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Résumé / Abstract
Cet article utilise une approche expérimentale novatrice pour examiner la façon dont les
images racisées influencent les attitudes à l’endroit de l’État providence. Alors que des
recherches américaines pointent une forte racialisation dans les attitudes en faveur des
politiques de redistribution et de l’assistance sociale, de telles études demeurent encore rares
au sein d’autres réalités nationales. Dans le contexte canadien, nos résultats suggèrent que le
soutien à l’endroit des politiques de redistribution est moins élevé lorsque les bénéficiaires
appartiennent aux autochtones (plutôt qu’aux blancs ou à d’autres groupes raciaux). Ainsi,
comme aux Etats-Unis, les opinions face à l’assistance sociale sont étroitement liées à la
perception de la race des bénéficiaires, ainsi qu’au type de l’avantage reçu.
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Drawing on a unique experimental design, this paper examines the ways in which racialized
images influence attitudes toward redistributive policy. While work in the US points to a
strong racialization of welfare attitudes, little research explores the ways in which race may
structure attitudes about welfare elsewhere. In the Canadian context, our results suggest that
support for redistribution is lower when recipients are Aboriginal than when they are
portrayed as white or from another racial minority. As we have seen in the US, then, support
for welfare is related to perceptions about the race of the recipient, as well as the type of
benefit received.
Keywords: Social assistance, Aboriginals, Race and Ethnicity, Welfare,
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One of the defining features of industrialized democracies in the 20th century
was the evolution of the modern welfare state. The structure of specific
programs varies from country to country, of course. But all industrialized
nations are now actively involved in a wide range of social welfare programs,
including employment insurance for the unemployed, social security and
pensions for seniors, health care for some if not all citizens, and social
assistance programs for the poor.
A subset of social assistance programs, commonly referred to as “welfare”,
have been amongst the most hotly contested. That is, whereas there is
typically strong public support for most other social welfare programs, support
for welfare itself is more divided. In the US context, one reason for low levels
of support is that perceptions of social assistance for the poor are heavily
racialized, (Bobo and Kleugal 1993; Gilens 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 2000; Winter
2008; although see Sniderman et al. 1997). Who is receiving help from the
state may matter as much as what exactly they are getting.
We examine this possibility in the Canadian context. More specifically, we
present results from a unique experimental design that examines support for
welfare while varying the race of individual welfare recipients. The experiment
allows us to isolate, then, the eﬀect of race on welfare attitudes. Welfare
“vignettes” are designed to further test whether racial eﬀects are amplified
when cash benefits are involved compared to social services. Results suggest
that race does indeed matter to welfare support in Canada, though perhaps
not quite in the way we might anticipate given the existing US literature. We
discuss these results as they pertain to the literature on racial diversity and
welfare; we also suggest that our experimental design provides a powerful
framework that can be used to analyze how recipient characteristics aﬀect
attitudes towards a wide range of public policies, both within and across
countries. But first, we review the existing literatures connecting racial and
ethnic diversity to support for redistributive policy.

Support for Redistribution in Multi-Ethnic Societies
Public support for the welfare state tends to be fairly widespread (Tang 1997).
However, a growing backlash against these programs in the 1980s and 1990s
led to a flourishing research agenda into the determinants of public support
for social welfare programs, and especially those programs related to “welfare”
proper (Korpi 1983; Cook and Barret 1992; Schneider and Jacoby 2005b). At
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the individual level, self-interest and ideology appear to be dominant
explanatory factors (Hasenfeld and Raﬀerty 1989; Bobo 1991; Feldman and
Zaller 1992). Those who tend to benefit from specific programs tend to be
more supportive of them, (e.g. low-income earners support for unemployment
insurance, senior support for social security). In addition, those who espouse
more egalitarian values also tend to be more supportive of the welfare state.
For example, Bobo (1991) notes that those who place a higher emphasis on
social responsibility rather than individualism are more likely to support
redistribution, and that those who tend to espouse these values in the US also
tend to be the people who benefit from such programs (e.g. those with lower
incomes; Blacks).
Along with individual characteristics, research has also examined how public
support varies across welfare state regimes (Esping-Anderson 1990; Papadakis
and Bean 1993; Andres and Heien 2001; Blekesaune and Quadagno 2003).
Esping-Anderson’s (1990) influential distinction between social-democratic,
conservative and liberal welfare states has led to specific expectations about
the bases of support for redistributive policy. In universal programs,
characterizing social democratic welfare states like those in Scandinavia, the
“decommodification” of welfare benefits, according to Esping-Anderson, creates
the broadest support for such programs. In contrast, liberal states like the
regime in the US often have targeted, means-tested programs which are only
accessed by the poor. The result is a stigmatization around recipients
receiving such benefits, and lower overall support.1
Empirical evidence supports these conclusions. Even after controlling for
individual level variables, country diﬀerences in support for redistribution tend
to remain (Papadakis and Bean 1993; Andres and Heien 2001; Blekesaune and
Quadagno 2003; Larsen 2008). And while public support does not mirror
perfectly onto Esping-Anderson’s original country classification, liberal
regimes – especially the United States – show lower levels of support for
redistribution of wealth (Papadakis and Bean 1993: 234-235; Shapiro and
Young 1989; Larsen 2008). These findings link closely with individual analyses
suggesting that self-interest (i.e. one’s access to or potential need for benefits)
relates to support for redistribution (see above, as well as Johnston et al.
2010; Soroka and Wlezien 2008; Kam and Nam 2008; Wlezien and Soroka,
N.d.). In liberal states where benefits are targeted, widespread support is less
likely.
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It is nevertheless true that within-country variation in support for
redistribution remains — variation, that is, that cannot be accounted for by
either self-interest or egalitarianism. In the following sections, we examine
what we know about how citizens react to services for the poor, focusing
primarily on the types of benefits received and who is receiving them.

Welfare versus Social Services
There are two main types of benefits: cash benefits and services. Whereas cash
benefits serve directly as income, services, such as government-funded job
counseling or retraining, focus on providing individuals the support they need
to find employment to generate income. While the word “welfare” can be used
to refer to a myriad of programs (Cook and Barret 1992: Ch. 1), it is usually
associated (at least in the US) with specific programs aimed at providing cash
(and cash-like) benefits to the poor (Ellwood 1988).
This distinction is important because of the role that discourses around selfsuﬃciency and dependence play in debates surrounding welfare in the US
(Heclo 1986; Iyengar 1990; Fraser and Gordon 1994; Misra et al. 2003; Somers
and Brock 2005). There is a dominant, and according to Fraser and Gordon
(1994: 325) even “pathological”, view of welfare as creating a dependency on
the state. Those who rely on welfare to support themselves are viewed as
responsible for their situation, due to lack of a work ethic or moral character
(Golding and Middleton 1982; Smith and Stone 1989; Henry et al 2004;
Somers and Brock 2005). Furthermore, their use of social assistance programs
is argued to breed such personal characteristics. By giving people something
for nothing, so it goes, they have no motivation to work and become a drain
on the whole system.2
This logic of dependency is intimately tied to the distinction between benefits
and services. Whereas cash benefits for the poor are viewed as handouts,
services are viewed as more legitimate because they encourage self-suﬃciency:
they provide people the tools to work. Not surprisingly, while the two series
clearly move in parallel over time, public support for spending on welfare is
consistently lower than support for spending on services for the poor (Smith
1987; Rasinski 1989; Cook and Barret 1992; Soroka and Wlezien 2010). In
Canada, research has shown a parallel pattern when citizens are asked about
welfare spending versus spending for services on the poor (Harell, Soroka and
Mahon 2008) — a first sign of the possibility that the diﬀerence between
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providing services and cash transfers to the poor is of relevance in Canada as
well.

Race, Responsibility and Deservingness
What drives this dominant discourse around dependency in the US, and can it
be transported to other liberal welfare states like Canada?
One of the
recurring themes in the debate around support (or rather a lack of support)
for welfare is the role that race plays. As several authors have noted, welfare
in the American context is race-coded (Gilens 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1999;
Mendelberg 2001; Schram et al. 2003; Winter 2006; Mendelberg 2001). While
programs like social security promoted integration among White middle class
(male) workers through a national, universal program structure, programs for
the poor like the AFDC were targeted at an increasingly feminized and
disproportionately Black underclass (Lieberman 1998; Williams 2004).
The dominant discourse around poverty portrayed in the media reinforces the
racialized stigma around welfare recipients in the US. Gilens (1996a; 1999)
shows that when it comes to media portrayals of the poor, Black recipients are
substantially overrepresented compared to their actual program usage. Blacks
tend to be portrayed not only disproportionately in stories about welfare, but
they often appear in the least sympathetic stories: stories about unemployed
adults (Gilens 1996a) and in stories about unpopular welfare topics like
dependency (Clawson and Trice 2000; Misra et al 2003). The race frame is
perpetuated in educational textbooks that similarly overrepresent Blacks when
addressing poverty (Clawson and Kegler 2000, Clawson 2002).
It should not be surprising then that Americans believe that more Blacks are
on welfare than actually are (Gilens 1999: 68) and that attitudes toward
Blacks can partly explain lower levels of support (Gilens 1995; 1996b; 1999;
Nelson 1999; Frederico 2005; Lee and Roemer 2006; Winter 2008). The link
between race and welfare is well described by Winter, who argues:
This process is controlled by the interaction between the structure of
citizens’ cognitive representations of race and gender – their race and
gender schemas – and the structure that political elites lend to issues
through framing. Frames impose structure on political issues, and when
that structure matches the cognitive representation, or schema, for a
social category (such as race and gender), that schema will likely
govern comprehension and evaluation of the issues (Winter 2008: 141).
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In other words, citizens are likely to hold specific beliefs about groups that
rely on negative and prejudicial stereotypes that view diﬀerences between
ingroups and outgroups as fundamental, unequal and negative (ibid, 37-41).
The negative and unequal dimensions of the Black-White schema in the US
relies heavily on a history of racial discrimination and prejudice that views
Blacks as lazy, unambitious, and somehow responsible for their social, political
and economic inequality (Kinder and Sears 1981; Kleugal 1990; Gilens 1995;
Sidanius et al 1996; Nelson 1999). In fact, Nelson shows that not only do
attitudes toward Blacks aﬀect welfare opinions, but “external attributions for
racial inequality were the single most powerful predictor of welfare opinion,
eclipsing similar beliefs about the poor” (1999: 353). When it comes to welfare,
then, the view of Blacks as responsible for their poverty and lacking the moral
qualities to get themselves out combines with the overwhelming view of
welfare as a Black phenomenon. The result, as Winter’s theory suggests, is
that racial schema coalesce with a dominant frame of welfare as dependency
to create low levels of support for redistribution.
Clearly, racial attitudes are at least in part able to explain low levels of
support for welfare in the US. It remains to be seen whether racial cues are as
important in predicting support for services, however. Services do not fit as
neatly with the pathology that has developed around welfare. Services can be
viewed as self-help (skill development, job retraining) whereas “welfare” is
viewed as a hand-out (cash transfers) to a (perhaps undeserving) underclass.
One might expect that when social assistance is framed in terms of services,
racial attitudes will play a less important role.
There has been relatively little work that directly tests whether racial
attitudes can account for the gap in support for services for the poor
compared to welfare. One exception is work by Sniderman and colleagues
(1997), who, using an experimental manipulation, vary recipient
characteristics (Blacks vs. new immigrants from Europe), deservingness, and
the type of social assistance (welfare vs. job training). They find the expected
results for both deservingness and program type, though contrary to
expectations they also find that Whites are more supportive of programs for
Blacks than for new immigrants from Europe. Sniderman and colleagues argue
that those without prejudicial attitudes are more likely to be consistent when
provided with other discriminating information. When race is an issue, such
individuals may try to actively reject racially intolerant responses.
5

This work provides fairly strong support that positive descriptions of social
assistance recipients can promote support, especially for training. The
experiment focuses on support for what are for most Americans two diﬀerent
out-groups, however (Blacks versus immigrants from Europe); our intention
here is to focus on diﬀerences in support for in-groups versus out-groups,
defined only by race (and not immigrant status). That is, the key test below
of how race aﬀects support for redistribution is a manipulation in which
recipients are either White or members of a racialized minority, but are all
citizens.

Support for Welfare in the Comparative Context
Racial attitudes and cues are clearly important in explaining welfare attitudes
in the US, yet we know far less about whether such processes occur in other
countries (although see Shapiro and Young 1989). In Europe, there has been
increasing interest in how rising immigration levels influence welfare state
support (Bommes and Geddes 2000; Sales 2002; Crepaz 2008; Soroka et al.
2006). Issues around immigration in Europe are highly racialized3 , yet little is
known about how racial diversity aﬀects specific welfare policies outside the
US context. The US is the archetype of a liberal welfare state, and its
comparatively low levels of support for welfare is often tied to the structure of
its welfare programs (which are means-tested and not universal). In addition,
the racial dynamics in the US are often considered a point of exceptionalism
(e.g. Goldfield 1997). The history of slavery in the US distinguishes it from
other countries where racial diversity is driven by increasing immigration from
non-European source countries.
In this paper, we examine the link between racial cues and welfare attitudes in
Canada. The Canadian case provides interesting parallels and dissimilarities
with the US. Like the US, Canada has also experienced a retrenchment of the
welfare state and a shift in rhetoric around poverty resulting from individual
deficiencies rather than structural barriers (Anton and Côté 1998; Bashevkin
2002). Its welfare state is considered liberal, although it has a wider range of
universal programs including a long-standing publicly-funded healthcare
system.
In terms of income support, two main programs are available: social assistance
programs and Employment Insurance (EI). Social assistance programs are
administered by each province and provide financial and in-kind goods and
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services to cover basic living expenses to people in financial need. These
programs would typically be considered “welfare”. The programs are meanstested, meaning that individuals must demonstrate both financial need and
participate in one or more employment activities as a condition of continued
eligibility. There are four categories of funding: employable persons, singleparent families, persons with disabilities, and persons with multiple barriers to
employment. The EI program is a federal program available to people who
lose their jobs, providing a maximum of $457 a week for up to 50 weeks. The
program is based on insurable income, with additional benefits available to
those in low-income categories and with children. The EI program, then, is
more universal that social assistance programs, but additional benefits are
available to low-income earners.
Similar to the US, Canada also has a highly diverse population. There are
historic Black, Chinese and Aboriginal communities, although a greater
proportion of the ethnic and racial diversity of the country results from
immigration over the past thirty years. Canada’s largest minority groups are
of Chinese and Southeast Asian descent, although there are significant
communities, especially in Montreal and Toronto, of Caribbean-descent. This
ethnic diversity is an important component of Canada’s self-image as a
multicultural country and plays an important role in its political narrative
and history (Kymlicka 1989; Reitz 1988; Uberoi 2008).
In terms of public attitudes, comparative work suggests that Canadians are
particularly open to both immigration and multiculturalism (Ward and
Masgoret 2008; Adams 2007). Over time, public attitudes toward diversity
have become more positive as well (Harell 2009; Berry and Kalin 1995; Wilkes
et al. 2008). This is not to say that there are not real material and social
inequalities (Day 2000; Abu-Laban and Gabriel 2002; Razack 2002). Persistent
discrimination based on race certainly exists (Razack 2002; Henry and Tator;
Roberts and Doob 1997; Reitz 1988). This is perhaps most obvious for
Aboriginal Canadians who have a distinct, colonial relationship to Canadians
of European-origin and who continue to face serious economic and social
disadvantage in Canada (Juteau 2000; Razack 2002).
Canada, then, provides an interesting case in which to explore how welfare
attitudes are aﬀected by race, given its similarities and diﬀerences to the US.
Population diversity in Canada is driven more by immigration, and its social
programs tend to be more universal than in the US. But Canada shares with
7

the US a liberal welfare regime, an increasingly neo-liberal view of the causes
of poverty, and a diverse population. And public support for welfare versus
services for the poor mirror almost directly the dynamics in the US (Harell et
al 2008). In the following sections, we explore the extent to which these low
levels of support for welfare can be attributed to, in short: (H1) diﬀerences
between welfare assistance with cash payments versus service-based social
assistance, and (H2) the race of recipients.

Data and Methods
The data used to assess these hypotheses are drawn from a series of
experiments carried out at the experimental economics laboratory at the
Centre interuniversitaire de recherche en analyse des organisations (CIRANO)
in Montreal, Quebec. The preliminary experiments used here were carried out
with 182 university students, recruited through an on-going recruitment
process at CIRANO which advertises for both English and French-speaking
participants at the campus career centres of four Montreal universities, as well
as in one of McGill University’s campus newspapers. A random selection of
English-speaking participants in the participant pool were invited to
participate in the experiments described here. Participants received $20 for
their participation in one of ten sessions held from March 26 to April 8, 2010.
The sample characteristics are provided in Appendix Table 1. The final
sample is roughly split between men and women, with the majority of
respondents in the 22-29 age group range (57%). Most of the participants
come from families where at least one parent has finished a university degree.
Reflecting in part the diversity of universities in the Montreal area, the
student sample has a relatively high proportion of visible minority
respondents (51%), non-citizens (40%), and first generation immigrants (65%).
Our “majority” sample, i.e., White Canadian citizens, is thus limited in size;
that said, we have a relatively unique opportunity to explore not only White
reactions to non-White recipients, but to examine how minority group
members react to those who share (and do not share) their ethnic or racial
background as well.
The experiment design is based on factorial analysis (Rossi and Nock 1982).
Participants are exposed to a series of vignettes (short stories) that describe
an individual’s circumstances and the types of benefits they are eligible for.
With each vignette, the participant sees a color photo of the individual
8

described in the vignette. The primary treatment is the racial background of
the person in the photograph and the name of the individual in the vignette.
For every policy vignette of interest, participants see either a White face with
an Anglo-Saxon or French first name or a minority face (Black, MiddleEastern, or Aboriginal) with a name common to that ethnic group in Canada.
Unlike the US literature, we do not limit the distinction to White-Black
contrasts; rather, our sample is intended to better reflect the ethnic and racial
cleavages present in Canada.
In total, each participant sees 28 separate vignettes in random order, three of
which focus specifically on social assistance. In addition to the race of the
individual described in the vignette, we also randomly vary whether we ask
about welfare assistance with a cash benefit or service-based social assistance
(see appendix for text of the three welfare vignettes).4 The recipients in each
case were previously employed. In the Canadian context, this would make
them eligible for a host of programs, including Employment Insurance
benefits, as well as additional benefits through provincial social assistance
programs as “Employable Persons” should they demonstrate financial need.
That all recipients were previously employed should make our experiment a
particularly tough test for racial eﬀects — these are all relatively “deserving”
candidates for assistance, i.e., candidates for whom re-entry into the workforce
eventually seems likely. (The full text of all three welfare vignettes is included
in the Appendix.)
The remaining 25 vignettes ask about a variety of other public policies
scenarios. Twelve of these include a racial manipulation; these deal with
immigration, health care, education, union benefits, and childcare. The
remaining thirteen vignettes are “filler,” and include a photograph of a White
individual in order to distract the participant from the questions of interest,
and also to ensure that the distribution of photos any participant sees is more
representative of the actual racial composition of Montreal. After each
vignette, the participant is asked whether they strongly support, somewhat
support, somewhat oppose or strongly oppose the person described in the
vignette benefiting from the policy.
Compared to traditional telephone survey items, a vignette-based approach in
a lab setting is a useful — and possibly more accurate — alternative means of
capturing attitudes relating to racism. Vignettes allow people to make specific
judgments that are likely easier to report compared to feelings about abstract
9

values (see, e.g., Alexander and Becker 1978). Furthermore, the lab setting
means that respondents are able to respond alone, to a computer, rather than
to an interviewer, reducing the likelihood of social desirability bias or other
interviewer eﬀects. Given increasing social pressure to refrain from overt forms
of racism, asking directly about racial attitudes can induce social desirability
biases in responses. It can also contaminate responses to other questions by
inadvertently cuing racial considerations. We are able to assess support for
policies, and then isolate the diﬀerence that racial cues make through a
comparison of treatment groups.

Results
Table 1 shows results from an ANOVA exploring both the direct and
interactive eﬀects of race and program type. The unit of analysis is each
response to a welfare vignette — 540 responses in total, that is, 3 responses for
each of 180 participants.5 Because the distribution of the welfare support
variable for all cases explored here is heavily skewed — 56% of the responses
are “strongly support”, and another 31% are “somewhat support” — we rely on
a binary version of support for our analyses, where “strongly support” is coded
as 1, and all other values are coded as 0.6
Table 1. ANOVA: Support, on Race of Recipient and Program Type
Model
Respondent
Female
Cash/Programs
Female * Cash
Race of Recipient
Race * Cash

Partial SS
81.454

df
190

F
2.90**

69.062
.324
1.930
.927
1.896
.099

181
1
1
1
3
3

2.58**
2.19
13.07**
6.28*
4.28**
.22

Residual
51.530
349
Total
132.983
539
N=540; * p < .05, ** p < .01. Cells contain mean levels of support using a
binary measure equal to 1 for “strongly support” and 0 otherwise.

Note that Table 1 reports results from a standard “within-subject” ANOVA,
in which we include respondent IDs as a variable, capturing a good portion of
the variance across respondents, and then explore the within-respondent
variance in welfare support across diﬀerent manipulations. Those
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manipulations include race (Race of Recipient) and program type (Cash/
Programs), as well as an interaction between them.
The ANOVA also
separates out the eﬀect of recipients’ gender, so that we can better gauge the
eﬀect of race on it own. Indeed, we allow for an interaction between gender
and program type as well. (We do not allow for the full three-way interaction
here only because preliminary tests suggested that no three-way interaction
existed.)
Results suggest that roughly 52% of the variance is accounted for by
diﬀerences across respondents.7 Of the remaining variance, program type and
race of the recipient account for another 3% each. These eﬀects are small but
statistically significant. There is in addition an interactive eﬀect of gender and
program type, where the positive eﬀect of programs versus welfare payments
is greater for the female recipients than the male ones; there is no evidence of
an interactive eﬀect between race of the recipient and the type of program.
Table 2. Predicted Support, by Race of Recipient and Program Type
Program Type
Cash Transfer
Services
Recipients:
White

.465 (.038)

.676 (.042)

Minority (all combined)

.455 (.038)

.695 (.040)

Black
Aboriginal
Arab

.443 (.093)
.372 (.072)
.553 (.070)

.740 (.089)
.537 (.077)
.796 (.079)

N=540. Cells contain predicted mean levels of support with standard errors
in parentheses. Most predicted values are based on results in Table 3,
holding other variables at their means; the estimates for “Minority (all
combined)” are based on a separate ANOVA using a simple White vs Other
variable.

Findings in Table 1 are made more readily interpretable in Table 2, which
shows the predicted mean levels of support based on the underlying regression
in Table 1. The first two rows show mean levels of support for White versus
minority recipients (taken as a whole). There are, in short, no significant
diﬀerences in levels of support for White versus racial minority recipients.
For cash transfers, mean support for White recipients is .465, while for
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minority recipients it is .455; for services, mean support for White recipients
is .676, while for minority recipients it is .695. In line with our expectations,
then, support is clearly greater for services than for cash transfers; diﬀerences
in support for White versus minority recipients are, overall at least, not at all
evident.
The following rows in Table 2 show mean levels of support for the three
diﬀerent racial minority groups taken separately, and here there are some
interesting diﬀerences. The Black and Arab recipients here receive no less
support than do the White recipients — for the Black recipient, .443 and .740
for cash and services respectively, and .553 and .796 for the Arab recipient. If
anything, support for these recipients is somewhat higher than for Whites.
The story is very diﬀerent for the Aboriginal recipient, however. Support for
cash transfers is substantially lower (.372), as is program support (.537). We
discuss this finding in more detail below.
Where support for Black and Arab recipients is concerned, note that the
relatively small eﬀect of race overall is not a product of the diversity of our
sample (which is just less than 50% White). While the US literature on race
and welfare has focused almost exclusively on Whites’ views of Black
recipients, a broader psychological view of welfare attitudes might suggest
that people are less willing to support benefits to outgroup members more
generally (see. e.g., Sherif et al, 1964; Tafjel and Turner, 1986). We can of
course test this possibility directly. However, results do not suggest a
significant interaction between the race of the recipient and the race of the
survey participant. That is, we find no evidence that examining only Whites
reveals greater hostility toward visible minority recipients.
Equally
important, and made possible by our diverse sample, we find no evidence that
visible minority respondents show greater favoritism to other minority
recipients.8 This finding holds regardless of whether we examine split samples
based on respondents’ backgrounds, or if we include interactions between
respondents’ and recipients’ racial backgrounds.9 There is, then, just one
consistent, significant racial eﬀect in these data: Aboriginal recipients receive
less support.

Conclusion
When it comes to the public bases of support for redistribution, previous work
in the US has suggested that limited support for welfare is driven in part
12

because welfare recipients are (often wrongly) assumed to be Black. In this
paper, we tested whether the race of the recipient had similar, dampening
eﬀects on support for both cash-based and service-based assistance in Canada.
Results clearly suggest that race matters to support for redistributive policy in
Canada. This is true above and beyond the eﬀect of welfare versus social
services; and, indeed, racial eﬀects are as evident for services as they are for
welfare involving cash payments.
That said, the direction of racial eﬀects in this experiment was not quite as
expected. We found substantially lower support for an Aboriginal recipient —
a sign, we suspect, of a particularly negative association between Aboriginal
Canadians and issues of dependency. But we found no similar eﬀect for the
two visible minority recipients. These findings thus provide a rather complex
picture of the eﬀects of recipient race on support for redistribution. Part of
this complexity may stem from our relatively unique sample, which includes a
high proportion of visible minority participants. Yet, we found no evidence of
particularly negative attitudes of Whites toward other minority recipients (or,
conversely of visible minorities toward Whites).
Yet, regardless of the
participants’ racial background, our analyses consistently point to a negative
eﬀect when welfare recipients were portrayed as Aboriginal.
We believe this variation reveals an important distinction in the racial scripts
that dominate Canadian political discourse. While both the Black and Arab
recipients are likely viewed as immigrants, Aboriginals quite clearly are not.
Discourses around Aboriginal communities in Canada parallel more closely the
racialized discourse around African-Americans in the United States. There are
clearly important diﬀerences between the two, of course. But stereotypes
about Aboriginal Canadians often revolve around issues of dependency and
poverty, and are heavily imbued with images of moral insuﬃciencies (Green
2006; Harding, 2005; Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1996). These
negative and derogatory stereotypes are amplified by the real material and
educational inequalities between Aboriginal communities and other Canadians
(Juteau 2000; Kendall 2001.) Immigrants, on the other hand, tend to be more
highly educated than native-born Canadians, and while there are clearly
problems with racial discrimination, the larger discourse about immigrants
tends to be more positive (Harell 2010). These diﬀerences appear to be
reflected in our results.
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The eﬀects that we find might also be muted compared to those found in US
studies because we do not manipulate “deservingness.” That is, while our racial
manipulations may appeal indirectly to ideas about deservingness, all three of
our vignettes involve recipients who are comparatively “deserving”: all three
have prior work experience and are laid oﬀ through no obvious fault of their
own, so the image portrayed in each vignette is not of someone who is
“leeching” oﬀ the system. We expect if we manipulate deservingness (e.g.
target long-term welfare recipients with few skills and an unstable
employment history), the racial eﬀects we find here might shift somewhat.
Yet, the portrayal of welfare recipients in our vignettes, we feel, provides a
particularly diﬃcult test for racial eﬀects. It is notable, then, that despite
what we believe to be relatively deserving recipients, and despite working with
a very diverse (and educated) student sample, results still suggest diﬀerences
in support for welfare based on the race of the recipient.
Our findings also point more broadly to the value for this vignette-based
approach in exploring relationships between race and welfare policy support,
to the need for further analysis of the relationship between Aboriginal
Canadians and welfare attitudes in Canada, and perhaps also to the potential
importance of an intergroup framework for understanding support for
redistribution. While the types of benefits looms large, questions about shared
background provide an interesting, and complex, basis for support that might
allow the US findings to be more usefully tested across a variety of contexts.
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Appendix
Vignettes
1) White vs. Black Female
1a: [Sarah/Lachanda] is a single mother of two young children, aged 8 and 12
years old. She was a part-time administrator, but lost her job due to cutbacks at
the local hospital. [Sarah/Lachanda] has been without work for some time, and is
now eligible for welfare assistance. Under current rules, she will receive $450
every week for up to 50 weeks.
1b: [Sarah/Lachanda] is a single mother of two young children, aged 8 and 12
years old. She was a part-time administrator, but lost her job due to cutbacks at
the local hospital. [Sarah/Lachanda] has been without work for some time, and is
now eligible for government-sponsored job counseling and, if necessary,
government-funded job retraining.
2) White vs. Aboriginal Male
2a) [Jean-Luc/Wayne] is married and has one seven-year-old child. The
restaurant where he had been working for the past seven years recently closed.
[Jean-Luc/Wayne] has been without work for some time, and is now eligible for
welfare assistance. Under current rules, he will receive $1600 a month for up to
one year.
2b)
[Jean-Luc/Wayne] is married and has one seven-year-old child. The
restaurant where he had been working for the past seven years recently closed.
[Jean-Luc/Wayne] has been without work for some time, and is now eligible for
social assistance, including government-funded job retraining.
3) White vs. Arab Male
3a) [Anthony/Amir] is 27 years old. He grew up in Quebec. After high school, he
trained to be an automobile mechanic. Last year, the garage he worked at closed.
[Anthony/Amir] has been without work for some time, and is now eligible for
welfare assistance. Under current rules, he will receive $900 a month for up to 50
weeks.
3b) [Anthony/Amir] is 27 years old. He grew up in Quebec. After high school, he
trained to be an automobile mechanic. Last year, the garage he worked at closed.
[Anthony/Amir] has been without work for some time, and is now eligible for
free job counseling services through the province.
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Appendix Table 1. Respondent Characteristics
Variable
Gender
Age

Racial Background

Language

Mother’s Education

Father’s Education

Citizens
Vote (non-citizens incl)

Category
Male
Female
18-21
22-29
30-39
40+
White
Asian
Black
SE Asian
Hispanic
Arab
English
French
Other
Multiple
HS
Cegep/Coll
University
HS
Cegep/Coll
University
Yes
No
Liberal
Conservative
NDP
BQ
Green
Other
None
NA/ND

N
95
87
30
103
33
13
88
30
18
10
12
24
81
48
44
9
46
33
103
40
24
118
109
73
70
16
27
8
15
2
41
2
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Notes
1

Interestingly, Sniderman and colleagues (1996) have shown that when targeted
programs are framed in universal ways, they garner greater support.
2

It should be noted that little evidence of this culture of dependence is actual
found among welfare recipients (Schneider and Jacoby 2005a).
3

For a review of how immigrants in the European context are subject to specific
racial discourses, see Silverstein (2005).
4

A full description of all the vignettes are available from the authors.

5

Six vignettes were not asked due to a small computer error. This had no eﬀect
on the randomization of the design.
6

Note, however, that all the general patterns explored below remain when
support is left in the original 4-point support/oppose scale.
7

The diﬀerences across respondents are specified very generally in this standard
within-subjects ANOVA, though note those diﬀerences are the product of some
combination of individual-level factors, including, for instance, education, income,
race and citizenship.
8

Based on the self-reported racial background collected during a brief postexperimental survey, respondents were categorizes as either White or “visible
minority” (a term used in the Canadian census to refer to racial minority groups,
but excluding Aboriginal Canadians). If we analyze the samples separately,
predicted support for White recipients receiving cash benefits was .51 and for
services was .72 among White respondents. Support for the visible minority
recipients were similar, or even slightly higher in the case of services, while
Aboriginal recipients were at .41 for cash benefits and .57 for services. A very
similar pattern emerged among visible minority recipients, with Aboriginal
recipients receiving the lowest support for cash benefits and services (.34 and .51
respectively).
9

In a separate set of analyses not reported here, we create a variable that
matches the recipient and respondents’ racial background. When Whites judged
White recipients or visible minorities other visible minorities, predicted support
is .44 for cash benefits and .70 for services. When respondents judge an outgroup
member (either White for visible minorities, or visible minority for Whites),
support is, if anything, slightly higher (.51 and .80 respectively) although these
diﬀerences are not statistically significant. However, consistent with previous
tables, Aboriginal recipients receive significantly lower levels of support for both
cash benefits and services (.36 and .53 respectively).
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