘family’ more narrowly when it came to bereave-
ment policies. It was noted that typically bereavement policies cover close family members but 
not extended family members” (2017, 171). Yet, for Indigenous people, the notion of family is not 
limited to the nuclear family; rather, it includes aunts, uncles, nephews, nieces, and cousins. Indi-
genous communities expect all members to attend funerals, but Western collective agreements 
grant leave only for the death of an immediate family member. Providing greater flexibility, notably 
in regard to family and work hours, would enable Indigenous employees to fulfill their family and 
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cultural responsibilities and activities without having to constantly justify themselves or opt out 
(and consequently weaken their cultural identity).

In conclusion, it would appear that few companies have adopted or revised their policies to 
better integrate new Indigenous employees, avoid a clash in values and promote the retention 
of these workers (Julien, Somerville and Brant, 2017; Doyle-Bedwell, 2008). Nevertheless, many 
companies that do not have policies still use a variety of undocumented practices to manage 
cultural-diversity issues more informally. In many cases, adopting written (but not rigid) policies 
would ensure more consistent and equitable management. However, the development of these 
policies is only the first step to be taken: it is then necessary to ensure that they are implemented, 
to document their impacts and to adapt them as needed.

4.5  Benefiting from Guidance in Human Resources 
Management
To develop and implement these different policies, Quebec companies, which are mainly small 
and medium-sized businesses without a dedicated human resources department, need support 
that is adapted to their needs, at both the macro and micro levels.

Despite significant population growth, Indigenous people still have a low demographic weight 
in the total population and on the labour market. Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas argue that 
“such a minority group may find it difficult indeed to generate sufficient mass within firms to 
demand changes in ways in which other historically disadvantaged labour market groups have 
(e.g. women)” (2003, 58–59). It is therefore important that governments and other key players 
in the labour market become involved in this dynamic of inclusion (Indigenous Works, n.d.), for 
example, by developing policies and convincing arguments to raise employers’ awareness at 
the hiring of Indigenous workers. They must also guide and assist employers in their efforts to 
promote training-skills-employment matching, create more inclusive workplaces and establish a 
culture of continuing education across the province, particularly through national strategies (see 
Box 7), tools and various awareness and training activities.

 
Box 7 – Inspiring Practices in Inclusion Policies
The Commonwealth Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Employment Strategy has four ob-
jectives: increase employment opportunities for Aboriginal workers; invest in Aboriginal em-
ployee skills development; increase the representation of these workers in senior positions; 
and, enhance workplace awareness about Aboriginal cultures. It provides a detailed imple-
mentation guide that includes information on attracting Aboriginal candidates, the impor-
tance of mentoring and the management of Aboriginal talent (Australian Government, 2015).

Along a similar line, the 2017 Ministerial Strategy for Labour Market Integration of First Na-
tions and Inuit People aims to “increase the participation of members of the First Nations and 
Inuit in the labour market by facilitating their access to public employment services” (MTESS, 
2017, 11). It also aims to enhance the value of this workforce on the Quebec labour market 
and foster local and regional concertation on these issues.

https://www.apsc.gov.au/commonwealth-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-employment-strategy
http://www.emploiquebec.gouv.qc.ca/uploads/tx_fceqpubform/strategie-premiere-nation_en.pdf
http://www.emploiquebec.gouv.qc.ca/uploads/tx_fceqpubform/strategie-premiere-nation_en.pdf
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At the regional or local level, Quebec employers have various needs for support, depending on 
the size of their business, their sector of activity and their current level of knowledge and commit-
ment to Indigenous communities. Moreover, as part of the 2017-2018 pre-budget consultations, 
the Conseil du patronat du Québec mentioned that “businesses must have access to specialized 
resources in human resources and talent management,” in particular to support them through em-
ployee recruitment, continuing education, diversity management and retention (CPQ, 2017, 29–31). 
In addition, companies need support in recognizing and developing their employees’ skills. Given 
many business managers’ lack of knowledge about services to recognize Indigenous workers’ and 
all other employees’ prior learning and competencies (RPLC), it appears necessary to inform and 
support employers. Unfortunately, there are currently few resources or tools available to support 
employers of Indigenous workers through the RPLC process.

In addition to “reassuring” many employers, the presence or availability of a specialized resource 
can make it possible to deconstruct prejudices, explore new hiring strategies, defuse certain po-
tentially conflictual work situations and forge sustainable employment relationships. It therefore 
seems essential to offer—particularly to small and medium-sized enterprises—tailored support to 
promote the adoption of inclusive HR practices and the active participation of Indigenous workers.

CONCLUSION
Indigenous poverty and unemployment are a significant burden for Canadian 
and Quebec companies and economies. The hiring of Indigenous workers offers 
many major economic and social benefits, including strengthening ties with Indi-
genous communities and increasing the number of Indigenous role models within 
and outside their communities (Howard, Edge and Watt, 2012). New partnerships 
therefore increase the pool of available workers, build the company’s reputation 
as an inclusive employer and provide access to new sources of funding (inclu-
ding government funds for employing Indigenous workers) (CCA and Indigenous 
Works, n.d., 22). In turn, employment diversity offers significant corporate be-
nefits, such as greater adaptability and innovation, an interesting variety of 
thinking, communication and learning patterns, as well as access to new 
markets (Sammartino, O’Flynn and Nicholas, 2003). A diverse and in-
clusive workplace can also help reduce turnover and absenteeism 
by improving the job satisfaction of all employees. The active 
participation of Indigenous workers therefore has a positive 
impact on the individual, the community, the economy 
and society as a whole.
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V. CONCLUSION
The full participation of Indigenous workers in Quebec’s labour market is both a major challenge 
and an extraordinary opportunity to contribute to the social and economic development of the 
province. Resulting from an innovative multi-stakeholder partnership, combining the CPQ, the 
RCAAQ, AXTRA, the Commission scolaire De La Jonquière and the ADL Group, the NIKA Project 
sought to meet the needs of Indigenous workers and Quebec employers to facilitate networking 
and partnership between supply and demand stakeholders. To conduct a first needs assessment, 
this literature review—although not exhaustive—prioritized work targeting the Quebec context, 
but took the time to consider the state of research as a whole.

As a first step, our overview of the situation of the Indigenous populations in Quebec and Ca-
nada confirmed the persistence of many socio-economic inequalities between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous people, particularly with respect to education, income and employment. Several 
issues concerning the employability of Indigenous workers were raised, including the difficulty 
of recruiting from this pool of workers when this latter is unknown to employers. Many studies 
show that Indigenous workers are victims of discrimination and racism, which causes some to 
leave the labour market or to work only in Indigenous organizations. Others are forced to work in 
environments that are maladapted to their cultural realities or even toxic, thus undermining their 
self-confidence and their well-being at work. In addition, despite acute labour shortages in some 
industries, many employers are still reluctant to hire Indigenous candidates. Beyond the prejudices 
and stereotypes, the literature confirmed that employers often seek a skilled workforce, and many 
Indigenous workers do not have the required experience or professional skills. This is in addition 
to the fact that employers, especially those outside Indigenous communities, seek workers fluent 
in both English and French. Yet, some Indigenous workers have difficulty using one or the other of 
the official languages. Finally, an additional challenge is adjusting the labour market to the cultural 
diversity that arises from integrating an Indigenous labour force.

To address these systemic barriers, it would appear important to multiply and coordinate efforts 
on the supply side (workers) and the demand side (employers). Additionally, Indigenous workers 
must be able to benefit from training and work environments adapted to their contemporary 
cultures and realities. These places, as well as the services offered in terms of vocational guidance 
and employability, must also be culturally safe and free from discriminatory or racist practices. 
Furthermore, it is important for Indigenous individuals to benefit from mentorship and job training 
programs to further develop their skills and support them in staying in the labour market.

On the other hand, if they wish to attract, recruit, integrate and retain Indigenous workers, com-
panies must adapt their HR management practices and tools. To do this, managers need support 
to better comprehend the economic potential of this young and growing workforce, as well as to 
understand the different issues facing workers from these communities. In addition, they should 
be better equipped and supported so that they may recognize Indigenous individuals’ skills and 
contribute to these latters’ initial and ongoing training.
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Table 2. Summary of Main Observations from the Review of the Literature

Challenges and 
Issues

• Impacts of colonialism, racism and discrimination (hiring 
discrimination, overconcentration in certain types of 
jobs or sectors of activity, negative repercussions on 
well-being at work and job mobility)

• Language barriers (fluency in French and/or English)

• Mismatch of available workers’ qualifications and em-
ployers’ needs 

• Difficulty recruiting Indigenous workers

• Workplaces that are not adapted to Indigenous cultures

Indigenous 
Workers’ Needs

• Being provided with an educational system that is ac-
cessible (administratively, geographically and financially) 
and culturally safe (in regard to content and to educa-
tional environment)

• Receiving tailored career guidance services

• Having access to safe and relevant employment services

• Enjoying a culturally safe work environment

• Benefiting from mentoring programs that provide Indi-
genous role models

• Obtaining training and job advancement opportunities

Employers’ Needs

• Recognizing the economic potential of being in contact 
and engaging with Indigenous communities

• Training a pool of skilled Indigenous workers

• Learning about Indigenous history, values and cultures

• Establishing and implementing recruitment, integration 
(diversity management) and retention policies that are 
in line with Indigenous workers’ reality

• Receiving support for human resources management
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Following this survey of writings in the Quebec, Canadian and international literature, many ques-
tions go unanswered. Beyond knowing and recognizing Indigenous cultures, Quebec employers’ 
needs remain largely unknown when it comes to including Indigenous workers. While the Indige-
nous Works’ study fills a gap in the Canadian literature, its focus on medium and large businesses 
provides little information on the small- and medium-sized businesses that make up the vast ma-
jority of Quebec’s labour market. This gap in the literature drives home the need to document this 
type of employer’s needs and to support our understanding of the challenges Indigenous workers 
face—a task necessary to developing and implementing, in the second phase of the NIKA Project, 
recognition of prior learning and competencies and employment integration projects adapted 
to Indigenous realities. These initiatives will in turn help build bridges between the Indigenous 
workforce and Quebec businesses, and identify factors for success and areas of caution for the 
future.
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