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Letter from the Editor
Dear Reader,

Sojourners has grown tremendously since its launch in 2008. This year, 
we received almost fifty submissions from twenty-eight authors (so many 
that we had to recruit the help of two supporting editors in order to evaluate 
them all!), from institutions across Canada. The journal has also continued 
to develop interdisciplinarily in all facets of its constitution. Volume Five’s 
authors range in specialty from psychology and linguistics to political studies 
and, of course, sociology. Our associate editors, with backgrounds in the 
fields of English literature, law and society, philosophy, and international 
relations—to name only a few—brought diverse experience and expertise 
to the selection process. Further, our faculty review panel comprised faculty 
and graduate students from the University of British Columbia’s departments 
of philosophy and geography, as well as sociology, bringing another level of 
interdisciplinary knowledge to Sojourners. Narrowing the list of impressive 
submissions down to just six for publication was very difficult, but with the 
sacrifice of many hours that could otherwise have been spent in study or in 
relaxation, the dedicated Volume Five editorial staff eventually succeeded. 

The articles in this volume are varied, but all equally rigorous, relevant, 
and, we hope, compelling. The sociological methods employed range 
from quantitative data analysis, to qualitative interviews, to theoretical 
consideration and personal experience, showcasing the range and depth 
of student involvement and achievement in sociologically-themed work. 

The offerings in this volume, as in all the previous editions of Sojourners, 
are as diverse as the students who wrote them. Three of our authors deal 
with subjects which we suspect are close to home for most of our readers. 
Sania Ahmed seeks to discover whether the role we take in task-oriented 
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groups—such as those for group projects in class—are related to our positions 
in the power hierarchies of everyday life’s various relationships. Emily 
Blamire, Rebecca Laturnus, and Andrea Perez-Leon’s investigation into the 
effects of our vocabulary choices similarly touches on a matter of relevance 
to soon-to-graduate students: first impressions. Focussing on the university 
itself, Renee Ng examines diversity (or lack thereof) in the ethnic makeup 
of three major Canadian university faculties. Moving out of the university 
environment, but remaining local, Ryley Humphry uses 2006 census data to 
explore the intersecting influences of various socio-economic conditions on 
the lives of British Columbian Aboriginals. Our last two papers address more 
global themes. Matthew Wei analyses the recent trend towards securitising 
the Canadian border, while Patricia Louie considers the problems and effects 
of transnational cosmopolitanisation through rural Guatemala.

An exceptional undergraduate, peer-reviewed journal like Sojourners 
can only be produced through the time and effort of many students. This 
year, supporting editors Mo Ismailzai and Justin Kong donated large chunks 
of their winter breaks to assist the editorial team in reviewing submissions. 
Associate editors Tara Chan, Leora Courtney-Wolfman, Jimmy Ho, Caleigh 
McEachern, Julia Park, Shadyar Shirmast, Courtney Tait, Paz Villar, and 
Irene Wu spent much of the school year reviewing, selecting, and editing 
submissions. Without their hard work and insight, Sojourners could not 
possibly be the success it is. Thanks are also due to Serena Chan, who has once 
again contributed her expertise in graphic design, and Marco Firme, whose 
cover art continues to provide Sojourners with its distinctive face. Finally, we 
would like to express our heartfelt appreciation for the courage of the many 
students who bravely shared their hard work with us, the assistance and 
encouragement of UBC’s faculty, staff, and graduate students—particularly 
those in the Sociology Department—and the generosity and support of 
you, the Reader, which have allowed the journal to flourish. I am very 
grateful to have had the opportunity to participate in Sojourners’ support 
of undergraduate research and sociological work, and hope that you will be 
as impressed and pleased with the results as I am.

Sincerely,
Laurel Rogers,
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF, Sojourners: Undergraduate Journal of Sociology
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Power Across Relational Contexts 

Power Across Relational Contexts and 
Task-Oriented Groups
Sania Ahmed
University of British Columbia

© 2013 Sania Ahmed

Throughout students’ academic careers, they are commonly as-
signed to group tasks. Informal power hierarchies develop almost 

immediately upon the formation of task-oriented groups (Fisek & Ofshe, 
1972), and power has critical implications for the quality and degree of an in-
dividual’s participation in the group (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Kirchmeyer, 
1993). Although various relational contexts have dissimilar patterns of 
power differences (Buhl, 2009), there has been little research into how 
these patterns are associated (De Goedde, Branje, Delsing, & Meeus, 2009). 
Furthermore, researchers commonly measure power using self-reports 
of decision-making (Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson, 2007; Felmlee, 1994; 
Galliher, Rostosky, Welsh, & Kawaguchi, 1999; Kirchmeyer, 1993), relative 
influence (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; De Goedde et al., 2009; Grauerholz, 
1987; Tucker, Updegraff, & Baril, 2010; Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway & Diekema, 
1989), authenticity (Neff & Suizzo, 2006), and attitude expression (Anderson 
& Berdahl, 2002), yet never have all four measures been combined into an 
overall power score, nor have associations among all four been compared 
using scores from the same sample. These combinations and comparisons 
are essential in order to have a multidimensional measure of overall power 
to use in future studies. 

This study hopes to fill a void by uncovering associations between power 
positioning in romantic, sibling, parent-child, and friendship relational con-
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texts. It seeks to investigate how power in these relational contexts predicts 
power in task-oriented groups. How will overall power scores in different 
relational contexts predict overall power scores in task-oriented groups? 
Will overall power scores in task-oriented groups with strangers differ from 
overall power scores in task-oriented groups with friends? Additionally, the 
current study aims to examine associations between four relationship power 
subscales—decision-making, relative influence, authenticity, and attitude 
expression—asking if these commonly used measures of power correlate 
positively with one another.

First, I will briefly outline social exchange theory and measures of power. 
Subsequently, I will discuss previous research investigating power across 
relational contexts, and will then examine research that explores power in 
task-oriented groups. Lastly, I will conclude with a summary of the literature 
and this study’s hypotheses. I argue that this study will provide insight into 
how common measures of power relate to one another and will reveal the 
associations between having power across interpersonal contexts, particu-
larly how power in romantic, friendship, sibling, and parent-child relational 
contexts predicts power in postsecondary task-oriented academic groups. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Theorising and Quantifying Power

Social exchange theory, which includes resource theory and equity 
theory, is an informative explanation of power (Emerson, 1962; Foa, 1971; 
Sprecher, 1985). Guided by resource theory, many researchers define power 
as a difference in control over valuable resources in interactions (Emerson, 
1962; Magee & Galinsky, 2008). Equity theory adds to this by maintaining 
that individuals will attempt to maximise their benefits and minimise their 
costs in interactions (Sprecher, 1985). However, there is debate around the 
use of resources as indicators of power (Galliher et al., 1999; Grauerholz, 
1987; Sprecher, 1985). Although initially Grauerholz (1987) found that power 
in dating relationships was related to interpersonal variables and not to 
resource inequities, Galliher, Rostosky, Welsh, and Kawaguchi (1999) suc-
cessfully utilised contributions of emotional resources and decision-making 
to illustrate power inequities among dating couples. However, this conflict 
is not necessarily in opposition to social exchange theory, as many of the 
items that Grauerholz (1987) referred to as interpersonal variables, such as 



11

Power Across Relational Contexts 

commitment, can also be seen as symbolic resources (Van Yperen & Buunk, 
1990). Commitment was among the many symbolic resources that Van Yperen 
and Buunk (1990) outlined from couples’ reports of what they valued in 
their relationships, while Sprecher (1985) examined power inequities among 
couples using symbolic resources, such as commitment to the relationship. 
Similarly, this study views the measures of power it utilises as symbolic 
resources that one contributes in interactions.

Prior research has commonly measured power by asking participants 
to report their own sense of power (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Bentley, 
Galliher, & Ferguson, 2007; Felmlee, 1994; Galliher et al., 1999; Sprecher, 
1985). This study does not do so, as the direct usage of the word “power” 
is limited due to the likelihood that there is variation between individual 
participants’ definitions of power. This study will use four other common 
measures of power: contributions to decision-making (Bentley, Galliher, 
& Ferguson, 2007; Felmlee, 1994; Galliher et al., 1999; Kirchmeyer, 1993), 
relative influence (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; De Goedde et al., 2009; 
Grauerholz, 1987; Tucker et al., 2010; Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway & Diekema, 
1989), authenticity (Neff & Suizzo, 2006), and attitude expression (Anderson 
& Berdahl, 2002). Although these measures have been widely used, they 
have not previously been combined into an overall power score, nor have 
associations between them been examined over multiple contexts. Doing so 
will yield a multidimensional overall power score for use in future studies, 
which captures the most common aspects of power rather than focusing 
only on one or two aspects of it. 

Power Across Relational Contexts

In a comparison of different relationships, Buhl (2009) found that 
though adults perceived equality with their romantic partners, mothers, and 
siblings, they perceived themselves to possess less power than their fathers. 
Although this study did not explore associations between relationships, it 
revealed that patterns of power differences vary across relational contexts. 
Power differences in familial relationships have been shown to decline over 
time for both parent-child and sibling relationships, although the hierarchy 
remains (Tucker et al., 2010). In contrast, research on patterns of power 
differences in romantic relationships has been less consistent, although this 
may be a function of the tasks conducted in the studies (Bentley, Galliher, 
& Ferguson, 2007; Galliher et al., 1990; Grauerholz, 1987). For instance, 
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although one study observed equity among dating couples who participated 
in a discussion of their relationship (Galliher et al., 1999), another study 
employing a problem-solving task revealed inequity (Bentley, Galliher, & 
Ferguson, 2007). Not only do patterns of power differences vary across 
relational contexts, but individuals may behave differently with a friend who 
is more powerful compared to an acquaintance, such that they are less likely 
to use persuasion strategies to influence low-power friends versus high-power 
friends and high-power acquaintances versus low-power acquaintances 
(Miller, 1982). The manipulation of power in scenarios by changing the 
occupational titles of the friend or acquaintance in relation to the title of 
the respondent severely limits the findings, as it may be tapping into status 
position rather than power.

Little research has investigated associations between patterns of power 
in various relational contexts (De Goedde et al., 2009). Over a five-year 
period, De Goedde, Branje, Delsing, and Meeus (2009) found that parent-
child relationships influence friendships strongly from early to middle 
adolescence, while both relational contexts have equal influence on each 
other from middle to late adolescence. However, their study is limited in 
generalising about change over time as it examined two different cohorts 
rather than a single one. Further research is needed to understand how power 
in romantic, friendship, and familial contexts are associated. 

POWER IN TASK GROUPS

Power plays a fundamental role in task-oriented groups (Fisek & Ofshe, 
1972). Research has demonstrated that having increased power in task-
oriented groups influences an individual’s speaking time (Anderson & 
Berdahl, 2002) and contributions to decision-making (Kirchmeyer, 1993). 
Anderson and Berdahl (2002) demonstrated that being assigned to a high 
power versus a low power condition based on formal allocation of resources 
in a decision-making task results in participants having higher levels of 
attitude expression and of talking. Although their study was limited in its 
ability to investigate the spontaneous development of power in groups, as it 
featured formal allocation, it did clearly demonstrate the influence of power 
on group participation. It also identified the personality trait of dominance 
as possibly being associated with relative influence and attitude expression 
displayed by participants in the study. Not only is group participation a 
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result of having power, it is also an integral determinant of achieving power 
in a group. Ridgeway (1987) and Ridgeway and Diekema (1989) show that a 
confederate’s display of dominance cues did not result in increased influence 
in a same-sex task-oriented group, but rather the confederate’s power was 
increased by his or her contribution to the task. Due to its implications for 
students’ participation, it is essential to investigate power in academic 
task-oriented groups. As such, the current study aims to investigate whether 
the power an individual possesses in relational contexts can predict their 
power in temporary task-oriented groups. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Power is a fundamental feature of social interactions (Emerson, 1962). 
Despite patterns of power having been demonstrated to vary across different 
relational contexts (Buhl, 2009), research has yet to investigate the associa-
tions between patterns of power in multiple relational contexts as well as 
how power in relationships predict power in task-oriented groups. Although 
sufficient measures of power have been used in research, four commonly 
used measures have never been applied simultaneously. To begin filling 
these gaps, this study asks: What are the associations between having power 
in romantic, sibling, parent-child, and friend relational contexts?; How will 
power in these different contexts predict power in task-oriented groups?; and, 
Will power scores in task-oriented groups with strangers differ from those in 
task groups with friends? This study will also investigate whether scores on 
relationship power subscales of decision-making, authenticity, expression 
of attitudes, and relative influence correlate positively with one another. 

Guided by the research outlined in this review, I present four hypotheses 
regarding these questions. The four measures of power utilised in this study 
have all been used commonly as indicators of power (Anderson & Berdahl, 
2002; Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson, 2007; Felmlee, 1994; Galliher et al., 
1999; Grauerholz, 1987; De Goedde et al., 2009; Kirchmeyer, 1993; Neff & 
Suizzo, 2006; Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989; Tucker et al., 
2010). Therefore, Hypothesis 1 predicts that power scores on the relationship 
subscales of decision-making, relative influence, authenticity, and expression 
of attitudes will all be positively correlated in each independent context 
(romantic, sibling, parent-child, friend, and task-oriented). As task-oriented 
studies are often utilised in analysing power among romantic and friend 
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relationships (Bentley, Galliher & Ferguson, 2007; Galliher et al., 1999; 
Miller, 1982), Hypothesis 2 predicts that overall power scores in romantic and 
friend relationships will be positively correlated with reported power scores 
in task-oriented groups. Based on Miller’s (1982) findings that individuals 
may less actively attempt to influence low versus high position friends and 
high versus low position acquaintances, which suggests that individuals 
are less hesitant to overtly persuade acquaintances if they are lower in 
position to the acquaintance, Hypothesis 3 predicts that overall power scores 
in task-oriented groups with strangers and in task-oriented groups with 
friends will be negatively correlated such that low overall power scores in 
task-oriented groups with strangers will correlate with high overall power 
scores with task-oriented groups with friends. Finally, stemming from the 
finding that familial hierarchies are permanent (Tucker et al., 2010) whereas 
task-oriented groups are temporary, Hypothesis 4 predicts that sibling and 
parent-child relationships will not be correlated with overall power scores 
in task groups. Hypothesis 5 predicts that Hypotheses 2 and 3 will not hold 
up after controlling for the personality trait of dominance, which research 
suggests is possibly associated with relative influence and attitude expression 
(Anderson & Berdahl, 2002). 

METHOD

Participants

Participants were 25 university students enrolled in a 300-level under-
graduate sociology quantitative survey methods course. The sample consisted 
of 76% females (n = 19) and 24% males (n = 6), with ages ranging from 19 to 
30 years old (M = 21.0 years, SD = 2.58 years). 

Procedure

This study employed a cross-sectional design using a convenience, 
non-probability sample drawn from the course. Participants were handed 
an anonymous paper-and-pencil survey during class time and told in a 
cover letter that the survey was being administered to learn more about the 
different relationships in the lives of university students. Informed consent 
was indicated by completion of survey. Once the survey was completed, 
participants returned it to a table at the front of the classroom. See Appendix 
A for the full survey. 



15

Power Across Relational Contexts 

Measures

Power in task-oriented groups. Power in task-oriented groups was 
assessed using two statements, each followed by four questions representing 
different measures of power (decision-making, attitude expression, relative 
influence, and authenticity). If they had not worked in groups in the past 
year, participants were instructed to think of the most recent time they had 
worked in groups with classmates. The first statement read, “When I work 
on a project with a group of classmates that I do not know very well…” and 
the second read, “When I work on a project with a group of classmates that 
I am friends with…” Each statement was followed by items representing the 
four power measures. The decision-making item (1), modified from one of 
Galliher et al.’s (1999) 3-item romantic partner decision-making scale, was “I 
usually make the final decision.” Modified from Anderson & Berdahl (2002), 
the attitude expression item (2) read “I usually say I agree with the group 
even though I actually disagree.” Also modified from Anderson & Berdahl 
(2002), the relative influence item (3) was “Others in the group have more 
control than I do.” The adapted authenticity item (4) was “I am able to act 
like my real self” (Neff & Suizzo, 2006). Response categories for each of the 
items following both statements were: (4) “Strongly Agree,” (3) “Agree,” (2) 
“Disagree,” and (1) “Strongly Disagree.”

The decision-making item (Item 1) and the authenticity item (Item 4) 
were coded such that higher scores represented high levels of power, while 
the attitude expression item (Item 2) and the relative influence item (Item 3) 
were reverse-coded such that higher scores represent lower levels of power. 
Scores on Item 1 and Item 3 were each weighted at .35, while scores on Item 
2 and Item 4 were each weighted at .15. Contributions to decision-making 
(Bentley, Galliher & Ferguson, 2007; Felmlee, 1994; Galliher et al., 1999; 
Kirchmeyer, 1993) and relative influence (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; De 
Goedde et al., 2009; Grauerholz, 1987; Tucker et al., 2010; Ridgeway, 1987; 
Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989) have been more often linked to power and have 
been suggested in previous studies to be more indicative of power, playing 
a larger role than attitude expression (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002) and 
authenticity (Neff & Suizzo, 2006). After reverse-coding the appropriate 
items and applying the weightings to each individual score on the four items 
for each of the two statements, the four items were summed and divided 
by four by each respondents in each case for each statement to compute 
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the overall power score for each statement, to yield a power score for task-
oriented groups with strangers and a power score for task-oriented groups 
with friends. In addition, these two power scores were also combined into 
an overall task-oriented group power score by averaging the two scores. 

Power in other contexts. For assessing power in the other relational 
contexts, the same procedures were used as in assessing power in task-
oriented groups, with the four power items modified for each context 
(that is, friends, romantic partners, parents, and siblings). The statement 
preceding the four power items for each context was: “When I talk with 
my [friends/romantic partner/parents/siblings] about important things…” 
Before the section on siblings, a contingency question—“Do you have one 
or more sibling(s)?”—was asked, with response options of “Yes” or “No.” If 
participants answered “No,” they were instructed to skip the subsection on 
sibling relationships. 

Control variables

Personality dominance. The personality trait of dominance has been 
identified as possibly being associated with relative influence and attitude 
expression (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002). To assess personality dominance, 
two subscales from the Revised Interpersonal Adjective Scales were used 
(Wiggins, Trapnell, & Phillips, 1988). The Assured-Dominant subscale lists 
the adjectives: (1) “self-assured,” (2) “self-confident,” (3) “assertive,” (4) 
“persistent,” (5) “firm,” (6) “dominant,” (7) “forceful,” and (8) “domineer-
ing.” In contrast, the Unassured-Submissive subscale lists the adjectives: (1) 
“timid,” (2) “bashful,” (3) “shy,” (4) “meek,” (5) “forceless,” (6) “unauthorita-
tive,” (7) “unbold,” and (8) “unaggressive.” Response categories for both 
subscales ranged from (8) “extremely accurate” to (1) “extremely inaccurate.” 
To prevent these adjectives from influencing participants’ responses on 
the power in relationships questions, this section was placed at the end 
of the survey. Also, the Assured-Dominant and Unassured-Submissive 
adjectives were presented in alternating order. The Assured-Dominant and 
Unassured-Submissive subscale scores were combined by reverse coding 
the Unassured-Submissive items such that higher scores indicated lower 
dominance levels, and then all 16 items were summed and divided by 16 for 
each respondent.

Age. Age was assessed by a single open-ended item asking “How old are 
you?” These values were viewed as raw scores indicating participants’ ages.
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Gender. Gender was measured by a single item, “What is your gender?” 
with the response options of “Male” or “Female.” Responses of “Male” were 
coded as 1, while responses of “Female” were coded as 0 for the data analyses. 

DATA ANALYSIS

Data from the survey were analysed using the statistical software IBM 

SPSS Statistics, Version 20.0. First, descriptive statistics were conducted 
to obtain mean, medians, modes, standard deviations and range of all vari-
ables included in the study, as well as frequencies for the two dichotomous 
variables of gender and whether individuals had a sibling or not. To test all 
four hypotheses, bivariate one-tailed Pearson correlations were conducted. 
Correlations among power subscales of decision-making, attitude expression, 
relative influence, and authenticity within each interpersonal context were 
obtained to test the first hypothesis. To test the second, third, and fourth 
hypotheses, correlations were obtained to compare associations between 
overall power scores for task-oriented groups in general, task-oriented groups 
with strangers, task-oriented groups with friends, friend relationships, 
romantic relationships, parent-child relationships, and sibling relationships. 
Lastly, partial correlations were used to examine whether the relationships 
between the overall power scores remained after controlling for the personal-
ity trait of dominance. 

RESULTS

Demographic characteristics, average overall power scores for each 
interpersonal context, and average personality dominance scores of the 
sample are presented in Table 1. The sample consisted of 76% females (n = 19) 
and 24% males (n = 6), ages ranging from 19 to 30 years old (M = 21.0 years, SD 
= 2.58 years). Most, 76% (n = 19), of the sample has siblings and subsequent 
analyses testing the association of overall sibling power scores with power in 
other interpersonal contexts were conducted using only the data from these 
respondents. However, the analyses testing the associations of the entire 
overall power scores of the other interpersonal contexts (task-oriented, 
friend, romantic, and parental) used the total sample (n = 25). 
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics and Overall Power Scores Across Interpersonal 
Contexts of Sample (n = 25)

Variable M SD Range
Gender: Female .76 0.43
Age (Years) 21.0 2.58 19-30
Have Sibling .76 0.43
Personality Dominance a 4.98 0.87 3.19-6.88
Overall Power b

 Task-Combined 0.70 0.12 .54-.94
 Task-Stranger 0.65 0.15 .29-.88
 Task-Friend 0.75 0.12 .58-1.00
 Friend 0.75 0.15 .32-1.00
 Romantic 0.76 0.15 .32-1.00
 Parent 0.70 0.12 .44-1.00
 Sibling c 0.76 0.16 .48-1.00

Note. – Means and standard deviations are represented by the abbreviation M and SD, 
respectively.

 a Measured on a Likert-scale from 1-8.
 b Measured on a Likert-scale from 1-4.
 c n = 19.

Hypothesis 1: Correlations Among Power Sub-scales 

The first hypothesis predicts that scores on power subscales will all be 
positively correlated with one another within each independent interpersonal 
context. To test for this, bivariate correlations were run between the four 
measures—decision-making, attitude-expression, relative influence, and 
authenticity—within each interpersonal context of task-oriented groups 
with strangers, task-oriented groups with friends, friendships, romantic 
relationships, parent-child relationships, and sibling relationships. The 
results are presented in Table 2. Overall, the findings do not fully support the 
hypothesis, although they are, for the most part, in the predicted direction. 
Only two of the total of thirty-six correlations reported are in the negative 
direction, both within the parental relationship dimension, and in both cases 
are nearly equal to zero. A number of other associations, ranging in the area of 
.30 and up, are non-significant but nevertheless are of a magnitude generally 
considered moderate in analyses employing more standard sized samples, and 
their significance is undoubtedly affected by this study’s small sample size. 

In terms of the various interpersonal contexts, the intercorrelation of 
the subscales regarding parental power stand out, with only decision-making 
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Table 2
Correlations Among Power Subscales Within Each Interpersonal Context (n=25)

AE RI AU
Task-Stranger

 DM .30 .67** .41**
 AE – .57** .37**
 RI – .55**

Task-Friend
 DM .41* .68** .16
 AE – .36** .26
 RI – .28

Friend
 DM .59** .64** .26*
 AE – .76** .43*
 RI – .39*

Romantic 
 DM .46* .48** .37*
 AE – .67** .30*
 RI – .40*

Parent 
 DM .04 -.50* -.01
 AE – -.04* -.19
 RI – -.08
Sibling 

 DM .14 .74** .37*
 AE – .44** .49*
 RI – .43*

Note. – DM = Decision-making; AE = Attitude expression; RI = Relative influence; AU = 
Authenticity.

 *n = 19.
* *p < .05 ** p < .01.

and relative influence achieving significance in the predicted direction, and 
the remainder all clearly not strongly associated. This suggests that the 
extant alternative measures of power in relation to young adults and their 
parents may be inadequate, and particularly that the more self-identity based 
indicators, attitude expression and authenticity, may play less of a role than 
more traditional relations reflecting either dominance or rebellion. In any 
event, the general lack of positive associations relating to this interpersonal 
context does help to make the case that, in terms of measures of social power, 
the interpersonal context needs to be considered, particularly in the case of 
more normatively defined roles, such as those between parents and children, 
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teachers and students, employees and supervisors or perhaps more generally 
just age-based. On the other hand, in terms of relations among peers, strang-
ers or friends, romantic partners or siblings, the four sub-scale measures 
all exhibit a fairly uniform set of positive associations consistent with the 
hypothesis. Overall, within the five peer-based interpersonal contexts being 
examined, all the intercorrelations are positive with the average per context 
ranging only between .36 (task-friend) to .51 (friend). In other words, among 
one’s own age and class-based peers, all four sub-scales are reasonably 
and positively associated, suggesting that all utilise a conceptually similar 
definition of power. 

Additional Hypotheses: Correlations with Overall Power and 
Personality Dominance

The second hypothesis predicts that overall power scores in friend 
and romantic relationships will be positively correlated with power in task-
oriented groups. One-tailed Pearson correlations among overall power scores 
and personality dominance scores across all interpersonal contexts studied 
are shown in Table 3. Power in neither friend nor romantic relationships 
is significantly correlated with task-oriented groups with strangers and 
task-oriented groups with friends separately, as can be seen by viewing the 
correlations of friendships and romantic relationships with task-stranger 
and task-friend scores in the second and third rows of columns 4 and 5 of 
Table 3. However, power in friend relationships was moderately positively 
correlated with power in task-oriented groups in general (r = .41, p < .05). 
This may point to the possibility that power exercised in romantic and 
friendship group contexts may be different from power exercised in groups 
working on academic tasks, even if such task-oriented groups are with 
friends. Thus, this result indicates that the amount of power, and possibly 
the strategies of power, that people exercise in groups varies by the type of 
task that individuals are working on (that is, academic tasks in task-oriented 
groups versus more relational tasks, such as emotional disclosure, in romantic 
and friend relationships).

Moreover, the third hypothesis—that power in task-oriented groups 
with strangers and in task-oriented groups with friends would be negatively 
correlated—was not supported. Power in these two interpersonal contexts 
was found to be moderately positively correlated, as can be seen in the 
second row of column 3 in Table 3 (r = .46, p < .05). This result may suggest 
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that individuals use similar strategies of exercising power with both friends 
and strangers when working in in task-oriented groups. As predicted by the 
fourth hypothesis, power scores in parent-child and sibling relationships 
were not significantly correlated with power in task-oriented groups, as is 
evidenced by viewing the correlations listed in the first, second, and third 
rows of columns 6 and 7 in Table 3. This speaks to the relative permanence 
of the familial hierarchy, resulting in the exercise of such power not being 
related to power in other more peer-based interpersonal contexts. 

Table 3
Correlations Among Overall Power Scores and Personality Dominance by Each 
Interpersonal Context (n=25)

2. 
T-S

3. 
T-F

4 .  
F

5.  
R

6.  
P

7.  
S 

8. 
P-D

1. Task-Combined .89** .82** .41* .24** .01 -.06* .63**
2. Task-Stranger – .46** .36* .25** -.01 -.09* .65**
3. Task-Friend – .33* .14** .02 -.00* .41*
4. Friend – .56** .01 -.38* .67**
5. Romantic – .10 -.52* .46*
6. Parent * – -.29* .19**
7. Sibling – .20**

*n = 19.
** p < .05 ** p < .01.

In line with the fifth hypothesis (that the second and third hypothesis 
would no longer be supported after running partial correlations control-
ling for personality dominance scores), almost no significant correlations 
remain among overall power scores of the interpersonal contexts studied 
once personality dominance is taken into account, as shown in Table 4. 
These partial correlations were run to see what the correlation between 
interpersonal contexts was after removing the effects of the personality 
trait of dominance. After running this analysis, power in friendship and 
romantic groups is not significantly correlated with power in task-oriented 
groups (Hypothesis 2), just as the correlation between power in task-oriented 
groups with strangers and power in task-oriented groups with friends is 
no longer significantly correlated (Hypothesis 3). This may point to the 
importance of personality in predicting how much power one will possess 
across interpersonal contexts in life. 
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Table 4
Correlations Among Overall Power Scores by Each Interpersonal Context After 
Controlling for Personality Dominance (n=25)

2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. a

1. Task-Combined .81** .80** -.03 -.08 -.15 -.25*
2. Task-Stranger – .29** -.13 -.07 -.17 -.31*
3. Task-Friend – .08 -.05 -.07 -.09*
4. Friend – .39 -.16 -.34*
5. Romantic – -.02 -.49*
6. Parent * – --.29**
a n = 19.
* p < .05 
** p < .01.

DISCUSSION

This study investigated how power in various relational contexts predicts 
power in postsecondary task-oriented academic groups and examines asso-
ciations between four commonly used power subscales. Partially supporting 
the first hypothesis, it is found that scores on power subscales are not all 
uniformly positively correlated with one another within each interpersonal 
context. Instead, significant positive correlations between subscales varied 
for each interpersonal context. This is a particularly important finding, as it 
suggests that different measures of power are suitable for assessing power 
depending on the interpersonal context of interest. 

Additionally, it is found that power in romantic relationships was unre-
lated to power in task-oriented groups, while power in friend relationships 
was moderately positively correlated with power in task-oriented groups. 
As such, the power one holds in romantic relationships may not relate to 
academic group work, but may relate to other types of group tasks. Contrary 
to initial expectations, power in task-oriented groups with strangers and in 
task-oriented groups with friends is moderately positively correlated, even 
though previous research has suggested that individuals may use different 
power strategies in these two types of groups (Miller, 1982). As expected, 
power in parent-child and sibling relationships was unrelated to power in 
task-oriented groups. After controlling for the personality trait of dominance, 
nearly all correlations among overall power scores across interpersonal 
contexts were no longer significant, such that the second hypothesis is no 
longer supported. This last finding points to the importance of further studies 
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into the influence of personality on the amount of power one exercises across 
interpersonal contexts.

Taking the perspective of equity theory, correlations between subscales 
vary from the interpersonal context because, perhaps, different resources are 
valuable in different contexts (Emerson, 1962; Foa, 1971; Magee & Galinsky, 
2008; Sprecher, 1985; Van Yperen & Buunk, 1990). This study views the four 
measures of power as reflecting different symbolic resources and the results 
suggest that the importance of these resources may vary depending on the 
context. The finding that relative influence and decision-making scores 
are most commonly correlated with other subscales for each interpersonal 
context could be explained in several possible ways. Firstly, contributions 
to decision-making (Bentley, Galliher & Ferguson, 2007; Felmlee, 1994; 
Galliher et al., 1999; Kirchmeyer, 1993) and relative influence (Anderson 
& Berdahl, 2002; De Goedde et al., 2009; Grauerholz, 1987; Tucker et al., 
2010; Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989) have in studies been more 
often linked to power than attitude expression (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002) 
and authenticity (Neff & Suizzo, 2006). Perhaps, both of these measures 
make use of valued resources an individual holds in all interactions across 
contexts, while authenticity and attitude expression are valued only in 
certain contexts. Decision-making and relative influence also may both 
be relying on a similar, but not identical, construct of power, seeing as they 
were moderately positively correlated with each other in every interpersonal 
context in this study. 

Of particular interest to this study are the correlations between power 
subscales within the context of task-oriented groups. In task-oriented groups 
with strangers, significant moderate positive correlations are found between 
decision-making and relative influence, decision-making and authentic-
ity, relative influence and attitude expression, and relative influence and 
authenticity. In task-oriented groups with friends, significant moderate 
correlations are only found between decision-making and relative influence, 
and between decision-making and attitude expression.

The finding that authenticity is correlated with both decision-making 
and relative influence in task oriented groups with strangers is in contrast 
with task-oriented groups with friends, where authenticity is unrelated 
to decision-making and relative influence. This may be due to individuals 
only feeling comfortable enough to be authentic with strangers during 
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group tasks if they have higher contributions to decision-making or higher 
influence relative to other members, while having more of a say in decision-
making and having influence on others are not necessary for individuals to 
allow themselves to be authentic with friends when they are working on an 
academic task together. This points to the possibility of valued symbolic 
resources in task-oriented groups with strangers being different from those 
in task-oriented groups with friends (Van Yperen & Buunk, 1990). Further 
results also support this speculation of discrepancies in the value of different 
resources between task-oriented groups with strangers and those with 
friends. For instance, decision-making and attitude expression are unrelated 
in task-oriented groups with strangers, but related in task-oriented groups 
with friends. Also, relative influence and attitude expression are unrelated 
in task-oriented groups with friends, but related in task-oriented groups 
with strangers. Further research is needed to investigate these differences 
regarding which subscales are correlated within these two types of task-
oriented groups.

In addition, it is interesting to note that in regards to power in friend-
ships, attitude expression has the most number of correlations with the 
other subscales, such that it is correlated with all subscales, while decision-
making and relative influence are only positively correlated to each other 
and to attitude expression. This suggests that attitude expression may be 
a salient indicator of power in friendships. In romantic relationships, the 
relative influence subscale has the most number of correlations with other 
subscales, seeing that it is correlated with all subscales. On the other hand, 
decision-making and attitude expression are each only related to two of the 
three possible subscales and authenticity only to one. Therefore, relative 
influence may be particularly prominent in the power dynamics of romantic 
relationships. This may be one of the factors playing into the discrepancy 
between Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson’s (2007) finding of inequity in ro-
mantic relationships and Galliher et al.’s (1990) finding of equity. It could be 
possible that the former study’s utilisation of a problem-solving task entailed 
more of a detection of differences in how much influence one partner has 
over the other, while the latter measures who speaks and contributes more 
to the conversation. 

In parent-child relationships, only the decision-making and relative 
influence subscales were found to be related. This possibly results from the 



25

Power Across Relational Contexts 

more hierarchical structure of the relationship (Tucker et al., 2010). Power 
in sibling relationships differed slightly from power in parent-child relation-
ships such that in addition to the relationship between decision-making and 
relative influence, attitude expression and authenticity were also correlated. 
This finding suggests that although power in both parent-child and sibling 
relationships is influenced by the familial hierarchy, it manifests differently 
in the two types of familial relationships (Tucker et al., 2010).

 Moving to the second hypothesis, power in friend relationships is 
moderately positively correlated with power in task-oriented groups in 
general, but neither friend nor romantic relationships are significantly 
correlated with task-oriented groups with strangers and those with friends 
separately. This is surprising, considering that task-oriented studies are 
often utilised in analysing power among romantic and friend relationships 
(Bentley, Galliher & Ferguson, 2007; Galliher et al., 1999; Miller, 1982). 
Perhaps this lack of association is due to power in romantic relationships itself 
varying as a function of types of relationships (Bentley, Galliher, & Ferguson, 
2007; Galliher et al., 1999; Grauerholz, 1987). Therefore, the association 
between power in romantic relationships and task-oriented groups may vary 
depending on the type of task, such that the power one holds in romantic 
relationships may not relate to academic group work, but may relate to other 
types of group tasks. Further research is needed to investigate how power in 
romantic relationships relates to power in different group tasks using both 
self-report and experimental studies.

The fact that a positive, rather than negative, correlation is found 
between power task-oriented groups with strangers and in task-oriented 
groups with friends seems to be in conflict with Miller’s (1982) findings, which 
suggest a difference in an individual’s likelihood to actively persuade friends 
in comparison to acquaintances. However, this is not necessarily the case. 
Increases in levels of decision-making, attitude expression, relative influence, 
and authenticity in task-oriented groups with strangers may be accompanied 
by increases in these same measures in task-oriented groups with friends, 
despite individuals being less hesitant to use overt persuasion strategies 
with acquaintances than with friends (Miller, 1982). Thus, using different 
strategies may not necessarily mean obtaining different power outcomes. 

Although power differences decrease over time in parent-child and 
sibling relationships, the hierarchy still remains (Tucker et al., 2010). In con-
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cordance with this finding, this study finds power in parent-child and sibling 
relationships to be unrelated to power in task-oriented groups and to scores 
on the personality trait of dominance. However, personality dominance is 
moderately positively correlated with all other interpersonal contexts in 
this study and, in fact, all but one significant correlation disappears among 
overall power scores of interpersonal contexts when personality dominance 
levels are controlled for. This may point to the importance of personality in 
predicting how much power one will possess across interpersonal contexts 
in life. For instance, Anderson and Berdahl (2002) demonstrate that being 
assigned to a high power versus a low power condition in a decision-making 
task results in participants having higher amounts of attitude expression, 
but they also identify the personality trait of dominance as associated with 
relative influence and attitude expression displayed by participants in the 
study. But, this is inconsistent with studies finding that a confederate’s display 
of dominance cues does not result in increased influence, but rather power 
is increased by contributing more to the task (Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway & 
Diekema, 1989). More research is needed to determine the influence of the 
personality trait of dominance in predicting the power that one exercises 
across interpersonal contexts. 

The findings of this study should be considered in light of certain limita-
tions. Most importantly, the study utilises a non-probability convenience 
sample of students in an undergraduate 300-level sociology survey methods 
course. Thus, the results are not generalisable or representative of postsec-
ondary students in general, nor are they even representative of sociology 
undergraduates in the University of British Columbia. Also, the study has a 
small sample size. However, this small sample size can actually be considered 
a strength, because it is less likely that these findings are due to chance alone, 
since the small sample size actually renders some normally moderately sized 
correlations non-significant.

Despite these limitations, this study has several strengths. A major 
strength of the survey is that it asks actual university students to rate their 
levels on power subscales in terms of working in groups and other relational 
contexts. Therefore, the data featured in this study may be more related to 
participants’ real life experiences with power across interpersonal contexts 
in multiple life domains, rather than an artificial manipulation of being 
assigned to a high power versus a low power condition in an experiment 
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(Anderson & Berdahl, 2002). Additionally, this study utilises four of the 
most commonly used measures of power in unison in order to investigate 
associations between them, possibly capturing differing aspects of power 
by combining decision-making, attitude expression, relative influence, and 
authenticity into a single power score. Future research could use this self-
reported overall power measure to assess power in various contexts, both 
to assess the effects of experimental manipulations and to assess real life 
levels of power.

Another strong aspect of this study is the fact that it asks about power 
in task-oriented groups with strangers and power in task-oriented groups 
with friends separately. This allows for the detection of possible differ-
ences in correlates of power in task-oriented groups with strangers and 
those with friends, since students sometimes are assigned to groups with 
strangers and sometimes can choose to work with friends. The survey also 
includes a measure of the personality trait of dominance, which allows for the 
examination of personality’s effect on associations among power exercised 
across various interpersonal contexts. Therefore, the survey instrument 
used in this study could be modified for use in future studies, as it includes 
four common measures of power, a measure of personality dominance, and 
looks at multiple interpersonal contexts across major life domains. In order 
to gain a broader and more accurate assessment of power, future research 
can combine the four indicators of power used in this study into an overall 
power score that could be both used in self-report studies and in lab studies 
where behaviour is being rated. Due to its implications for students’ quality 
and degree of participation (Anderson & Berdahl, 2002; Kirchmeyer, 1993), it 
is essential for future research to investigate determinants of and correlates 
of power in academic task-oriented groups using a variety of methods. 
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Appendix A: Questionnaire 

Section 
A	
   WORKING IN GROUPS	
  

 
In this section, you will be asked some questions about working in groups 
with classmates. Think about how you have behaved in general in the past 
year when you worked in groups with classmates. If you have not worked in a 
group in the past year, please think back to the most recent time you have 
worked in a group with classmates. Please circle the numbers to indicate your 
extent of agreement with the statements below.   
A1. When I work on a project with a group of classmates that I do not know very 
well… 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly  

Disagree 
1. I usually make the final decision 4 3 2 1 
2. I usually say I agree with the group even 
though I actually disagree 

4 3 2 1 

3. Others in the group tend to have more 
control than I do 

4 3 2 1 

4. I am able to act like my real self 4 3 2 1 
	
  
A2. When I work on a project with a group of classmates that I am friends with… 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly  

Disagree 
5. I usually make the final decision 4 3 2 1 
6. I usually say I agree with the group even 
though I actually disagree 

4 3 2 1 

7. Others in the group tend to have more 
control than I do 

4 3 2 1 

8. I am able to act like my real self 4 3 2 1 
 
Section 

B	
   FRIENDSHIPS	
  

 
In this section, you will be asked some questions about how you behave with 
your friends. Think about how you have behaved in general in the past year 
when you are with your friends. Please circle the numbers to indicate your 
extent of agreement with the statements below.   
B1. When I talk with my friends about important things… 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly  

Disagree 
9. I usually make the final decision 4 3 2 1 
10. I usually say I agree with my friends 
even though I actually disagree 

4 3 2 1 

11. My friends tend to have more control 
than I do 

4 3 2 1 

12. I am able to act like my real self 4 3 2 1 
	
  

APPENDIX A
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Section 
C	
   ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS	
  

 
In this section, you will be asked some questions about how you behave with 
your romantic partner. Think about how you have behaved in general in the 
past year when you are with your romantic partner. If you have not had a 
romantic partner in the past year, think about how you have behaved with the 
most recent romantic partner you have had. Please circle the numbers to 
indicate your extent of agreement with the statements below.   
C1. When I talk with my romantic partner about important things… 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly  

Disagree 
13. I usually make the final decision 4 3 2 1 
14. I usually say I agree with my 
romantic partner even though I 
actually disagree 

4 3 2 1 

15. My romantic partner tends to 
have more control than I do 

4 3 2 1 

16. I am able to act like my real self 4 3 2 1 
 

Section 
E	
   DEMOGRAPHICS	
  

In this section, you will be asked some questions about how you behave with 
your family. Think about how you have behaved in general in the past year 
when you are with your family. Please circle the numbers to indicate your 
extent of agreement with the statements below.   
D1. When I talk with my parents about important things… 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly  

Disagree 
13. I usually make the final decision 4 3 2 1 
14. I usually say I agree with my parents 
even though I actually disagree 

4 3 2 1 

15. My parents tend to have more control 
than I do 

4 3 2 1 

16. I am able to act like my real self 4 3 2 1 
	
  
21. Do you have one or more sibling(s)? Please circle appropriate answer. 

Yes    No 
D2. When I talk with my sibling(s) about important things… 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly  

Disagree 
13. I usually make the final decision 4 3 2 1 
14. I usually say I agree with my sibling(s) 
even though I actually disagree 

4 3 2 1 

15. My sibling(s) tend(s) to have more 
control than I do 

4 3 2 1 

16. I am able to act like my real self 4 3 2 1 
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Section 
E	
   DEMOGRAPHICS	
  

 
In this section, you will be asked some background questions about who you 
are. These questions are to provide information on if your answers in the 
previous sections are similar to others with similar backgrounds as yours.  
26. How old are you? Please fill in the blank with the number of years: ________ 
27. What is your gender? Please circle the appropriate answer. 

Female 
Male 

E4.Please circle the number that indicates the extent to which each word is accurate of 
you.  
  

Extremely 
Accurate 

       
Extremely 
Inaccurate 

28. Meek  8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
29. Self-
confident 

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

30. Timid  8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
31. Persistent 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
32. Unbold 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
33. Bashful  8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
34. Forceful 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
35. 
Unauthoritative 

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

36. Assertive 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
37. Dominant 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
38. Shy 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
39. Self-assured 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
40. Forceless  8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
41. 
Domineering  

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

42. Firm 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
43. 
Unaggressive 

8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Should you have any comments and/or concerns, please write them down in 
the space below: 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
____________________	
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Swear words have a peculiar role in language and culture. Swearing 
naturally gives rise to particular social perceptions as it is deemed 

inappropriate by society and the use of such language is often restricted 
by influential institutions like religion, media censor groups, and courts of 
law (Jay, 2009). In this paper, we investigate how individuals are perceived 
by others when using swear words or what are known as replacement swear 
words (RSWs). RSWs are expletives of lesser intensity and of a less taboo 
nature than the swear words from which they are derived (see section 2 
for motivation and examples). We include RSWs so as to examine their 
effects on perception relative to full-force swear words. We also investigate 
whether these perceptions vary based on the relative age and gender of the 
speaker and listener. Specifically with respect to age, this study investigates 
how individuals from two generations, referred to here as “Generation Y” 
(young) and “Generation M” (mature), perceive users of swear words and 
RSWs. Generation Y encompasses ages 15-30 while Generation M is over 
the age of 40. 

Our findings indicate that no significant cross-generational differ-
ences exist in the perceptions of those who use swear words. Differences 
do arise, however, with respect to the listeners’ impression of the emotions 
of the talkers, based on their use of swear words and RSWs. We found that 
particular speech characteristics are attributed to particular genders, and 
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using language that does not pertain to these gender attributions results 
in a more critical judgment of the talker. Section 2 of this paper provides 
background information on vocabulary and theories of swearing relevant to 
the experiment conducted (as described in section 3), the results presented 
(section 4), and to our subsequent analysis, which is presented in Section 5. 
Section 6 discusses limitations of this study and outlines further research, 
while Section 7 concludes.

BACKGROUND

Swearing has become a part of daily life and speech, commonly heard in 
media representations and in social interactions. A number of terms are used 
interchangeably in the literature, including expletives, taboo words, curses, and 
swear words1. Vivian De Klerk (1991) uses the term “expletive” to refer to any 
words concerned with sex, bodily excretion, and anything considered sacred 
by a religious community (p. 157). “Cursing” may also include insults and 
ethnic-racial slurs, among others (Jay, 2009). Murphy (2010) utilises the term 
“taboo language” in a similar fashion. Stephen Pinker (2008), on the other 
hand, uses the generic term “swearing” to denote five categories of words, 
three of which are used in this study: “the supernatural,” “bodily effluvia 
and organs,” and “sexuality.” We omit words from the other two groups 
because they are either very dated or isolate particular groups of people. We 
use the term “swear words” in this study to denote and examine words that 
are considered taboo, regardless of context (for example, Jesus Christ is not 
a swear word, but using the phrase as an expletive would count as swearing 
to many people. The word fuck, however, is always considered swearing). 
We felt this distinction was important for excluding words that target only 
specific people or groups. The aforementioned alternative terminology, we 
believe, more naturally include this category of targeted insults.

In terms of its functions in discourse, Pinker (2008) outlines five ways 
in which people swear. Our investigation focuses on two of these groups: 
emphatic and cathartic swearing. Emphatic swearing is when swear words 
are used to emphasise a particular word or topic (such as That damn dog 
keeps eating my flowers), while cathartic swearing is the use of swear words 
to release strong emotions (such as yelling Shit! when a toe is stubbed).  
The use of swear words as modifiers and as expletives in this study are 
examples of emphatic and cathartic swearing, respectively.

1   See Jay (2009) and Murphy (2010) for further discussion of this issue.
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Social Factors

One’s social status determines, in part, the rate at which one swears 
(McEnery, 2006). Tony McEnery (2006) found those with a higher social 
rank tend to swear significantly less than those of a lower rank. In religious 
groups, researchers have concluded that swearing is not prevalent, with 
RSWs (for example, heck, frig, shoot, or crap) in more common use (Jay, 1992, 
2000, 2005; Janschewitz, 2008). 

These findings, in particular, motivated our inclusion of RSWs in this 
study. We were curious to see whether listeners would judge speakers who 
used RSWs instead of regular swear words to be of a higher social background 
than their swearing counterparts.

Gender

Gender effects and differences have been studied extensively in the 
literature on taboo words. It has been found that women are likely to use 
fewer swear words than men, less intense swear words, or not to swear at all 
(de Klerk, 1991; Lakoff, 1973; Foote & Woodward, 1973; Trudgill, 1972). Prior 
research also indicates that it is less socially acceptable for women to swear 
than men (de Klerk, 1991; Sapolsky et al., 2010). We therefore hypothesise 
that participants will judge a female speaker more critically when swearing 
than they will a male speaker.

Nonetheless, more recent studies have found that women do in fact 
swear, and do so in a similar way to men (Thelwall, 2008; de Klerk, 1992; 
Hughes, 1992). This change in findings may be the result of actual changes 
in the vocabulary or behaviour of men and women, or it may be due to a 
change in the perception of women by academics and society. With this 
in mind, we feel it is important to analyse participant gender in addition 
to participant age. We hypothesise that, since recent literature shows less 
prominent differences between genders when swearing, younger women 
may use and perceive swear words differently than their older counterparts, 
whose perception may still be consistent with earlier findings. 

Age and the Influence of the Media

We expect the above hypothesis regarding generational differences 
in perception among genders to hold true between generations as a whole. 
That is, Generation M participants are expected to judge swear words and 
those who use them more harshly than younger participants largely due to 
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the influence of media discussed in recent literature. Sapolsky and Kaye 
(2005) explain that the “language used in television has always been milder 
than that used in everyday conversation, but over the last few decades it has 
become coarser as it more closely reflects real-life conversation” (p. 300).

Many have argued television still contains too many offensive words 
and phrases. Foul language is found more on broadcast television, and less 
offensive language is found on cable or satellite (Sapolsky et al., 2008). 
Broadcast television in this context refers to specialty channels that are 
not part of generic television packages, such as the Home Box Office (HBO) 
channel. The competition between broadcast television and regulated cable 
has seen a large increase in the amount of swear words they use in their 
programming, with regulated cable allowing more swear words in their 
programming to keep up with broadcast television (Aucoin, 1999). Many 
networks have permitted more taboo language on-screen, as advertisers 
on such networks have begun to target a younger audience that is used to 
hearing profanity, assuming that younger audiences expect to hear coarse 
language on television (Rutenberg, 2001). 

The use of taboo language to intensify humourous situations has also 
greatly affected television and influenced young audiences. Comedies on 
prime-time television in particular have begun to include a great deal of 
double-entendres, sexual jokes, and put-downs, which often rely on taboo 
language to achieve their comic effect. Research has shown that characters 
in such shows now use more crude words in humorous than in non-humorous 
situations (Sapolsky, 2005). 

EXPERIMENT

Participants

66 participants took part in this experiment. Of these participants, 30 
were female and 36 were male. The distribution of participants is summarised 
in Table 1.

Table 1
Age distribution of Participants

Generation Number of participants Percentage
Generation Y (15-30) 36 62.1%
Generation M (41+) 22 37.0%
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Our target participants were monolingual English speakers born and 
raised in or between the provinces of British Columbia and Ontario, Canada. 
Participants were drawn in large part from the social networks of the ex-
perimenters (Blamire, Laturnus, and Perez-Leon), and consisted of friends, 
family, acquaintances, and coworkers asked to complete the experiment 
online. Though this convenience sampling created a degree of inherent 
bias in our participant pool, we made every effort not to discriminate when 
contacting potential participants, so as not to further bias this pool. 

In order to track the geographic distributions and ages of our par-
ticipants, each participant provided demographic information about their 
location, age, gender, race, religious affiliation, and current education level, 
as mentioned above.

Methods

Participants were asked to listen to a short audio clip, approximately two 
minutes in length. The talker in each audio clip told roughly the same story 
about a mildly frightening encounter with a polar bear at a zoo. There were 
six different audio recordings, three with the same male talker and three 
with the same female talker. Participants were randomly assigned to one of 
the following six conditions:

1) male talker using swear words 
2) male talker using RSWs 
3) male talker using no swear words 
4) female talker using swear words 
5) female talker using RSWs 
6) female talker using no swear words 
When recording the story, the talkers were presented with storyboards, 

which they used to recount the events. They were given a list of swear words 
and substitute swear words from which to choose, instructed to incorporate 
as many as they could while still sounding natural. The words presented 
were fuck, shit, damn, ass, hell, asshole, frick, shoot, butt, heck, darn, and jerk. 
The recordings were controlled so that the two talkers used approximately 
the same number of swear words or RSWs in approximately the same ways, 
as illustrated in Table 2. 

Swear words were not used as direct insults (abusive swearing), but 
were only used as modifiers and expletives. We recorded the talkers us-
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ing a Marantz Portable Solid State Recorder PHD660 borrowed from the 
Department of Linguistics at the University of British Columbia. 

The survey that participants filled out was created and presented on 
Google Docs, an online tool for creating and distributing questionnaires. The 
survey began with six general open-ended questions about the story’s plot, 
such as “What kind of bear was in the story?,” to check that participants were 
paying attention (all participants answered these questions correctly). Next, 
participants were presented with questions such as whom the story-teller 
was addressing, the level of education of the story-teller, and how many 
hours of television he or she watches a day. They were also asked about the 
story-teller’s race, sexuality, and socioeconomic status. These questions were 
given in multiple-choice form (see Appendix A for the list of questions and 
available answers). Participants were then asked to rate various emotions 
the story-teller felt while recounting the events on a seven-point Likert 
scale. The word “story-teller” was used in the experiment instead of the 
more common “talker” or “speaker” in order to make it as clear as possible 

Table 2
Swear word frequency across all conditions

M
al

e 
Ta

lk
er

 - 
R

SW

Fe
m

al
e 

Ta
lk

er
 - 

R
SW

M
al

e 
Ta

lk
er

 - 
Sw

ea
ri

ng

Fe
m

al
e 

Ta
lk

er
 - 

Sw
ea

ri
ng

M
al

e 
Ta

lk
er

 –
 N

o 
Sw

ea
ri

ng

Fe
m

al
e 

Ta
lk

er
 –

 N
o 

Sw
ea

ri
ng

Darn 1 1
Heck 3 3
Frick 3 6
Jerk 1 1
Shoot 1 1
Butt 1
Ass 2 1
Hell 1 1
Bitch 2
Fuck 3 8
Shit 2 2
Damn 1 1
Asshole 1
Total 
Swearwords/
RSWs used

9 12 10 15 0 0



38

SOJOURNERS: UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY

to participants about whom they were answering the questions, without 
revealing our interest in their reactions to the story-teller’s speech style. 

Procedure 

We explicitly requested that participants be alone in a quiet place before 
starting the experiment, and that they wear headphones. After filling out 
personal demographic information, participants listened to one of the six 
randomly-assigned audio clips and then were prompted to fill out the survey. 
Upon completion, they were presented with an on-screen, written debrief 
on the purpose of the experiment. Participants who requested to know the 
outcome of the study were also sent a draft of this paper explaining the 
results, once all data had been collected and analysed.

RESULTS

Participants’ responses were compiled into spreadsheets. Two-tailed 
t-testing was used to rank, order and perform statistical analyses, and to 
determine the statistical significance of several variables. The data show 

Table 3
 RSW frequency across all conditions
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interesting results concerning how our male and female talkers were per-
ceived when using RSWs. When judging the female talker, it seemed that 
RSWs were understood traditionally, that is, as expressing strong—but 
mitigated—negative emotion. So, when asked, “How angry did the story-teller 
sound?” participants found the female talker the most angry when swearing, 
the least angry when not swearing, and only moderately angry when using 
RSWs (see Figure 1). 

With our male talker, however, 
the perception of the speaker when 
using RSWs and when not swearing 
at all appears inverted. When asked 
the same question about the male 
speaker, participants found him most 
angry when swearing, but found him 
the least angry when using RSWs, 
and in-between when not swearing. 
This reversal of RSWs and not swear-
ing between the male and female 
talker was found in judgments of 
how “happy,” “angry,” and “insult-

ing” participants found the talker to be. The RSW/not swearing inversion 
was only significant for the perception of “anger” (p= 0.003), though all 
other differences were strongly trending towards significance. With more 
participants we might expect these results to be significant. 

Interestingly, though one might expect the stronger emotion associated 
with swear words to cause individuals using swear words to appear more 
excited, the perception of the female story-teller’s excitement was reversed 
between RSWs and regular swear words. Participants considered her most 
excited when using RSWs and second most excited when using swear words, 
while the male talker was considered most excited when swearing and second 
most excited when using RSWs. These results were not significant, however. 
When asked to judge how “enthusiastic” (which is similar to “excited”) the 
talker was, participants judged both the male and female talker as most 
enthusiastic when swearing, next most when using RSWs, and least when 
not swearing. 
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Figure 1
Female talker’s perceived emotions



40

SOJOURNERS: UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY

There are interesting results 
that arise in the interaction between 
participant gender and perceptions 
of talkers. There was a statistically 
significant difference in how male 
and female participants judged the 
female talker when swearing, with 
female participants finding her more 
insulting than male participants did 
(p=0.0157). Another pattern was 
found in perceptions surrounding 
the male talker. When he used swear 
words, the male talker’s sexuality was 

always judged to be straight, but when he used RSWs or did not swear, male 
participants sometimes (two out of six participants) judged him to be gay.

Surprisingly, we found no correlation between the style of speech used 
by a participant and his or her perceived social status. The level of education 
for the female talker was consistently considered lower than that of the 
male, though she was reliably judged to have a middle-class or higher socio-
economic background. The male talker, in contrast, ranged in each condition 
between high and low levels of education and class, with no significant or 
trending differences between conditions. 

In regards to age, there was no statistically significant difference between 
how Generation Y and Generation M viewed the talkers across conditions. 
The only noticeable generational difference was that while Generation 
Y males occasionally judged the male talker’s sexuality as gay when not 
swearing, Generation M participants never did. This could merely be due to 
a smaller sample size of Generation M, or to other reasons explored below.

All other factors, including participant religion and education level as 
well as perceived race and hours-per-week watching television (see Appendix 
A for all categories), held no significant patterns. 

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS

The average rating of the six conditions with respect to “excitement” 
and “enthusiasm” suggests that swear words and RSWs are both viewed as 
expressions of strong emotions, which fits with Pinker’s (2007, 2008) idea 

Figure 2.
Male talker’s perceived emotions
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that swear words are used to release strong negative emotions and to force 
others to experience these emotions. This connection to strong negative emo-
tions is further supported by the data showing both talkers were considered 
most angry and insulting, and the least happy, when using swear words. 
This effect is further emphasised by the story’s emphasis on a frightening 
experience, which would enhance the perception of negative emotions (e.g., 
anger) but not those of more positive emotions (e.g., happiness). 

The difference in perceptions of the male and female talkers when 
using RSWs may be due to the male being taken less seriously when using 
RSWs than the female talker when doing the same. In our discussion below, 
we explore the possibility that, because women are usually believed to use 
RSWs more than men, when men use these kinds of words they are viewed as 
less masculine, since the words have become more aligned with the female 
gender. This suggestion is supported by data from a related study in which 
participants were asked to make judgments on a series of swear words and 
RSWs, and report how often they personally used each word (Blamire et 
al., 2011). Female participants in that study self-reported using RSWs more 
often than men did, as seen in Table 4.

Table 4
Self-reported usage rates of RSWs across genders

RSWs Female Male
Frig 3.104 2.79
Shoot 2.987 2.258
Darn 2.779 2.161
Heck 2.558 2.694

11.428 9.903

Note. – From Blamire et al., 2011.

The male talker, therefore, rather than being interpreted as insulting 
or angry when using RSWs, is seen as slightly comical (by breaking out of 
traditional gender boundaries). This tinge of comedy causes participants 
to perceive him as happier and less angry and insulting than when he uses 
no swear words. If RSWs are socially more aligned with the female gender 
(again, see the discussion below), then there is no comical effect created in 
breaking from traditional gender boundaries when women use RSWs. Thus, 
as hypothesised, using RSWs causes the female talker to be perceived as 
more “angry” and “insulting” and less “happy” than when not swearing at 
all, unlike the male talker. 
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Male participants were more likely to rate the male talker as being 
gay when he used RSWs, or when he was not swearing. In accordance with 
traditional research, which finds that women swear less than men, the 
usage of RSWs can be perceived as a feminine attribute. This is interesting 
because it appears that males, who have been found to have more dense 
social networks and thus police each other’s language more (Milroy, 1987), 
are more judgmental about a male participant’s choice of words than women. 
Therefore, because the male talker used language that was found to be an 
attribute of the language of females, male participants were more likely to 
consider him gay. 

Female participants’ tendency to find the female talker more insulting 
when swearing than male participants did could be a result of women being 
more sensitive to swearing, and also having ingrained in them the stereotype 
that it is worse for women to swear (Sapolsky, 2005). If women believe it is 
more socially taboo for women to swear than men, they will find a woman 
who swears to be more insulting than men, who may be less aware of this 
stereotype since it does not apply to them, might. Women may therefore be 
more critical about policing other women’s language because they consider 
them to be in-group members (Milroy, 1987). In addition, while men have 
denser social networks and do more policing of each other’s language, this 
has generally been males policing males, and not males policing females 
(Milroy, 1987; Rudman & Goodwin, 2004). 

The lack of significant differences found between the reactions of 
Generation Y and M to each condition counters our hypothesis, as we had 
predicted that Generation M would react more harshly than Generation 
Y when the talkers were swearing. We thus expected to see Generation M 
finding the talkers more insulting and angry when using swear words, but 
this is not the case. We instead found a generational difference in the use 
of RSWs, where one could argue it is Generation Y males, rather than their 
older counterparts, who are judging the male talker more harshly; only 
Generation Y male participants considered the male talker gay when not 
swearing. We speculate that this difference could be related to Milroy’s (1987) 
theory of policing of language in male social groups. Since the male talker 
was a member of Generation Y (every participant perceived him as falling 
within this age range), he had no connection but gender to Generation M’s 
male participants, and so would not be viewed as a member of their social 
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network. Male listeners from Generation M would therefore be less likely to 
police the talker’s language. On the other hand, the fact that the talker is of 
the same approximate age as Generation Y participants would include him 
in the participants’ social networks, thus making him eligible for policing. 

The lack of pattern in perceived socio-economic background of the 
talker based on each condition was surprising, as we expected to see changes 
depending on whether the talker was swearing, not swearing at all, or using 
RSWs, based on the research done by McEnery (2006). This lack of pattern 
could also be due to the content of the story and the youth of the talkers. Cues 
in each story point to a summer job. This, combined with their age, implies 
that the speaker is a student, and most participants judged the talkers to be of 
an appropriate age for high school or post-secondary education. The female 
talker in particular, as mentioned above, was judged to have an education 
level of high school or less, which we believe is largely due to her perceived 
age. The combination of being a student and working a summer job does, 
at least according to stereotype, somewhat restrict the potential perceived 
socio-economic background of the talkers.  

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

Because this study relies on comparing the perceptions of swear words 
across genders and across two different age groups, it would have been 
preferable to acquire data from more individuals in Generation M. 

Although participants were not randomly selected, all mostly being 
members of our own social networks, we tried to ensure that participants 
were equally distributed across the different experimental conditions. Each 
of the experimenters was given four conditions out of the six for which to find 
participants. This means that each of the sound files was given to participants 
from the social networks of two of the authors (Blamire, Laturnus and 
Perez-Leon), at the exclusion of the third. 

Many participants, particularly older individuals, had difficulties playing 
the audio clips and using the Google Docs survey format. Google Docs did not 
allow us to stream the audio files, so individuals were redirected to another 
website on which the audio was hosted, where they could simply click on the 
file, and listen to it being streamed. However, Adobe Flash was required for 
this, and while most participants already had this installed, those who did 
not had difficulties installing it when prompted.
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A final issue with this study is that in each recorded condition of the 
story, the talker only used one speech style. That is, the talker either swore, 
used RSWs, or did not swear at all. In regular, unscripted speech there is 
likely to be a mixture of these styles, not one to the exclusion of the others. 
The artifice of this style, despite our attempts to create natural speech by 
using storyboards instead of a script, may have amplified qualities such as 
the comical effect of using RSWs, whereas the use of fewer RSWs, or RSWs 
interspersed with swear words may not have had same effect.

One issue that we did not address in this study is how status within a 
family affects swearing. That is, do parents perceive swearing differently than 
adults without children? Do parents with young children perceive swearing 
differently than those with older children? Does being an older versus younger 
sibling or an only child affect one’s perceptions? It is common to try to refrain 
from swearing or to try to mitigate swearing by using RSWs in front of young 
children, so it seems reasonable that those regularly around children may 
have different swearing patterns than people not around children. One may 
then expect perceptions of swearing to vary with respect to how much time 
is spent with children or younger individuals. Parental and sibling status 
were not questions addressed towards participants in this study, but would 
be worthwhile areas of attention in future experiments.

CONCLUSION

Our study reveals that whether an individual uses swear words, RSWs, 
or no swear words, their style of speech affects how they are perceived 
by others. While judgments do not generally vary cross-generationally, 
significant differences were found across genders. For our female story-
teller, some emotions were perceived as heightened when she used swear 
words and minimised when not swearing, with RSWs falling in the middle 
of the scale. The male story-teller, by contrast, had the most extreme levels 
on either end of the scale when using RSWs for several emotions, with not 
swearing on the polar end and swear words falling in the middle of the scale. 
These are examples of how, within genders, there are differences in how 
critically talkers are judged in terms of gender-differentiated attribution 
of speech characteristics. This is particularly relevant in that in-group 
judgments appear to result in a high degree of policing of another’s language, 
assigning a particular style of speech to a particular gender. However, with 
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more participants we may find generational differences in line with studies 
that have found that Generation Y is exposed to more swear words than 
Generation M, and thus judges users of swear words less harshly than the 
older generation does (Sapolsky et al., 2010). The societal implications of 
our study are important because they reveal that one’s language largely 
influences how one is perceived by others. Taboo words are commonly found 
in daily conversation and in the media, but one does not usually attend to 
the perceptions of others when such words are used.
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APPENDIX A

 Audio Instructions

You will listen to a short audio clip of a story that someone is telling. If 
possible, please find a quiet room and headphones, and follow the instruc-
tions below. 1. Open a new window or a new tab in your browser (File >> 
New Window, or File >> New tab). PLEASE DO NOT CLOSE THIS PAGE. 
2. Copy and paste the link at the bottom of this page into the new window or 
tab in your browser. 3. Press play to listen to the audio clip. Listen to the clip 
in its entirety, and listen to it ONCE and only once. 4. Return to this survey 
and press continue on this page, after having listened to the sound file. 
SOUNDFILE (copy and paste into a new tab or window): http://goo.gl/Qhudw

Post-audio questions - general

Please answer the following questions about the story you listened to in the 
previous audio clip.
What kind of bear was in the story?
What was the bear doing at the very beginning of the story?  
What was the story-teller doing throughout the story?  
What did the bear do at the end of the story?  
Who is the story-teller addressing (i.e. to whom is the story-teller telling 
the story?) 
*Choose all which apply.

•	  Close friend
•	  Co-worker
•	  Acquaintance
•	  Older friend
•	  Younger friend

What is the haircolour of the story-teller? 
- Blonde,   brunette, red, black
What is the education level of the story-teller?  
- less than high school, high school, some college or university, completed 
college or university degree, masters degree, doctoral degree
What is the age of the story-teller? *     
15-17,  18-21, 22-25, 26-30, 31-40, 41-50, 51-60, 61 or over



48

SOJOURNERS: UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY

How long has the speaker been in Canada? *     
- their whole life,since they were a young child, ten years, five years, two 
years, one year, less than one year
What is the race of the story-teller? *   
White, Black, Asian, South-East Asian, Hispanic/Latino, First Nations, Other   
How many hours of television does the story-teller watch a day, on 
average? * 
- seven hours or more,  six hours, five hours, four hours, three hours, two 
hour, one hour, less than one hour
What is the sexuality of the story-teller? * 
- Gay, straight, bisexual, transsexual
What is the socioeconomic class of the story-teller? *
- upper class, upper middle class, middle class, lower middle class, lower class 
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Post Audio Survey Part II

Please answer the following questions truthfully. 1 = not at all 2 = not very 3 = neutral 
4 = somewhat 5 = very
How HAPPY is the story-teller? *

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Extremely

How BORED is the story-teller? *
1 2 3 4 5

Not at all Extremely
How CONCERNED is the story-teller? *

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Extremely

How EXCITED is the story-teller? *
1 2 3 4 5

Not at all Extremely
How ANGRY is the story-teller? *

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Extremely

How AFFECTIONATE is the story-teller? *
1 2 3 4 5

Not at all Extremely
How SAD is the story-teller? *

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Extremely

How AMUSED is the story-teller? *
1 2 3 4 5

Not at all Extremely
How FRIGHTENED is the story-teller? *

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Extremely

How ENTHUSIASTIC is the story-teller? *
1 2 3 4 5

Not at all Extremely
How INSULTING is the story-teller? *

1 2 3 4 5
Not at all Extremely

How CONFUSED is the story-teller? *
1 2 3 4 5

Not at all Extremely
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In a country with an increasingly ethnically diverse population 
(Statistics Canada, 2006), the leading universities of Canada fail to 

reflect this change in their faculties. The top three universities in Canada, as 
ranked by annual world university ranking lists, are the University of Toronto 
(UT), University of British Columbia (UBC) and McGill University (McG) 
(Academic Ranking of World Universities, 2012; Times Higher Education: 
World University Rankings, 2012; Maclean’s University Ranking, 2011). 
While ethnic diversity continues to increase among the student population 
of each campus (UBC, 2011; UBC, 2012; UT, 2011; UT, 2012), the diversity of 
the faculty has not kept pace. As will be seen, the data on the distribution 
of faculty members by colour suggests that there have been unequal hiring 
and inequitable promotion processes regardless of the universities’ existing 
equity policies. Indeed, although all three universities have guidelines in place 
that ostensibly promote diverse hiring practices, the pace of diversifying the 
faculty remains slow. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Altonji and Blank (1999) define labour market discrimination as occur-
ring when persons who are equally productive, in a physical or material sense, 
are treated unequally in a potential employment opportunity due to persons’ 
observable characteristic such as race, ethnicity, or gender. The Employment 
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Equity Act defines visible minorities as “persons, other than Aboriginal 
peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour” (Statistics 
Canada, 2009b). While research has shown a consistent pattern of wage 
gaps correlated with racial ethnicity in the USA, employer discrimination 
does not begin with the individual’s salary, but at the hiring process. Recent 
studies show that in the USA and Canada there is a significant hiring bias 
due to potential employees’ ethnicities. For example, there is consistently a 
large gap in callback rates between resume applicants with ethnic-sounding 
names and similarly qualified individuals with American- (Bertrand & 
Mullainathan, 2004) or Canadian- (Oreopoulos, 2009) sounding names. 

Studies of labour market discrimination around the globe have found 
specific trends relative to the culture of the studied areas. Specifically, studies 
based in North America have shown that this pattern of white Eurocentric 
privileged labour market discrimination can be found in both the USA and 
Canada. In an American study, Bertrand and Mullainathan (2004) found 
a fifty percent callback gap between applicants with White-sounding and 
African-American-sounding names when education, location, and experience 
are held constant in resumes submitted in response to blue-collar jobs. When 
resume qualities were manipulated, Whites with a higher quality resume 
had a callback rate 27% higher than Whites with a lower quality resume; 
however, with the same contrast there was only an eight percent difference 
for African-Americans. These last findings illustrate a rather striking problem 
as approximately 60% of recent immigrants have an undergraduate degree, 
in comparison to only twenty percent of Canadian-born of similar age 
(Statistic Canada, 2008). 

In similar studies, Oreopoulos (2009, 2011) has found similar discrimina-
tory hiring patterns in Canada with electronically submitted resumes. His 
results showed a 40% callback gap between English-sounding names and 
Chinese, Indian, and Pakistani names when education and work experience 
were held constant. While a degree from a relatively unknown institution 
may potentially be costly to an employer, a degree from a prestigious school 
should be a potent consideration for an employer if all other factors are 
identical between applicants. However, statistics show that callback rates 
for applicants with ethnic-sounding names were not substantially affected 
regardless of the prestige and ranking of foreign postsecondary schools. The 
second strongest factor after names was the location of work experience; 
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those with Canadian work experience had a callback rate twice as high as 
those with foreign experience (Oreopoulos, 2009). 

Despite equity policies in postsecondary institutions, there remains 
a lack of ethnic minority faculty members in postsecondary institutions 
(Smith, Turner, Osei-Kofi, & Richards, 2004). The Employment Equity 
Act’s definition of visible minority may be misleading at times since ethnic 
minority groups are the visible majority in some jurisdictions. Thus, this 
paper will use the term “ethnic minority” except when referring to the 
data taken from Statistics Canada, which uses the working definition from 
the Employment Equity Act. In UBC, McG, and UT, each institution has an 
equity office with the mandate to remove barriers, promote ethnic diversity, 
and to ensure compliance with the Employment Equity Act (“Employment 
Equity,” n.d.; “Employment Equity Guidelines,” 2013; “Academic Employment 
Opportunities,” 2008). Each of the faculty hiring advertisements of the three 
institutions state that “all qualified [persons/applicants] are encouraged 
to apply”; however, McG and UT both give preference to “Canadians and 
permanent residents” (“Employment Equity Guidelines,” 2013; “Academic 
Employment Opportunities,” 2008), which can potentially incite racial 
hiring discrimination similar to the issues identified by Oreopoulos (2009). 
Furthermore, the decision of what constitutes as “qualification” may be 
subjected to potential bias of department heads and senior faculty when 
developing recruitment plans, including how “scholarly productivity” is 
measured, and how publications and research are credited (Smith et al., 
2004). The formal acknowledgment of the Employment Equity Act and its 
language in employment recruitment media does not necessarily equate to 
an ethnically diverse faculty. 

It has been suggested that the lack of faculty diversity is due to what is 
known as the pipeline limitation (Smith et al., 2004). The pipeline limitation 
argument suggests that the relatively low percentage of students of visible 
minorities earning doctorates restricts the pool of potential hires. For 
example, if only 15% of PhD graduates in a specific field are of ethnic minori-
ties, then approximately only 15% of new hires in that field would be of ethnic 
minority, everything else being equal. Administrators and faculty—like the 
former president of Harvard University, Neil Rudenstine (Roach, 1999)—tend 
to use the convenience of the pipeline argument to explain the lack of faculty 
diversity. Although there is a tentative positive correlation between new 
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faculty hiring and the available doctoral attainment pools (Aguirre, 2000), 
faculties continue to lack diversity even in disciplines with a larger pool of 
ethnic scholars (Trower & Chait, 2002). To be inclusive, this paper includes 
postdoctoral fellowships and graduate student department members in the 
data collection to test if this pipeline argument has credence in the Canadian 
case.

Trower and Chait (2002) suggest the pipeline argument does not apply 
as there is a lack of positive correlation between the growth of faculty of 
colour and the increase of ethnic graduate students. Although there has 
been a growth in ethnic minority participation in faculty (from 9.3% in 1983 
to 12.2% in 1993), full-time faculty members in the United States continue 
to be predominantly white: 95% of all faculty members in 1972 were white 
and 83% in 1997. The faultiness of the pipeline argument is most prominent 
when considering that even in fields with a relatively ample supply of minority 
scholars, there remains a large discrepancy of percentage between the ethnic 
minority and white faculty members at predominantly white institutions 
(e.g., in fields of study such as psychology and mathematics) (Trower & 
Chait, 2002).

While most literature on the topic of faculty of colour revolves around 
the pipeline limitation argument, there is a lack of literature regarding the 
implicit prejudices found within institutions. The implicit attitudes of the 
search committee for faculty hiring and the equity committee would be an 
important area of any institution to study. Most people do not want to be 
sexist or racist, but prejudice occurs due to the differences between one’s 
explicit attitudes, which are one’s publicly expressed views, and implicit 
attitudes, which are unconscious mental associations between a target and 
a given attribute (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Nonetheless, there is evidence 
that even non-prejudiced people demonstrate prejudicial reactions at an 
unconscious or “automatic” level (Banaji & Dasgupta, 1998). Devine (1989) 
demonstrated that individuals of low explicit prejudice, as measured by the 
Implicit Association Test (Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998), exert 
conscious vigilance to reduce stereotyping and prejudice. Although com-
mittee members may be consciously trying to adhere to the equity policies 
of their institution, when their conscious control is minimized, even those 
who are relatively unprejudiced, as rated by the Implicit Association Test, can 
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slip into “automatic prejudice” (Devine, 1989). This could be a potentially 
crippling factor if search committees are understaffed or pressed for time.

To return to the ineffectiveness of equity policies employed in institu-
tions, the lack of ethnic minority faculty members neither begins nor ends 
at the hiring process. An institution’s environment has a large impact on 
an individual’s feeling of being treated fairly and equally by their peers. 
The term “campus climate” refers to the “behaviors within a workplace or 
learning environment, ranging from subtle to cumulative to dramatic, that 
can influence whether an individual feels personally safe, listened to, valued, 
and treated fairly and with respect” (Campus Climate Network Group, 2002). 
A chilly climate is an academic environment where “individuals or groups 
often feel isolated, marginalized, and even unsafe” (UC Regents, Campus 
Climate Report 2007). One of UBC’s more widely documented instances of a 
chilly climate occurred in 1995 within the political science department, when 
graduate students lodged complaints of pervasive racism and sexism. The 
McEwen Report (1995) by lawyer Joan McEwen upheld the charges, finding 
a prevalence of sexual harassment, racism, and sexism within the political 
science department. Since then, there have been tentative attempts to deal 
with the chilly climate, like the implementation of an equity department. 
However, it is plausible that the chilly climate continues to be an issue on 
the UBC campus, as demonstrated in an article entitled “Does UBC have an 
equity gap?” from The Ubyssey, a student-run paper. The article, written from 
the student body’s perspective, states that most discrimination reports filed 
by students, faculty, and staff to the UBC Equity Office have been disposed 
of without proper resolutions. Though structural changes may have been 
made within the institution regarding equity and discrimination, this article 
suggests that some students and faculty members may still be aware of and 
experiencing these issues.

Although faculty hiring practices regarding racial diversity on campus is 
an issue, the retention of ethnic minority faculty members is also a concern. 
For example, 58% of new under-represented ethnic minority faculty hires 
served to replace departing faculty of colour in 28 institutions in California 
(Clayton-Pedersen et al., 2007). That is, for every five new ethnic minority 
faculty members hired, only two increase the existing racial diversity of the 
faculty on campus. This low retention rate may be due to the chilly climate on 
campuses. It is suggested that the presence of a chilly climate may alienate 
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those who deviate from the norm (Trower & Chait, 2002; Turner, Myers, & 
Creswell, 1999) through social isolation. Even with a high recruitment rate 
that suggests successful employment equity strategies, a low retention rate 
of under-represented ethnic minority faculty may imply that the campus 
lacks true equity and diversity practices. 

Another example of ineffectiveness of equity policies employed in 
institutions is the gendered inequality in faculty pay. For example, in 2010, 
UBC implemented a study to find the sources of the existing gender differ-
ences in professional salaries of faculty staff inspired by pay equity reports 
of 2007 and 2009 from UBC’s equity office. The analyses indicated that, 
after accounting for the factors of under representation of females at the 
full professor level, experience, and differences in the gender balance across 
departments, a pay differential of two percent that could only be explained 
by gender remained (UBC DATA Working Group, 2010). To address the pay 
differential of two percent, all UBC full-time, female-identified tenure and 
tenure-track professors are getting a two percent raise. This two percent 
raise, to begin in 2013, will only temporarily fix the existing salary gap, but 
does not actively correct or prevent further causes of salary inequality, such 
as systemic discrimination. Even though the equity office of UBC has formally 
acknowledged problems of inequality, their method of addressing inequality 
is superficial and may not result in a more comfortable working climate.

 While university institutions like UBC and McG are willing and able to 
address some gender issues regarding pay inequality (UBC DATA Working 
Group, 2010), there remains a lack of actual acknowledgement of and inter-
vention in racial hiring discrimination. This suggests that the lack of faculty 
members of ethnic minority groups in institutions may be due to a combina-
tion of multiple factors, such as the pipeline argument, discrimination, and 
restrictive structural process employed by institutions.

DATA AND METHODS

Data on the ethnic distribution of UBC, UT, and McG faculties were col-
lected from only their respective Departments of Sociology and Departments 
of Mathematics in 2012. These three universities were selected due to their 
international prestige, academic presence, and their location within the three 
largest census metropolitan areas in Canada. Using these three universi-
ties also enables a comparison of their ethnic diversity profile with ethnic 
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diversity profile of the city in which they are located. The departments were 
selected based on the discipline’s cultural specificity or lack thereof: while 
mathematical theories are applicable worldwide, not all sociology theories 
are applicable to every community due to cultural differences. The data were 
retrieved from each respective department’s online full-time faculty listing 
and the universities’ equity website. All full-time faculty members were 
tracked. Professors emeriti, guest professors, and adjunct professors were 
excluded because they lack a consistent presence in the department. Thus, 
their inclusion could create an inaccurate portrayal of the constant ethnic 
demographic of the department. Postdoctoral fellowships and graduate 
students were included in the data collection in order to test the pipeline 
argument.

All full-time professors and postdoctoral fellowships were tracked by 
their name, faculty, department, and position. They were then identified as 
ethnic minority or non-ethnic minority1 based on linguistic cues available 
from their first and last names (see Nakhaie, 2001), and visual cues when 
photos were available. 

FINDINGS

The preliminary findings show that while there is ethnic minority 
representation in each university’s mathematics and sociology departments, 
there is an overall under-representation of ethnic minority faculty members 
(see Table 1). With 301 full-time faculty members, only 25.2% are identified as 
ethnic minority. When the department data are isolated, the two of the three 
mathematics departments have a higher ethnic minority employment rate 
than the respective sociology departments. Ethnic minority faculty members 
make up 28.9% of UT, 36.2% of UBC, and 15.0% of McG’s Mathematics 
Department, compared to only 18.5% of UT, 19.2% of UBC, and 21.1% of McG’s 

1   The Employment Equity Act states that the term “members of visible minorities means 
persons, other than Aboriginal peoples, who are non-Caucasian in race or non-white in colour.” 
This includes individuals of non-white or non-Caucasian origin from Europe, Australia, New 
Zealand, South America, Africa or any other part of the world. It does not include persons of 
Portuguese, Spanish, Greek, Italian, or Ukrainian descent, or other ethnic groups who are 
considered to be white or Caucasian in origin.

The term visible minority also infers that those personal groups are quantitatively less than the 
“not a visible minority” group (Statistics Canada, 2009b). While this definition holds true in 
certain locations, in certain jurisdiction the visible minority is actually a majority in terms of 
population. Instead of using visible minority and non-visible minority, this paper uses “ethnic 
minority”’ and “non-ethnic minority” due to the difficulties of the definition of visible minority.
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Sociology Departments. McG’s Sociology Department has a higher ratio of 
ethnic minority than their Mathematic Department. 

As a country that endorses multiculturalism and equality, this imbalance 
in hiring equality in public education institutions is troublesome. Even with 
equity hiring policies in place at all three institutions, the percentage of 
faculty members that are identified as visible minorities is lower than the 
percentage of visible minorities of the corresponding city (Statistics Canada, 
2006), except for Montreal (see Table 2). Montreal has an approximately 
equal ratio of visible minorities in the area’s population and faculty mem-
bers. Toronto has the largest census metropolitan area (CMA) and boasts 
a population composed of 43% of visible minorities; however, there is only 
a tentative 24% of minority representation in UT’s faculty. Vancouver, the 
city with the second-largest Canadian CMA, is composed of 42% of visible 
minority while there is only approximately 32% of visible minority faculty 
representation in UBC. This pattern of discrepancy between city and faculty 
ethnic demographics suggests a trend of under-representation of visible 
minorities in faculty members, even with the institutions’ compliance with 
the Employment Equity Act.

Previous research has suggested that the underrepresentation of full-
time faculty members identified as ethnic minority is due to the limited pool 
of ethnic minority students earning doctorates. The data suggest that the 
ratio of diversity is higher among postdoctoral fellowship faculty members 
(see Table 4) and graduate students at the PhD level than full professors (see 
Table 3). In all three institutions’ Mathematics Departments, the ratio of 
diversity within the postdoctoral fellowship members and graduate students 
(Table 3) is higher than the overall diversity ratio for their faculty members 

Table 1
UT, UBC, McG demographics by faculty a and perceived ethnicity 

Department of Sociology Department of Mathematic

Institution Percentage of Demographic Percentage of Demographic 

Non-Ethnic 
Minority

Ethnic 
Minority

Non-Ethnic 
Minority

Ethnic 
Minority

UT 81% (44) 19% (10) 71% (49) 29% (20)

UBC 81% (21) 19% (5) 64% (51) 36% (29)

McG 79% (15) 21% (4) 85% (45) 15% (8)

Note. – In parentheses is the number of faculty members.
a Not including postdoctoral fellows and graduate students. There were no data on postdoc-

toral fellows posted on all three institutions’ Department of Sociology websites.
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(Table 2). This higher diversity ratio among graduate students implies there 
will also be a more diverse hiring pool in the immediate future (assuming 
that these students successfully graduate). If the pipeline argument is valid, 
the hiring pool’s increasing diversity ratio should lead to a future faculty staff 
with greater diversity. Unfortunately postdoctoral fellowship members’ data 
were not collected from the Sociology Department of all three universities, 
as the information was unavailable on each institutions̀  respective website . 
Without extensive data on the nation’s entire potential hiring pool’s ethnicity 
for faculty positions, no strong claims regarding the credence of the pipeline 
argument in the Canadian case can be made. However, based on current data 
collected, with each successive faculty level there is an increase of diversity. 
In the Mathematics Department, there are only 21% (UT), 18% (UBC), and 
16% (McG) of ethnic minority full professors in comparison to 55% (UT), 
19% (UBC), and 26% (McG) of postdoctoral fellows. Similarly, there is 32% 
(UT), 52% (UBC), and 26% (McG) of graduate students. With the increase 
of immigrants and ethnic minority students in present day, it suggests that 
there will continue to be an expanding pool of ethnically diverse potential 
faculty staff. 

However, even with a potential increase of future hiring of ethnic minor-
ity scholars for faculty positions, the progress of change towards a more 
diverse faculty may be very slow. In both departments of all three institutions, 
ethnic minority faculty members consistently hold lower academic ranks 

Table 2 
Visible minority percentages in Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal

Toronto Vancouver Montreal

Total Population 5 072 075 2 097 965 3 588 520

Total Visible Minority 2 174 070 875 300 590 375

Percentage Visible Minority 43% 42% 16%

Percentage Born Outside of 
Canada

46% 40% 21%

Percentage of Visible 
Minority Faculty members 
in selected faculties of 
respective Institutions

24% 32% 17%

Percentage of Visible 
Minority Postdoctoral 
and Graduate Students 
in selected faculties of 
respective Institutions

38% 47% 26%
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than non-ethnic minority faculty members (Tables 4a and 4b). Aside from 
the position of Mathematic Department Chair of UT, which is filled by an 
Indonesian male, non-ethnic minority individuals overwhelmingly occupy 
the top ranked positions in both departments at UT, UBC, and McG. For 
example, non-ethnic minority individuals make up 80% (UT), 82% (UBC), 
and 84% (McG) of full professors in Mathematics Departments (Table 4a). 
More shockingly, non-ethnic minority individuals make up 88% (UT), 100% 
(UBC), and 83% (McG) of full professors in the Sociology Departments 
(Table 4b), whereas assistant professors and other faculty positions are 
predominantly occupied by ethnic minority individuals regardless of depart-
ment or institution. 

Although non-ethnic minority individuals at UT, UBC, and McG pre-
dominantly fill the higher hierarchical faculty positions, this may be due to 
the cohort effect of past hiring practices and hiring pool availability. Base 
on the promotion pattern of universities, the assistant professors accounted 
for in this sample were hired approximately in the 1990s and 2000s after 
the implementation of the Employment Equity Act. In comparison to the 
diversity ratio of full professors and associate professors, there is a greater 
percentage of ethnic minority members at the assistant professor level and 
lower. For example, in the Mathematics Departments, ethnic minorities 
make up 63% (UT) and 83% (UBC) of assistant professors, whereas only 
21% (UT), 18% (UBC), and 16% (McG) of full professors are identified as 
ethnic minorities (Table 4a). The data pattern is also found in Sociology 
Departments: ethnic minorities make up 45% (UT), 67% (UBC), and 60% 
(McG) of assistant professors in the Sociology Departments (Table 4b). While 
the diversity ratio of postdoctoral fellows (Table 3) are less drastic than the 
assistant professors (Tables 4a and 4b), the percentage of graduate students 

Table 3 
UT, UBC, McG Department of Mathematics and perceived ethnicity of Postdoctoral 
Fellow and Graduate Students

Postdoctoral Fellow Graduate Student

Institution Percentage of Demographic Percentage of Demographic 

Non-Ethnic 
Minority

Ethnic 
Minority

Non-Ethnic 
Minority

Ethnic 
Minority

UT 45% (19) 55% (23) 68% (83) 32% (39)

UBC 81% (21) 19% (4) 48% (55) 52% (59)

McG 74% (14) 26% (5) 74% (59) 26% (21)

Note.– In parentheses is the number of faculty members.
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Table 4a
UT, UBC, McG Department of Mathematics and perceived ethnicity

Institution Position

Total 
Faculty 

Members

Number of Faculty 
Members

Percentage of 
Demographic*

Non-
Ethnic 

Minority
Ethnic 

Minority

Non-
Ethnic 

Minority
Ethnic 

Minority

 UT Department 
Chair

1 0 1 0% 100%

Full Professor 44 35 9 80% 21%

Associate 
Professor

7 6 1 86% 14%

Assistant 
Professor

8 3 5 38% 63%

Postdoctoral 
Fellow

42 19 23 45% 54%

Others* 9 5 4 56% 44%

TOTAL 111 68 43 61% 39%

 UBC Department 
Chair

1 1 0 100% 0%

Full Professor 39 32 7 82% 18%

Associate 
Professor

14 6 8 43% 57%

Assistant 
Professor

6 1 5 17% 83%

Postdoctoral 
Fellow

21 17 4 81% 19%

Others* 20 11 9 55% 45%

TOTAL 101 68 33 67% 33%

 McG Department 
Chair

1 1 0 100% 0%

Full Professor 38 32 6 84% 16%

Associate 
Professor

0 0 0 0% 0%

Assistant 
Professor

0 0 0 0% 0%

Postdoctoral 
Fellow

19 14 5 74% 26%

Others* 14 12 2 86% 14%

TOTAL 72 59 13 82% 18%

* This position category includes “Lecturers”, “Sessionals”, “Adjunct Professors” and 
“Clinicals.”



61

Ethnic Diversity  among University Faculty 

identified as ethnic minority group members (Table 3) is greater than full 
professor and associate professors at all three institutions. 

While the current percentage of ethnic full professors is only slightly 
higher than 1997’s 11% (Trower & Chait, 2002), there may be potential 
for a general shift to a more diverse faculty demographic. Approximately 
five percent of faculty members leave UBC each year, due to retirement or 
alternative employment opportunities, and another five percent are added 
as new hires (UBC DATA Working Group, 2010). Another major factor aside 
from seniority is the availability of openings. The five percent of new hires 
may not only be concentrated at the assistant professor level, but the lack of 
openings at the associate and full professor levels could prevent an increase 
of diversity at those levels. 

It must be clearly noted that this study is limited by the subjective 
nature of one’s definition and perception of ethnicity. First, this study was 
not done with double blind methods. Secondly, individuals were categorized 
into ethnic and non-ethnic based on the researcher’s perception of their 
ethnicity through their names, and photos when available. First and last 
names may often be a good guide for assuming a person’s ethnic background, 
but it is not infallible as, among other factors, interracial marriages and 
personal preferences for Anglicised names may be misleading (Nakhaie, 
2001). Thirdly, there are cases where ethnicity is unknown even with the aid 
of name dictionaries and charts. In this study, when ethnic identity could 
not be ascertained they were placed in the ethnic minority group. Lastly, 
first and last names do not report true ethnicity but instead suggest race. 
This is the largest issue with this study and with other similar studies that 
use names to identify ethnicity. 

CONCLUSION

With more than half of immigrants entering Canada through the Point 
System as economic immigrants since 1994 (Citizenship and Immigration 
Canada, 2009), it is possible that even though we import highly skilled 
individuals, our economy fails at employing them to our advantage. The 
current immigration point system selectively chooses individuals with the 
credentials of an average white-collar worker, but the lack of employment 
for these skilled individuals can potentially harm the Canadian economy. 
The data from this study reflect the findings of previous research suggesting 
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Table 4b
UT, UBC, McG Department of Sociology and perceived ethnicity

Institution

Total 
Faculty 

Members

Number of Faculty 
Members

Percentage of 
Demographic*

Position

Non-
Ethnic 

Minority
Ethnic 

Minority

Non-
Ethnic 

Minority
Ethnic 

Minority

 UT Department 
Chair 1 1 0 100% 0%

Full Professor 26 23 3 88% 12%

Associate 
Professor 16 14 2 88% 13%

Assistant 
Professor 11 6 5 55% 45%

Postdoctoral 
Fellow 0 0 0 0% 0%

Others* 0 0 0 0% 0%

TOTAL 54 44 10 81% 19%

 UBC Department 
Chair 1 1 0 100% 0%

Full Professor 7 7 0 100% 0%

Associate 
Professor 15 12 3 80% 20%

Assistant 
Professor 3 1 2 33% 67%

Postdoctoral 
Fellow 0 0 0 0% 0%

Others* 0 0 0 0% 0%

TOTAL 26 21 5 81% 19%

 McG Department 
Chair 1 1 0 100% 0%

Full Professor 6 5 1 83% 17%

Associate 
Professor 7 7 0 100% 0%

Assistant 
Professor 5 2 3 40% 60%

Postdoctoral 
Fellow 0 0 0 0% 0%

Others* 0 0 0 0% 0%

TOTAL 19 15 4 79% 21%
* This position category includes “Lecturers”, “Sessionals”, “Adjunct Professors” and 

“Clinicals.”
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inadequate ethnic minority faculty member presence in institutions of 
higher education (Smith et al., 2004). There is a pattern of discrepancy 
between an institution’s faculty of visible minority demographic ratio and 
the surrounding CMA visible minority demographic ratio. This discrepancy 
is expected, as a university faculty will differ from the general public on 
many attributes, with ethnicity being just one of them. At the moment, 
these findings of under-representation of ethnic minorities within these 
institutions is suggestive of hiring and promotion inequalities of the past and 
present, but this data set cannot supply a causation of the inequalities. With 
the progress of technology and the globalization of economy and education, 
there is hope that institutions’ faculties will soon reflect the diversity found 
in their students and city demographics. 

However, the process of achieving equity should not stop once there is 
an increased presence of ethnic minority faculty members in institutions. If 
the pipeline argument is valid, then the current disproportionate academic 
rankings between ethnic minority and non-minority faculty members should 
eventually reach equality. These data cannot confirm the pipeline argument, 
but they do demonstrate the disparity of academic positions between ethnic 
minority and non-minority scholars in the higher positions of academic 
employment. As discussed earlier, this pattern may be due to previous hiring 
practices and the cohort effect. The data may not indicate the cause of these 
inequalities in academic positions, but they suggest that structural changes 
such as the Employment Equity Act and the establishment of equity offices 
may have been effective in increasing faculty diversity, even if only minimally. 
The data suggests that after the passing of the Employment Equity Act in 1995 
there has been a drastic increase in hiring of visible minority group faculty 
members as displayed by the diversity ratio at the Assistant Professor level 
across departments and institutions. While the lower diversity ratio in the 
postdoctoral fellow group could be attributed to a regression to the mean 
after the spike of hiring of ethnic minority group in the previous cohort, 
a continuous process of intervention and structural change to would be 
required to increase the presence of certain minority groups as faculty 
members within the institution. 

Other statistics indicate that this may not be merely a supply issue 
as there are approximately 54% of self-identified minority undergraduate 
students and 52% of graduate students (UBC, 2002). Even with a faculty 
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of ethnic minority members that appears proportionate to the student and 
city demographic of the institution, there may still be discriminating forces 
working upon ethnic scholars restricting their success in academia. 

While there are certain limitations with the data collected as listed 
above, they are still more holistic than the employment equity reports 
released by these particular institutions. Even though all three institutions 
have an active employment equity policy, only UT and UBC have their 
employment equity reports publicly available online. Although UBC does 
offer their 2009 and 2010 survey report to the public, the figures in the survey 
reports can be misleading due to the low survey completion rate. If all three 
institutions had their employment equity survey results publicly available, 
this paper would have used those figures to supplement current data. Even 
if the data were based on employment equity surveys, the reader should be 
skeptical of information voluntarily released by Equity departments that 
can potentially tarnish or enhance an institution’s reputation. 
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In 2005, over 28% of Aboriginal males living on British Columbian 
reserves were unemployed, a rate 5.6 times higher than their non-Ab-

original (NA) counterparts in other areas of the province; within the same 
demographic, 46% had not completed a high school education (compared to 
13% for NA males) (BC Stats, 2006). These statistics express the substantial 
inequality faced by British Columbian Aboriginals (defined in the Census 
of Canada as self-identified persons of First Nations, Metis or Inuit identity 
[Stock, 2009]) in terms of socio-economic status when compared to the 
general public (Pendakur and Pendakur, 2011; Wilkes, 2010). Many stud-
ies have analysed Aboriginal economic success, educational attainment 
and incomes independently, yet few studies have combined these three 
measures to examine how they converge. This paper will utilise the theory 
of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Hankivsky & Christoffersen, 2008; 
Yuval-Davis, 2008; Veenstra, 2011) to acknowledge the importance of all 
aspects of a person or group’s identity that contribute to the oppression 
and inequality they face. Studying any one of these influences without the 
others “obscures the complex realities of inequality that emerges from [their] 
intersections” (Oxam-Martinez et al., 2005, p. 256). For Aboriginal people, 
each aspect of their identity including but not limited to their race, ethnicity, 
gender, education, socio-economic status and the historical and present 
day implications of colonisation intersect to impact their place in Canadian 
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society; with this in mind, the current analysis will use economic success, 
educational attainment and income as measures of socio-economic status 
to compare males and females and those living on and off reserve with the 
NA population, gaining insight into the interplay of such factors in the lives 
of Aboriginal Canadians. 

This paper is split into two sections to allow for a unique inquiry into 
the intersectionality of gender, life on or off reserve, economic success, 
educational attainment and income for Aboriginal people. An intersectional 
analysis acknowledges that these are not the only factors influencing the lives 
of Aboriginal people; however, due to space limitations and data availability, 
only the aforementioned categories have been selected. Results from the 
2006 census are used in Section I to compare economic success, educational 
attainment and income for Aboriginals. In Section II, educational attain-
ment and income levels for this same group are combined, highlighting the 
importance of education for present and future generations. In both sections, 
data from the BC Non-Aboriginal population has been included as a reference 
group, allowing for the consideration of the “relative position” of this group 
(Wilkes, 2010, p. 314). 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Previous literature and Canadian census data have documented multiple 
aspects of inequality faced by Aboriginal Canadians, yet few authors have 
combined measures in an intersectional analysis. Four main themes have 
been identified in past work, which will be combined for this study. First, 
many examine Aboriginals compared to NAs, finding worse outcomes for the 
former (Luffman & Sussman, 2007; Mendelson, 2004; Pendakur, 2011; Wilson 
& Cardwell, 2011); differences between those living on-reserve and those 
living off-reserve have been studied (Drost & Richards, 2009; Mendelson, 
2005; Wardman, Clement & Quartz, 2005; Wilson & MacDonald, 2010); 
scholarship has examined gender differences between all groups of Aboriginal 
Canadians (Bourassa, McKay-McNaab, & Hampton, 2004; Pendakur, 2011; 
Wilson & MacDonald, 2010). Finally, education is widely recognised as an 
important factor in labour outcomes such as income for this group (Preston, 
2008; Mendelson, 2008; Sharpe et al., 2007; Waslander, 2009; Wilkes, 2010). 

Much of this work has focused on Aboriginal populations across Canada. 
However, Aboriginal people across the country and in different regions will 
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experience these issues differently due to variable ways of life, demographic 
realities and economic impacts (Wilkes, 2010). This paper will only make 
reference to socio-economic outcomes for Aboriginal people in British 
Columbia in order to avoid generalisations across provincial and territorial 
borders. The following section includes an overview of how the concept of 
intersectionality is analysed as a theoretical perspective, and a discussion 
of the impact of colonialism for the Canadian Aboriginal population and 
significant themes in past literature. 

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality was coined in 1989 by Kimberle Crenshaw (Yuval-
Davis, 2008), and “addresses the manner in which racism, patriarchy, class 
oppression and other discriminatory systems create inequalities that struc-
ture the relative positions of women, races, ethnicities, classes and the like” 
(Yuval-Davis, 2006, p. 197). Crenshaw (2001) describes intersectionality as 
what occurs when an individual from a minority group “tries to navigate the 
main crossing in the city. . . . The main highway is ‘racism road.’ One cross 
street can be Colonialism, then Patriarchy Street” (as cited in Yuval-Davis, 
2008, p. 196), and there may be many others such as Capitalism Street; these 
power dynamics are forms of oppression that cross and intersect to create 
multiple levels of discrimination. Previous work that has analysed only 
one aspect of inequality or discrimination such as gender, life on-reserve, 
Aboriginal status or lack of education (Helmer & Richards, 2009; Mendelson, 
2008; Sharpe et al., 2007) is limited without reference to how these aspects 
of a person’s identity interact. An intersectional analysis allows for the study 
of the convergence of colonialism, patriarchy, globalisation and capitalism 
in our society and in the lives of Aboriginal Canadians. The intersection of 
these oppressive systems creates racialised and gendered hierarchies, evident 
in the socio-economic status of Aboriginal people. 

Colonialism in Canada

A study of the Indigenous population in Canada is incomplete without 
recognition of the past and present manifestations of colonialism, racism 
and social exclusion and the impacts of these determinants on all aspects of 
Aboriginal success and well-being (Bourassa, McKay-McNabb, & Hampton, 
2004; Kelm, 1998; Reading & Wein, 2009). Colonialism is a process that 
includes geographic and socio-cultural dislocation, the establishment of 
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external political, social and economic controls and restrictions, and the 
creation of an ideological framework based on race and skin colour that 
situates the coloniser in a higher position of power than the colonised (Kelm, 
1998; Reading & Wein, 2009, p. 21). In Canada, European settlers dispos-
sessed Indigenous people from their land, stripped them of their rights to 
self-determination, subjected them to assimilation efforts, and prohibited 
them from practicing their languages, cultures, and traditions. Furthermore, 
many Aboriginal children were torn from their homes and communities 
and placed in assimilation-focussed residential schools where they suffered 
physical, emotional and mental abuse, malnourishment, disease, illness, and 
high rates of mortality (Mussell, 2008; Reading & Wein, 2009). The impacts 
of colonialism in the present day are closely related to and intersect with all 
aspects of the socio-economic status of Aboriginal peoples and therefore 
must be acknowledged. 

Aboriginal versus non-Aboriginal Canadians

In Canadian census data, Aboriginal people have been found to have 
consistently lower socio-economic outcomes than the rest of the population 
(Luffman & Sussman, 2007; Mendelson, 2004; Pendakur, 2011; Wilkes, 2010; 
Wilson & Cardwell, 2011). Mendelson (2004) uses census data from 1996 to 
2001 to examine work and unemployment rates for this group. Despite small 
advances in labour market attainment, Aboriginal unemployment rates 
remain higher than the rest of the Canadian population. In 1991 and 1996, 
Aboriginal Canadians were more than 2.5 times as likely to be unemployed 
than the rest of the population (Mendelson, 2004). This trend continues in 
the 2001 census data, which reported Aboriginal people to be more than twice 
as likely to be unemployed (19% compared to only 7% of the NA population) 
(Wilkes, 2010, p. 321). Similar work in 2005 found that despite improvement in 
labour participation in British Columbia and Alberta, unemployment remains 
twice as high for the Aboriginal population (Luffman & Sussman, 2007). 

Extreme gaps also exist in income levels for this group. Between 1995 
and 2005, Aboriginal people had significantly lower incomes than NAs when 
controlled for age and education (Pendakur & Pendakur, 2011). More recent 
work has found that the median income for Aboriginal peoples in 2006 was 
$18,962, which is 30% lower than the median income for NA Canadians. 
Furthermore, even when NA people live and work on a reserve, they continue 
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to take home larger wages then their Aboriginal counterparts (Wilson & 
MacDonald, 2010). 

Aboriginal Canadians living on versus off-reserve 

Comparing variables and outcomes for Aboriginal Canadians living on-
reserve and off-reserve provides a practical measure of the variations between 
the two. Much research has examined factors such as access to services and 
overall life quality (Wardman, Clement, & Quartz, 2005), as well as age 
distribution, labour participation and unemployment (Mendelson, 2004). 
Through the majority of scholarship on the topic, Aboriginal Canadians living 
on-reserve exhibit lower levels of achievement and success in income and 
education (Drost & Richards, 2009; Wilson & MacDonald, 2010). Mendelson 
(2004) compares unemployment rates for Aboriginal Canadians residing 
on and off reserve. In 2001, unemployment was twice as high for those 
living on reserve compared to those living in urban areas. This paper will 
combine the relevant impact of life on reserve with that of gender, showing 
the intersectionality. 

Aboriginal Canadian males versus females 

Aboriginal women experience negative outcomes in many areas includ-
ing health, (Bourassa, McKay-McNaab, & Hampton, 2004), victimisation, 
violent crime, (Wilson & MacDonald, 2010) and income (Pendakur, 2011). 
Nevertheless, recent work has documented that, compared to their male 
counterparts, Aboriginal women continue to attain higher levels of educa-
tion, including post-secondary (BC Stats, 2006). Therefore it is essential 
to look at gender differences critically, recognising the various advantages 
and disadvantages that both men and women experience. A study of gender 
alone leaves out many other sites of oppression in the lives of Aboriginal 
people that become evident through an intersectional analysis (Crenshaw, 
1991; Denis, 2008; Yuval-Davis, 2006).

Connecting education to multiple outcomes

Education is cited as one of the most important factors for improving 
labour market success, income, productivity, and other social indicators 
(Drost & Richards, 2009; O’Donnell & Tait, 2004; Sharpe et al., 2007; 
Tait, 1999; Wilson & MacDonald, 2010). At present and in past census data, 
Aboriginal people fare much worse in educational attainment (Mendelson, 
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2008; O’Donnell & Tait, 2004; Preston, 2008; Sharpe et al., 2007; Tait, 
1999), for reasons including the legacy of colonialism and residential schools 
(Mendelson, 2008), significant differences in the quality of education on 
reserves (Preston, 2008; Ricards & Afolabi, 2008), inadequate funding and 
styles of instruction that do not recognise important language and cultural 
uniqueness (Mendelson, 2008; Preston, 2008), and family responsibilities 
and financial reasons (O’Donnell & Tait, 2004, p. 22). Many scholars focus on 
the benefits of increasing high school completion, as it will not only contribute 
to increased success and well-being for this group, but will also contribute 
to the Canadian economy (O’Donnell & Tait, 2004; Sharpe et al., 2007; 
Tait, 1999). Others focus on the need to increase success in post-secondary 
and university-level achievement (Waslander, 2009), as it allows people to 
increase their earning potential and employability. This paper will look at 
education and its relation to other measures of socio-economic status, with 
special attention paid to income. 

DATA AND METHODS

Data used for the two sections of this study is from the 2006 Census 
found on the BC Stats website. This source includes British Columbian resi-
dents that have declared themselves as Aboriginal, including First Nations, 
Metis and Status Indians. In 2006, 196,075 Aboriginal people were surveyed 
in BC, compared to 3,878,310 Non-Aboriginals (Province of BC, 2013). This 
data source is the most recently published census, providing a detailed 
account of many aspects of the socio-economic status of BC Aboriginals. 
By using this census data, this paper updates previous scholarship that 
used previous census data (Luffman & Sussman, 2007; Mendelson, 2004; 
Pendakur, 2011; Wilkes, 2010; Wilson & Cardwell, 2011). 

For Section I (Table 1), six data sets from the 2006 census were used: 
“Earnings Profile of Aboriginal Peoples”; “Unemployment Profile of 
Aboriginal Peoples”; “Work Pattern Profile for Aboriginal Peoples”; “Labour 
Supply Profile of Aboriginal Peoples”; “Educational Profile of Aboriginal 
Peoples (Part 1)”; and “Educational Profile of Aboriginal Peoples (Part 2)” 
(BC Stats, 2006). Gender and life on- versus off-reserve were chosen as 
relevant variables as they provide the widest range of comparison, and allow 
for an intersectional analysis of the way such factors converge. In Table 1, 
Aboriginals living on- and off- reserve are divided by gender and compared 
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to the NA population on educational attainment, labour force participation, 
unemployment and income (and a number of sub-categories). In Section 
II, data from a table titled “Earnings By Skill Profile of Aboriginal Peoples – 
2006” (BC Stats, 2006) is used to show the relationship between educational 
attainment and average income for Aboriginal Canadians living on- and 
off-reserve in BC compared to the NA population. This is further split up into 
two age categories, 15-24 and 25-54. Next, the difference between average 
income for Group A (NA population) and B (Total Aboriginal population) is 
calculated, with findings presented in the last column of Table 2 (A – B = C). 
This calculation allows for a clear comparison of earnings when educational 
attainment is constant. 

The findings from Section 1 are broken down into four categories to look 
at the intersectional influences of gender and life on- versus off-reserve for 
British Columbian Aboriginals. These categories are “education,” “labour 
market participation,” “unemployment,” and “income.” An analysis of the 
findings from Section 2 follows with two categories: “education and income” 
and “differences between groups.”

SECTION 1

Findings. Table 1 demonstrates that Aboriginals living on-reserve 
have significantly lower achievement than those living off-reserve in 
terms of high school completion, post secondary education, including 
apprenticeships, trades certificates or diplomas, and non-university 
certificates or diplomas, and university level certificates, diplomas and 
degrees. When compared to the NA population, Aboriginal people living 
both on- and off-reserve report substantially lower educational attainment 
in all categories, labour force participation, employment and income, 
and higher rates of unemployment. Males and females show differing 
results within these categories: while women tend to do worse on most 
outcomes, the female Aboriginal population on- and off-reserve reports 
higher education levels than the male population, a trend that is consistent 
(though not as drastic) in the NA population. Furthermore, while income 
gaps exist between genders for all three categories, the gaps in Aboriginal 
populations are much smaller than for the NA group. Future research 
would be required to provide a better understanding of the underlying 
dynamics which contribute to these findings.
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Education. There are stark gender differences in educational outcomes 
between those surveyed. In 
all three groups (Aboriginals 
living on-reserve, off-reserve 
and non-Aboriginals), men 
displayed the worst outcomes 
in high school completion 
rates: 46% of Aboriginal 
men on-reserve do not have 
their high school diploma, 
compared with 29.6% living 
off-reserve and only 12.5% of 
NAs. While high school non-
completion/dropout rates are 
lower for females, they remain 
significant, with the gap closing between men and women in the NA 

Table 1
Education Profile, Labour Participation, Unemployment and Average Income for 
Men and Women living both on and off reserves in British Columbia 
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On Reserve
Male 46.4 19.1 34.4 5.4 75.8 6.0 45.3 22.4 28.6 $33,542
Females 39.4 20.6 40.0 10.9 67.8 3.5 48.3 28.7 20.7 $29,350
Off Reserve
Males 29.6 25.9 44.5 9.1 84.9 8.3 60.1 20.6 11.9 $44,207
Females 23.5 26.0 50.4 15.1 73.8 6.5 48.8 35.7 11.9 $33,110
NAs
Males 12.5 24.7 41.6 30.1 90.2 11.0 72.0 15.7 5.3 $56,285
Females 10.7 27.1 48.0 32.0 80.0 8.2 54.6 34.0 5.9 $39,842

Note. – Highest level of completed educational credential, ages 25-64, 2006. 
Post secondary: includes apprenticeship, trade certificate or diploma, non-university 

certificate or diploma.
*University Level includes university certificate, diploma or degree. 
** Participation in the labour force, age 25-64, 2006 (full time work measured as 30 hours 

a week or more). 
***Average income based on 40 or more weeks of work in 2005, mostly full time. 

Figure 1. 
University-level education for Aboriginal males 
and females living on- and off-reserve compared to 
their NA counterparts. 

Note. – Black bars show results for males and grey 
bars show results for females. 
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population. For all three categories, women scored higher on high school 
completion, post secondary education and university level education. The 
greatest gender difference is seen in the completion of university level 
education on reserves, with twice as many women holding this credential 
(10.9% of women compared with only 5.4% of men). This is seen in Figure 
1 where there remains a gap between Aboriginal groups and the NA 
population of BC in terms of post-secondary educational attainment. 

Gender and life on reserve are seen to intersect, resulting in the poorest 
outcomes. Aboriginal males living on reserve experience negative outcomes 
in terms of high school completion, post-secondary and university-level 
credentials. While more studies must be conducted to further analyse reasons 
for lower educational attainment, location plays a huge role in this outcome, 
as those living on reserve may have less access to good quality educational 
institutions (Ricards & Afolabi, 2008; Sharpe et al., 2007). Furthermore, 
school curricula may not be adequately designed to acknowledge historical 
issues of colonisation, generational trauma and memories of residential 
schools. Schools do not always teach culturally-specific content such as 
Aboriginal languages, art and cultural practices, which has been noted as 
a flaw in the current education system (Mendelson, 2008). Other social 
factors could include an individual’s need to work resulting in an inability 
to attend school, and familial factors that prevent school success (such 
as no help with homework, no parent to encourage studying and school 
participation). Clearly, many intersecting factors leave Aboriginals in BC 
with lower educational attainment than the NA population. 

Labour Market Participation. Two trends are evident in Figure 2, and 
through the comparison of labour market outcomes for these groups. 
First, women consistently lag (more than 10%) behind men in all three 
categories. There are more self-employed men than women, though more 
women hold part-time work than men. While this research cannot suggest 
causality, it may be hypothesised that child-care and child rearing may 
play into this gender difference in labour market participation, with more 
mothers staying at home with their children. 

Second, those living on-reserve consistently lag behind individuals living 
off-reserve, and the NA comparisons in this category. This holds true in labour 
market participation (where the highest levels are for NA men and women), 
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self employment (highest 
levels of self employment are 
for the NA group), and in full 
time work over part time work 
(fewer Aboriginal people had 
full time work on-reserve than 
off-reserve, while the results 
are reversed for part time 
work). However, this trend is 
not consistent when looking at 
women in all three categories, 
as NA women hold the highest 
levels of part time work, with 
on reserve women holding the 

lowest. This may suggest that when childcare is taken into account, NA 
women have more opportunities to work part time than do Aboriginal 
women. 

Gender and life on-reserve intersect to disproportionately affect 
Aboriginal females in labour market outcomes. Only 67% of females on-
reserve participate in the labour force, compared to 75% of men. At the 
opposite end of the spectrum, 80% of NA women work, compared to 90% of 
NA men. While these differences could be related to alternate gender roles 
in childcare, other factors may be involved, such as unequal access to work. 
Analysing these converging sites of inequality offers a springboard for further 
research and initiatives to make change. 

Unemployment. This category shows the greatest disparity between 
Aboriginal individuals and NA in BC. As seen in Figure 3, NA people hold 
the lowest unemployment rates, at 5.3% for men and 5.9% for women. 
Aboriginal people living off-reserve have an unemployment rate of twice 
this, at 11.9% for both men and women, while on-reserve populations have 
the highest rates of unemployment, with 28.6% of men without work and 
20.7% of women. Figure 3 shows a slight gender difference in unemployment 
rates for the NA population and no gender difference for the Aboriginals 
living off reserve. However, Aboriginal men living on reserve are seen 
to experience the highest rates of unemployment of all groups. This 
extremely high rate of unemployment can be associated with the location 

Figure 2. 
Labour market participation for Aboriginal males 
and females living on- and off-reserve compared to 
the NA counterparts. 

Note. – Black bars show results for males and grey 
bars show results for females.
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Figure 3.
Unemployment rates for Aboriginal males and 
females living on- and off-reserve compared to their 
NA counterparts. 

Note. – Black bars show results for males and grey 
bars show results for females.

and existence of seasonal work 
in specific areas which leaves 
some individuals to rely solely 
on social assistance during the 
off-seasons (Preston, 2008, 
p. 14). While tax exemptions 
improve the situation for 
those living on-reserve, they 
do not account for the entire 
income discrepancy (Sharpe 
et al., 2007, p. 45). However, 
without data that allows for 
region-specific comparisons, 
we cannot sufficiently draw 
conclusions about unemployment differences (Wilkes, 2010).

Studying how these variables intersect suggests that in order to lower un-
employment rates for all Aboriginals, a special emphasis should be placed on 
training and job creation for men living on-reserve. In addition, educational 
attainment can decrease unemployment; thus, investment and attention 
must be paid to both high school and post-secondary completion and success 
(Mendelson, 2008; Preston, 2008; Wilkes, 2010). Training programs could 
focus on providing education to meet skill requirements needed for jobs 
found in rural areas, and on-reserve. Future research and policy work should 
consider the diverse factors which intersect to impact unemployment for 
Aboriginals in British Columbia. 

Income. Shown in Figure 4, Aboriginal individuals report consistently 
lower wages then NAs, with women in all categories showing the lowest 
incomes. The male NA population in BC has an average income of $56,285. 
By contrast, Aboriginal men living on- and off-reserve earn significantly 
less, with the former earning only up to 60% ($33,542) of the average NA 
male income. These findings could be related to the educational attainment 
of men in each category and access to employment based on race and living 
location. 

Women in all three categories receive a much lower average income 
than men. On-reserve women make 88% of what men make ($29,350 versus 
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$33,542); off-reserve, women 
make 75% of what men make 
(33,110 versus $44,207); finally, 
within the NA population, 
women make only 71% of what 
men make ($39,842 versus 
$56,285). These findings 
are surprising, as women in 
all categories report higher 
education levels than males. 
When factors of inequality 
intersect (gender and life on 
reserve), the outcomes are the 
worst. This is seen for Aboriginal women living on-reserve, who make only 
52% of what the NA male population makes ($29,350 versus $56,285). This 
intersectional analysis shows a more complex picture of income inequality 
faced by Aboriginal groups and by women in BC.

SECTION 2

Findings. Education and income are positively correlated for all three 
groups examined. Lower educational attainment for Aboriginal British 
Columbians is one factor in their lower average incomes, as compared 
with the NA population. However, this study shows that this is not the 
only factor at play, leaving room for further analysis into alternate sources 
of inequality. Findings from this section are split into two categories to 
expand upon the intersections of education and income, leaving Aboriginal 
individuals disadvantaged within the BC population.

Education and Income. The relevance of intersectionality is seen in 
Section 2 as educational attainment influences income levels for all groups 
studied. This connection has been widely cited as relevant to the wellbeing 
and success of Aboriginal people in BC and in Canada (Mendelson, 2008; 
Preston, 2008; Sharpe et al., 2007; Waslander, 2009; Wilkes, 2010). As 
seen in Table 2, income rises significantly for Aboriginals and NAs in both 
age categories with higher levels of education. For the total Aboriginal 
population, average incomes rise from $17,962 without a high school 

Figure 4. 
Income for Aboriginal males and females living on- 
and off- reserve compared to their NA counterparts.

Note. – Black bars show results for males and grey 
bars show results for females
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education to $26,055 with the highest level of education. This gap is even 
larger for the 25-54 age group ($33,523 compared to $49,431). Similar trends 
seen in the NA population confirm this pattern. An additional finding 
from this table is the income difference between the Aboriginal and NA 
population for the two age categories, 15-24 and 25-54; the income gap 
is significantly higher for the older than the younger demographic. This 
could suggest that income inequality increases over the course of the life 
span, as NA may receive greater raises, and progress faster in their careers. 
This trend is evident at all education levels, and especially when comparing 
the Aboriginal and NA populations with a university certificate, diploma or 
degree. For those ages 15-24, the income gap is only $659 ($26,714 - $26,055) 
while for the older demographic, the gap is $11,948 ($61,379 - $49,431). 
Further research should be conducted on the impacts of age on income 
inequality. 

Table 2
Incomes as they relate to Educational Attainment for Aboriginals Living On Reserve and Off 
Compared to the Non-Aboriginal Population of British Columbia

Education 
Level 

Age 
group 

On 
Reserve 

Off 
Reserve

Total 
Aboriginal 

(B)

NA 
Population 

(A)

Difference 
(A-B=C)

Less than 
HS 

15 – 24 $15,548 $18,571 $17,962 $20,676 $2,714

25 – 54 $30,185 $34,696 $33,523 $38,520 $4,997

With HS 
Grad

15 – 24 $17,490 $20,790 $20,437 $22,245 $1,808

25 - 54 $29,360 $38,964 $37,415 $43,137 $5,722

Appren-
ticeship/ 

Trade 
certificate 
Diploma 

15 - 24 $21,281 $23,594 $23,277 $26,738 $3,461

25 - 54 $30,748 $42,874 $40,770 $47,649 $6,879

College of 
other non-
university 
certificate 
or diploma 

15 – 24 $18,178 $24,258 $23,414 $26,142 $2,728

25 – 54 $32,346 $39,806 $38,398 $48,290 $9,892

University 
Certificate, 
diploma or 

degree

15 – 24 $16,531 $27,134 $26,055 $26,714 $659

25 - 54 $41,314 $51,103 $49,431 $61,379 $11,948
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Differences between groups. Table 2 shows the difference between 
average incomes for Group A (NA population) and B (Total Aboriginal 
population) in the final column (A – B = C). Even when groups exhibit 
similar education levels, Aboriginal groups both on- and off-reserve fare 
worse than their NA counterparts. For those with an apprenticeship or 
trade certificate diploma, Aboriginals aged 15-24 earn $3,461 less per year 
than the NA group, while those aged 15-54 earn $6,879 less. This income 
gap between Aboriginals and NAs persists in all categories of educational 
attainment, and has been observed in previous census data (O’Donnell & 
Tait, 2004; Sharpe et al., 2007; Tait, 1999; Wilkes, 2010). For all education 
levels, the income gap was less for younger groups than older, which may 
suggest that wage inequality may increase over time, or that younger 
generations do not face the same income inequity when starting their 
careers. Longitudinal data on income levels is needed to help explore 
these differences, and further explain the cause for income differences by 
generation. 

LIMITATIONS

Although this paper utilises data from the 2006 census to demonstrate 
the importance of an intersectional analysis when addressing difficulties 
within BC’s aboriginal population, the outdated nature of this data poses 
some limitations to this study. Additionally, it was not possible to study how 
education and income differs between men and women for the educational 
levels shown in Section 2 due to limited data. Further research should ex-
amine this level of analysis to increase understanding about intersections 
between the variables. This analysis does not suggest causality for any 
patterns or findings. Future research focusing on such causality can make 
significant contributions to the literature.

CONCLUSION

Through an intersectional analysis, this paper has explored sites of 
oppression that converge in the lives of Aboriginal Canadians, resulting in 
lower rates of success for educational attainment, labour market participation 
and income. Section 1 provides an examination of the intersections between 
gender, life on- versus off-reserve, and measures of socio-economic status, 
showing a clear relationship between the three. Section 2 addresses the 
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intersection between educational attainment and income levels, revealing 
that discrepancies persist between earnings of Aboriginals and NAs with 
similar education levels. Intersectionality allows for a more comprehensive 
study of socio-economic status for Aboriginals in BC. Future studies, govern-
ment policies, and program and service development for this group should 
acknowledge the multiple sites of disadvantage in order to reduce inequality 
and increase the well-being of those indigenous to Canada. 
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The event of September 11, 2001 represents a catalyst for the rapid 
increase in the call for greater border security. Canada, as a neighbour 

to the United States, is not immune to this phenomenon of rapid border 
securitisation, which is taking front stage in political rhetoric. More than eight 
years after 9/11, there is still a misconception that the hijackers entered the 
US from Canada, leading to increased criticism of the lack of border security 
between the US and Canada (CBC 2009; McLaughlin, 2011; Speigel, 2009; 
Toronto Sun 2010). The construction of a “weak” Canadian border against 
threats to national security from terrorists and non-citizens leads to a height-
ened sense of risk to domestic security. This causes an outcry for greater 
protection from the government against unknown persons or l’étranger and 
the potential risks associated with these individuals. To secure themselves 
against these potential threats, the Canadian and American governments 
implement stricter border policies and procedures. The purpose of this article 
is twofold. First, it is to demonstrate the securitisation of the Canadian border 
as a multidimensional phenomenon featuring Michel Foucault’s notions of 
governmentality and biopolitics, Giorgio Agamben’s thesis on bare life and 
the state of exception, Didier Bigo’s concept of the banopticon, and identity 
politics. Second, it is to argue that the securitisation of the Canadian border 
is indicative of the Canadian government re-establishing its sovereignty 
and legitimacy. 

Securing the Canadian Border: 
The Banopticon, Governmentality, and Biopolitics

Matthew Wei
Queen’s University

© 2013 Matthew Wei
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The rationale for re-establishing a state’s sovereignty and legitimacy 
comes from Ulrich Beck’s (1992) notion of risk society, where modern so-
ciety faces a new set of problems where the risk distribution dominates the 
traditional problems of the welfare distribution. According to Beck (1992), 
risks are the unintended consequences of rapid industrial modernisation in 
societies. However, while Beck’s notion of risk originally referred to pollution 
and environmental problems, this definition is applicable to the point of 
system immanence and universalisation. In other words, risk is a part of the 
structure of society and is global. Risk is not just external to the individual, it 
is a part of the individual, which presents potential risks to others. However, 
Klaus Rasborg (2012) notes that Beck’s recent work sought to distinguish 
voluntary and involuntary risks, similar to Niklas Luhmann’s distinction 
between risk and danger. The important point here is not the distinction 
between risk and danger, but rather the underlying notion of fear. It is fear 
that drives humans to exert control over the material; it is fear that drives 
the distribution of risk among populations to reduce potential costs to an 
individual or group. Fear is a central tool which bestows upon the sovereign 
the power to manage risk and in turn the population. 

Michel Foucault offers the term “governmentality” or the “art of gov-
ernment” (Lyon & Topak, forthcoming, p.6). According to Foucault (1991, 
p.92), governmentality is essentially “the correct manner of managing 
individuals, goods and wealth within the family.” Charlotte Epstein (2007, p. 
151) summarises Foucault’s notion of governmentality as a broad conceptual 
framework with an “overall tendency toward increasingly efficient forms of 
population management.” According to Barder and Debrix (2009, p. 398), 
increased surveillance and control of the population in the post-9/11 world 
started as a response to the Madrid and London bombings, which “radicalised 
the idea that the enemy is beyond any form of restraint, located in a domain 
where it no longer obeys any political rationality.” This reconceptualisation 
of the enemy proves to be a threat to the state’s legitimacy because the state 
loses its ability to secure the health and safety of the population (Bell, 2006). 
According to Barder and Debrix (2009, p. 399), states generally resort to the 
Hobbesian solution of creating a “sovereign power with a primary capacity 
to offer protection from violence [which] necessitates a concentration or 
centralisation of fear.” Thus, governmentality exerts power in a Hobbesian 
state of nature, where fear must be “produced and reproduced to establish 
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control, supervision, or enhancement of the social body through multiple 
mechanisms of measurement, calculation, improvement, and preservation 
of life” (Barder & Debrix, 2009, p. 400). Therefore, the state apparatus has 
the power to mobilise life and death. 

Foucault theorises about state power over life and death through the 
notions of biopolitics and biopower. Foucault defines state power as the 
“constant possibility the state will take away life” to a “power [that] passes 
through the individual” (Barder and Debrix, 2009; Foucault, 2003, p. 29). 
For Foucault, death is “something permanent, something that slips into life, 
perpetually gnaws at it, diminishes it, and weakens it” (Foucault, 2003, p. 
244). Therefore, if death is in a state of permanence, the object of biopower 
is the proper governance of the population as it lives through surveillance 
and discipline (Bell, 2006). Thus, biopower refers to the “numerous and 
diverse techniques for achieving the subjugation of bodies and the control of 
populations” (Foucault, 1978, p. 140). Any government exercising biopower is 
operating in a bio-political form or in biopolitics, which is a control apparatus 
over the population’s natural biology such as the rate of reproduction, fertility 
of a population, birth-to-death ratio, mortality rate, and longevity (Foucault, 
2003). Biopolitics is an apparatus designed to allow biopower to intervene 
in prolonging biological life, such as problems of birth rates, mortality rates, 
reproduction, accidents, infirmities, various anomalies, and environmental 
risks (Foucault, 2003). One form of biopolitics is border control, which defines 
the limit of power and sovereignty of a government. 

The Canadian border is “thickening,” especially after the events of 9/11 
(Muller, 2010). This process of “thickening” refers to the securitisation of 
borders through the “dramatic increase in surveillance of various sorts, ... 
increasing regimes of compliance[,] and an institutional transformation 
of border management to both sides of the Canada/US border, away from 
a visa/immigration regime and towards a surveillance/security regimes” 
(Muller, 2010, p. 76). For example, the US launch of the Western Hemisphere 
Travel Initiative (WHTI) and the panoply of compliant programmes and 
documents are instrumental tools for surveillance (Muller 2010). The term 
surveillance, according to David Lyon (2006, p. 403), is “a routine and focused 
attention to personal details for the purposes of influence, management, care 
and control.” At the border, surveillance evolved from the physical act of 
watching to a combination of traditional forms of surveillance and biometric 
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technologies to identify safe citizens (Muller 2010). Muller argues that this 
shift redesigns the safe citizen as “‘becoming digital’ and thus ‘knowable’ 
to the state and non-state authorities allied with the state” (2010, p. 77). At 
the border, the identification of the so-called unsafe citizen or non-citizens 
gives governments the power to restrict access to their territory to unwanted 
persons, or in Didier Bigo’s terms, the banopticon, to express the selective 
surveillance of those kept at a distance (Basaran 2008).1 According to Bigo 
(2008, p. 6), the banopticon is a “form of governmentality of unease, or Ban, 
[that] is characterised by three criteria: practices of exceptionalism, acts of 
profiling and containing foreigners, and a normative imperative of mobility.” 
At the border, Bigo’s banopticon “operates not just by means of disciplinary 
omnivoyance over coerced bodies, but also by way of normalised exclusion 
(or ban) or targeted individuals and groups” (Barder & Debrix, 2009, p. 
409). An example of banopticon is the exclusion of select individuals seen 
on the no-fly list and the exclusion of individuals crossing the border due to 
ethnicity, race, or religion. 

The banopticon’s existence at the Canadian border represents Agamben’s 
state of exception, where border policies and practices are an “exception to 
ordinary liberal politics based upon the rule of law” (Basaran, 2008, p. 340). 
The state of exception is “the opening of a space in which application and 
norm reveal their separation and a pure force-of-law realises a norm whose 
application has been suspended” (Agamben, 2005, p. 40). Additionally, it 
is “a ‘threshold of indistinction’ that suspends law by differentiating what 
is included in the legal order from that which is excluded” (Kruger et al., 
2008, p. 99; Werbin, 2009). Furthermore, the threshold of indistinction is 
“an interval or limited space — that suspends law and destroys legal and 
political boundaries through the contradictory act of forging them” (Kruger 
et al., 2008, p. 100). For Agamben, the most dangerous aspect of the state of 
exception is the capacity to create and define a space of exception in which 
there is no legal restraint on the sovereign power, since the sovereign power 
is the ability to forge laws that override existing legal and political boundaries 
(Kruger et al., 2008). 

Agamben’s state of exception links to his notions of bare life. Agamben’s 
work on bare life builds on two Greek terms of “life”: Zoe and bios (Agamben, 

1 Didier Bigo’s banopticon is a play on words of Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon. Michel Foucault 
reconceptualises the panopticon in Discipline and Punish as a metaphor of the ability of 
permanent visibility as a form of power.
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1998). Zoe simply expresses a state of living common to all, while bios refers 
to the form or way of proper living (Agamben, 1998). In terms of the state 
of exception and borders, Agamben creates a critical relationship between 
law and life in that the habeas corpus exemplifies the intersection of law 
and life (1998). Due to the habeas corpus, democracy is borne of the ideas 
that the individual’s freedom is tied to the body, or zoe (Agamben, 1998). 
Consequently, “law, face, juridical rule and biological life” are no longer 
distinguishable; rather, law and body are inseparable (Agamben, 1998, p. 
187). In terms of border and the banopticon, one example is the denial of 
access pass the border for an individual as biometric readings identify the 
individual as an ‘unwanted’ individual. Katja Aas (2011) builds on Agamben’s 
notion of bare life as she refers to Schinkel’s two distinct forms of social 
control: zoepolitics and biopolitics. Zoepolitics refers primarily to individuals 
outside the state, while biopolitics is “internally directed and aims to control 
population within the state’s territory but which are discursively placed 
outside the domain of hegemony marked as ‘society’” (Schinkel in Aas, 2011, 
p.339). Hence, zoepolitics aims to identify the citizen from the human, while 
biopolitics aims to classify the life of the social body, and the control of the 
population already occupying the state’s territory (Aas, 2011). Zoepolitics, 
then, represents a more banoptic objective of exclusion similar to border 
surveillance and control. However, Aas calls into question the effectiveness 
of border surveillance. In William De Lint’s (2011) article, he incorporates 
Manning’s use of Goffman’s dramaturgical analysis in surveillance, that the 
border is a site for staging a security performance. Aas (2011, p. 342) would 
agree as she argues that “walls function theatrically, in that they stage 
sovereign power, at the same time as they reveal the sovereign impotence 
in stopping the flows of people from reaching the territory.” Though bio-
politics now seem irrelevant, the securitisation of borders clearly connects 
with zoepolitics. Aas (2011) reminds us that these forms of control are not 
mutually exclusive; rather, zoepolitics and biopolitics often exist in mutual 
interaction. Governmentality aims to create the good society by managing 
the citizen population through biopolitics and by distinguishing the citizen 
from the non-citizen. One method to achieve this aim is the use of the NEXUS 
programme, which Muller (2011) argues is the redesign of safe citizenship.

As Muller (2011) argues, the post-9/11 world is a redesign of contemporary 
citizenship, whereby the visibility – and thus the knowability – and govern-
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ability of citizens intertwine. Linking with Foucault’s notion of govern-
mentality, Lyon (2009, p. 90) argues that “we are increasingly ‘governed by 
identification’ since the start of the 21st century.” Certainly, this paradigm 
shift regarding the 21st century citizen is emerging with shared conceptions 
of netizenship, where citizenship and network “raised in relation to the 
effects networks have on economy, society, and politics” (Muller, 2011, p. 
77). In the case of border surveillance and security, the implementation 
of the WHTI and NEXUS programmes not only exemplifies the notion of 
governing through risk, but also redesigns citizenship (Muller, 2011). The 
rollout of the WHTI initiative, centred around the NEXUS programme, 
gives citizens a choice to travel by conventional means, a government-issued 
passport, or via the trusted traveller programme, NEXUS (Muller, 2011). The 
programmes have social sorting characteristics in that there are essentially 
two groups of passengers of distinct interest to the government. The first 
group of travellers are “crimmigrant bodies” (Aas, 2011). According to Aas, 
“crimmigrant bodies” describes the notion of immigrant bodies intersecting 
with and often equating with crime and criminal behaviour (2011). Opposite 
to crimmigrants, bona fide travellers experience the luxury of a sped up 
process at border crossings, making travel a seamless experience (Aas, 2011). 
Enrollment in border crossing programmes such as NEXUS renders the 
citizen as safe in the eyes of the state since the citizen has become readable 
and knowable data (Aas, 2011; Lyon, 2009; Muller, 2011). However, these new 
border programmes, while resting majorly on the principle of fluid economic 
movement, also paradoxically underscore the extent to which the redesign 
of contemporary citizenship is less about accelerating movement as it is 
motivated by increasing the panoptic gaze of the state (Lyon, 2009; Muller, 
2011). Furthermore, the NEXUS programme, as well as new biometrics 
technology, such as Canada’s forthcoming e-passports, represents this 
redesign of safe citizenship (Passports Canada, 2012). Biometrics enhances 
new forms of identification. This simultaneously digitises and networks the 
citizen to create the netizen, where one’s citizenship status as “safe” or “not 
safe” depends on the availability of the amount of information or lack of 
information to the government (Muller, 2011). In other words, by enrolling 
in trusted traveller programmes such as NEXUS, the individual consents 
to forego his or her privacy to the government in order to be classified as a 
safe citizen and have the convenience of smoother travelling experiences. 
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From the perspective of the state, trusted traveller programmes and other 
data collection methods are synonymous with greater security (Muller 2011). 
In terms of zoepolitics and biopolitics, these programmes screen for crim-
migrant bodies from outside and within the state based on the physical body.

After 9/11, the border became an increasingly important security issue 
for the Canadian government due to the threat of potential terrorist attacks. 
A crucial part of a state’s sovereignty and legitimacy is the ability to protect 
one’s citizenry. Thus the Canadian state exerts governmentality in the bio-
political form as increased surveillance and securitisation of the Canadian 
border. By “thickening” the border through various programmes such as 
the WHTI, the state uses the concept of the banopticon to identify and to 
ban the crimmigrants and those the state deems as unsafe from crossing 
the border. The border is able to employ the banoptic methods as it exists in 
a state of exception where normal legislative rules do not apply. This state 
of exception allows the government to fulfill its aims in biopolitics and in 
zoepolitics through border policies and programmes such as WHTI and 
NEXUS to distinguish the bona fide traveller from the crimmigrant. The 
Canadian border is a multidimensional phenomenon demonstrating notions 
of governmentality, zoepolitics, biopolitics, banopticon, state of exception, 
and identity politics. By securitising the border, the Canadian government re-
establishes its sovereignty and legitimacy. However, the implications of this 
process and this article are neglecting important questions of equality and 
justice for migrants and asylum seekers and discourses in human security.



93

Securing the Canadian Border 

REFERENCES
Aas, K. F. (2011). “Crimmigrant” bodies and bona fide travelers: Surveillance, 

citizenship and global governance. Theoretical Criminology, 15, 331-346. 
doi:10.1177/1362480610396643

Agamben, G. (1998). Homo sacer: Sovereign power and bare life. Retrieved from http://
solomon.soth.alexanderstreet.com.proxy.queensu.ca/cgi-bin/asp/philo/soth/getdoc.
pl?S10023905-D000001

Agamben, G. (2005). State of exception. (K. Attell, Trans.). Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press.

Barasan, T. (2008). Security, law, borders: Spaces of exclusion. International Political 
Sociology, 2, 339-354. doi:10.1111/j.1749-5687.2008.00055.x

Barder, A. D., & François D. (2009). Nothing to fear but fear: Governmentality and 
the biopolitical production of terror. International Political Sociology, 3, 398-413. 
doi:10.1111/j.1749-5687.2009.00083.x

Beck, U. (1992). Risk society: Towards a new modernity. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications.

Bell, C. (2006). Surveillance strategies and populations at risk: Biopolitical 
governance in Canada’s national security policy. Security Dialogue, 37, 147-165. 
doi:10.1177/0967010606066168

Bigo, D. (2008). Globalized (in)security: The field and the ban-opticon. In D. Bigo & A. 
Tsoukala (Eds.), Illiberal practices of liberal regimes: The (in)security games (pp 5-49). 
Paris: L’Harmattan.

CBC. (2009, April 24). McCain defends Napolitano, insists 9/11 perpetrators came from 
Canada. CBC. Retrieved from http://www.cbc.ca/news/world/story/2009/04/24/
mccain-border-canada-911.html

Chan, W. (2005). Crime, deportation and the regulation of immigrants in Canada. Crime, 
Law and Social Change, 44, 153-180. doi:10.1007/s10611-005-9000-6

De Lint, W. (2008). The security double take: The political, simulation and the border. 
Surveillance and Society, 5, 166-187. Retrieved from http://www.surveillance-and-
society.org

Epstein, C. (2007). Guilty bodies, productive bodies, destructive bodies: Crossing the 
biometric borders. International Political Sociology 1:149-164.

Foucault, M. (1978.) The history of sexuality, volume 1: An introduction. (R. Hurley, Trans.). 
New York: Pantheon Books.

Foucault, M. (1979.) Discipline and punish: The birth of the prison. (A. Sheridan, Trans.). New 
York: Vintage Books.

Foucault, M. (1991). Extracts from governmentality (R. Braidotti, Trans.). In G. Burchell, C. 
Gordan, & P. Miller, Eds.), The Foucault effect: Studies in governmentality (pp. 87-104). 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Foucault, M. (2003). Society must be defended: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1975-1976. (D. 
Macey, Trans.). New York: Palgrave.

Jenkins, R. (2012). Identity, surveillance and modernity. In K. Ball, D. Haggerty, & D. Lyon 
(Eds.), The Routledge handbook of surveillance (pp. 159-167). New York: Routledge.

Kruger, E., Van Loon, J., & Magnet, S. (2008). Biometric revisions of the ‘body’ in airports 
and U.S. welfare reform. Body and Society, 14, 99-121. doi:10.1177/1357034X08090700

Lyon, D. (2006). Airport screening, surveillance, and social sorting: Canadian responses 
to 9/11 in context. Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice, 48, 397-412. 
doi:10.3138/cjccj.48.3.397

Lyon, D. (2009). Identifying citizens: ID cards as surveillance. Malden, MA: Polity.



94

SOJOURNERS: UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY

Lyon, D., & Özgün E. T. (Forthcoming). Promoting global identification: Corporations, IGOs 
and ID card systems.

Manning, P. K. (2006). Reflections on risk analysis, screening, and contested rationalities. 
Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice, 48, 453-470. doi:10.3138/
cjccj.48.3.453

McLaughlin, S. (2011, February 1). U.S.-Canada border called ‘grossly underprotected’. The 
Washington Times. Retrieved from http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2011/
feb/1/us-canada-border-called-grossly-underprotected/

Muller, B. J. (2010). Unsafe at any speed? Borders, mobility and ‘safe citizenship’. Citizenship 
Studies, 14, 75-88. doi:10.1080/13621020903466381

Passport Canada. (2012). ePassport. Retrieved from http://www.ppt.gc.ca/eppt/index.
aspx?lang=eng

Rasborg, K. (2012). ‘(World) risk society’ or ‘new rationalities of risk’? A critical 
discussion of Ulrich Beck’s theory of reflexive modernity. Thesis Eleven, 108, 3-25. 
doi:10.1177/0725513611421479

Speigel, L. (2009, April 22). Blame Canada?. ABC News. Retrieved from http://abcnews.
go.com/blogs/politics/2009/04/blame-canada/

Toronto Sun. (2010, October 19). Doer: 9/11 attackers didn’t come through Canada. Toronto 
Sun. Retrieved from http://www.torontosun.com/news/canada/2010/10/19/15747416.
html

Werbin, K. C. (2009). Fear and no-fly listing in Canada: The biopolitics of the ‘war on 
terror’. Canadian Journal of Communications, 34, 613-634. Retrieved from http://search.
proquest.com.proxy.queensu.ca



95

Securing the Canadian Border 



96

SOJOURNERS: UNDERGRADUATE JOURNAL OF SOCIOLOGY

Your time is the time, your beauty is the beauty, your faith 
is the faith. From my vision, everything goes backwards. 
— Ronny Alvarado, Guatemalan Anthropologist

Who is the cosmopolitan consumer? In order to investigate the 
relationship between cosmopolitanism and consumption, it is crucial 

to define the rather intangible concept of cosmopolitanism. The modern idea 
of cosmopolitanism dates back to ancient Greece, when Diogenes declared 
himself a “citizen of the world.” Building on this idea, the Enlightenment 
philosopher Immanual Kant stressed the need for a world community based 
on the notion of human interdependency and shared morality. In its earlier 
forms, cosmopolitanism was used to define a type of political world-view. 
In the twenty-first century, Ulrich Beck (2000) has reinvented the idea 
of cosmopolitanism by adding a socio-cultural dimension to the political 
vision. Cosmopolitanism is a framework to understand cultural, political 
and economic reality. 

This paper reconsiders Ulrich Beck’s (2000) well-known thesis that 
cosmopolitanisation is an equalising force that will bridge the gap between 
the Global North and Global South. I take an ambivalent cosmopolitan 
position, arguing that cosmopolitan consumption continues to perpetuate 
existing inequalities along a North/South divide. In the first section, I lay 
out a theoretical framework for analysing who and what the cosmopoli-
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tan consumer is. With reference to my observations at three sites in rural 
Guatemala—Nebaj, Xela, and El Palmar—I assess whether the ideal of 
the cosmopolitan consumer holds in practice. The consequences of the 
cosmopolitanisation of products, interactions and policies are explored 
in detail. Although Beck envisions cosmopolitan consumption as creating 
“citizens of the world” who are politically active outside the nation state, I 
argue that the current trend of cosmopolitan consumption is an extension of 
Western cultural hegemony. This paper concludes that there is a disconnect 
between Beck’s vision of the cosmopolitan consumer and the actual ways in 
which cosmopolitanisation unfolds and impacts the lives of poor people at 
the margins of globalisation. 

The emergence of a cosmopolitan ethic has resulted in a paradigm shift in 
consumption, from local products within the nation state to the purchase of 
global products that are available in several countries. Through the purchase 
of international products, the distinctions between highly developed and 
underdeveloped countries are shrinking. According to Beck (2000), in the 
cosmopolitan paradigm of the second age of modernity, time and space are 
compressed between Northern and Southern societies via consumption. 
Thus, cosmopolitanisation works as an equalizing force in which privileged 
capitalists as well as marginalised groups are all brought together beyond 
national space. Drawing on classic notions of cosmopolitanism, I characterise 
the cosmopolitan consumer as a “world citizen,” that is, a consumer whose 
orientation transcends any specific cultural or geographic setting.

Through the consumption of global products, group identities within 
nation states “become plural and relate in plural and loyal ways to different 
nation-states” (Beck, 2000, p. 91). By purchasing products from abroad, 
individuals gain a political and cultural awareness that makes them “citizen of 
the world” as opposed to citizens of nation states (p. 90). The ability to live in 
Canada but read newspapers from India, watch Indian television, buy Indian 
food and listen to Indian music creates a cosmopolitan consciousness. Beck 
notes that in the first age of modernity, non-Western societies were defined 
by their foreignness and otherness, or their “tradition” and “pre-modern” 
character. In the second age of modernity, individuals must locate themselves 
in a global space that encompasses both Western and non-Western societies, 
and realise that citizens of both face the same challenges in a cosmopolitan 
world (p. 88). In support of this view, Iris Marion Young (1998) argues 
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that we have moral obligations to act justly towards those being exploited 
outside of our nation state “by virtue of the social processes that connect us” 
(p.160). For April Carter (2001), consumers have the power to mobilise social 
and political change in the global market. By boycotting corporations that 
exploit the poor or pollute the environment, consumers have the power to 
act politically (p. 78). Carter (2001) employs the example of the widespread 
boycott of South African produce during the apartheid era (p.78). Beck (2000) 
views this as the essence of the cosmopolitan consumer putting “human 
rights before national law” (p. 83). It is in the hands of globally conscious 
individuals to use their purchasing power to foster the cosmopolitan ideal 
of social justice.

Despite the potential for a cosmopolitan ethic to create bonds between 
the Global North and Global South, Beck (2000) poses the question: “is there 
only a class of cosmopolitans or a cosmopolitanization of classes?” (p. 91). 
The consumption of global products is one way in which an experience is 
shared across borders. For example, the availability and affordability of global 
products produced by corporations such as Pepsi provides an opportunity 
for less economically privileged people to express cosmopolitan values. The 
consumption of Pepsi by a Guatemalan boy in Xela and by a Canadian girl in 
Vancouver collapses the time and space between the two worlds. Marcuse 
(2011) suggests that the illusion of classlessness emerges when the worker 
and the employer enjoy the same commodities (p. 408). The illusion that 
one’s needs are being satisfied serves to garner the consent of the masses 
to preserve the existing status quo. The current state of cosmopolitan con-
sumption is perpetuated by this Marcusian logic, wherein individuals are 
implicated into an oppressive system dependent on constant production 
and consumption (p. 406). It is the consumption of commodities which have 
prescribed attitudes and feelings attached to them that bind the consumer 
to the producer. Thus, the material world becomes an extension of one’s 
mind and body. 

There is little reason to think that egalitarian consumption of Pepsi 
does very much for creating a classless society, or contributes to solidarity 
amongst strangers. There is a fundamental difference in the richness of 
experience between the child in Guatemala who purchases Pepsi and the 
“wandering student” who actively seeks to learn and experience other 
cultures through travel and study (Carter, 2001, p. 77). It is in this “worldly” 



99

The Cosmopolitan Consumer 

quality of cosmopolitanism that I see the “true” cosmopolitan consumer be-
ing reserved for the economic elite. It is those with buying power (that is, the 
class of cosmopolitans) in developed nations that have the ability to choose 
what they consume. For example, people in developed nations can make the 
conscious decision to buy fair-trade coffee in order to support better working 
conditions for farmers in Brazil. The additional cost of buying fair-trade is 
relatively negligible to cultural omnivores in the North. According to Peterson 
(1992), a cultural omnivore is an individual who superficially consumes 
culture and “command[s] status by displaying any one of a range of tastes 
as the situation may require…” (p. 254). In addition, the ability to boycott 
corporations that are exploiting workers or the environment is much more 
available to consumers in the Global North than those in the Global South. 
The power to make political change through consumption seems reserved for 
the economic elite in developed countries. Thus, cosmopolitan consumption 
reinforces the North/South divide in which one class of people can afford to 
be cosmopolitan and the other must improvise their cosmopolitan identity. 
The cultural omnivores in the Global North have greater economic capital 
and can thus purchase a more expansive cosmopolitan citizenship than 
those in the Global South. This reality runs contrary to Beck’s (2002) vision 
of cosmopolitanism as a two-way process in which the North can learn from 
the South (p. 98).

Carter (2001) is critical of the idea that conscious consumers should be 
recognised as serious global citizens (p. 95). Preferentially buying fair trade 
coffee or sweatshop-free clothing may not dramatically affect the lifestyle 
of a cultural omnivore in the North at all. Carter goes so far as to suggest 
that cosmopolitan consumption pacifies one’s conscience at a minimal cost. 
Yanacopulos and Smith (2007) discuss consumption in terms of charity: 
however, their argument is useful in highlighting the way that by spending 
money individuals can feel better about themselves without altering the 
terms of engagement (p. 308). This is a way of dealing with the symptoms of 
cosmopolitanisation rather than the actual systematic injustices embedded 
within the global system. A radical critique suggests that Northern consumers 
need to do more than purchase selectively: they must alter their excessive 
lifestyles to achieve goals of social justice. 

The class relationships that exist between the Global North and Global 
South as well as within the Global South are further perpetuated by cosmo-
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politanisation. Through the television, magazines and billboards, images of 
whiteness and Northern ideals are disseminated throughout Guatemala. The 
omnipresence of whiteness in Guatemala has resulted in the valorisation 
of Western ways of life. The symbolic significance of American clothes 
serves to create class divisions in Guatemalan society. American clothes 
have become symbolic of wealth and modernity and thus are valued above 
the traditional Mayan dress. The consumption of products from the Global 
North from stores such as Ropa Americana, a second-hand American clothing 
store in Nebaj, further enforces the Global North’s cultural hegemonic 
project. Such clothes are the Global North’s castaways, yet they are held in 
the highest esteem in Guatemalan society, serving as markers of wealth, 
privilege and modernity. Van der veer, a critic of cosmopolitanism, claims 
that cosmopolitanisation is part of a colonial process of domination and 
appropriation where external value systems (from the Global North) are 
imposed (as cited in Yanacopulos and Smith, 2007, p. 302). In this way, the 
Bourgeoisie or the Global North “creates a world after its own image” (Marx 
and Engels, 2008, p. 39). Iris Marion Young’s (1988) conception of cultural 
imperialism in her pivotal essay “Five Faces of Oppression” is a useful tool 
for understanding the oppressive force that American clothes have had both 
on traditional dress and class relationships in Guatemala. 

Instead of wearing the traditional dress (traje), Guatemalan women 
purchase used North American clothes from Ropa Americana. The symbolic 
value of North American culture means that Guatemalan women purchase a 
new cultural identity that carries with it the mark of modernity and progress. 
This is an identity that is not their own, but one which they can purchase 
second-hand. The American identity becomes the norm, the universal and 
most desired identity. The traditional dress is marked as “Other” in relation to 
North American clothes. Consequentially, the Mayans who continue to wear 
traditional dress are stereotyped as deviant, inferior and poor. Young (1988) 
contends that the stereotype marks and defines the culturally dominated (p. 
286). For example, people wearing traditional dress face discrimination so 
extreme that they have been refused jobs and entry into restaurants, schools 
and/or clubs. Thus, the cultural capital associated with North American 
products is further perpetuated through the cosmopolitan consumer project. 
The valorisation of American clothing not only positions American culture as 
superior, but also radically exacerbates class relationships within Guatemalan 
society. 
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The other side of cosmopolitan consumption is the establishment of 
cross-cultural interactions, which Beck (2000) believes will enable people 
to relate to the “otherness of others” by exchanging different ideas, products, 
traditions, skills, and technologies (p. 100). Beck refers to this process as 
institutionalised reflexive learning. In his second age of modernity, no 
culture, ideology or way of life is privileged over others. The institutional 
reflexive learning process is not static, but a reciprocal relational process in 
which “citizens of the world” can learn from one another (p. 98). However, 
in a cosmopolitan world, this relationship is asymmetrical—the class of 
cosmopolitans with money and capital in the Global North have dispro-
portionate control over what those in the Global South must learn, observe 
and internalise. The institutionalised reflexive learning process becomes an 
unequal relationship wherein the consumer tastes of the North are privileged.

 In the first week of the Global Citizenship programme, a programme 
run by the University of British Columbia, my classmates and I studied at 
a Spanish language school called Pop Wuj in Xela, Guatemala. The Arts 
Term Abroad in Global Citizenship: Guatemala is a summer programme 
that gives students the opportunity to explore the ways in which abstract 
theories play out in a specific social context. Students were encouraged to 
investigate the potential as well as the limitations of using social theory to 
help us understand the challenges posed by poverty, violence and global 
capitalism. While I was in Xela, I met a textile weaver named Maria, whose 
story exemplifies the way that this institutionalised reflexive learning process 
can be employed by individuals in the Global South for personal gain. Maria 
is an Ixil woman, who lives two hours outside of Xela. She is the only woman 
who speaks Spanish in her community and thus is the person who represents 
her community as a seller at Pop Wuj. Through “perpetual interaction” with 
other individuals and cultures, people like Maria can creatively reconfigure 
the way they express themselves in a cosmopolitan age (Beck, 2000, p.82). 
For Maria, the identity she has claimed involves “selling” her desperation. 
Through interactions with tourists, she has realised that she can commodify 
pity in order to make sales. This is a mutually gratifying experience, wherein 
Maria makes a sale and the consumer feels that they have helped a suffering 
person. By commodifying her desperation, however, Maria is in fact reinforc-
ing colonialist power relations in which the superior status of the Northern 
consumer is conflated and the weakness and desperation of the Indigenous 
Guatemalan is reified. 
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In a cosmopolitan world, the class of cosmopolitans are able to keep their 
dignity, while the poorest members of society must sell their self-respect. 
Maria takes on the role of a beggar, undermining the exceptional skill and 
talent required to weave the garments she sells. Her relationship with cus-
tomers is paradoxical, wherein she is the best seller in her community and 
an extremely talented weaver, yet she also claims an abject identity. Carter 
(2001) states that “belief in universal human equality and human rights is a 
basic tenet of cosmopolitanism” (p. 81), yet it seems unlikely that a society of 
equals will be created through cosmopolitan consumption when the current 
process actively reinforces disparate power relations. On one hand, Maria 
is resourceful and able to manipulate the consumer’s emotions for her own 
benefit, but on the other, her behaviour is self-deprecating and marks her 
as the “Other.”

Through the reflexive learning process, Maria is able to commodify 
pity in order to sell her textiles to tourists. As a result, she confronts us with 
“the other side of capitalism” and the conditions that compel people to 
demean themselves to make a sale. We are forced to “critically reflect” on our 
consumer actions and our role in the process (Yanacopulos and Smith, 2007, 
p.309). In this way, Maria has unintentionally extended the social-cultural 
reach of her experience and the experience of the Ixil community beyond 
the borders of the nation state. However, this realisation comes at the cost 
of Maria’s dignity. 

The institutionalised reflexive learning process is also used to inform 
policy in Guatemala. The Guatemalan government endorses this reflexive 
learning process as a strategy, for example, to further the cosmopolitan 
project at the coffee and macadamia nut cooperative Comunidad Nueva 
Alianza. Nueva Alianza is a community-owned organic coffee and maca-
damia cooperative located in El Palmar, Guatemala. The organisation has 
undertaken numerous income-generating projects to pay off debts and to 
improve the health conditions of the people within the community. These 
projects include ecotourism, a biodiesel project, macadamia and organic 
coffee plantations, selling purified water, and making furniture from bamboo. 
Although Nueva Alianza is to an extent self sufficient, the cooperative does 
not generate enough capital to grow and expand without government funding. 

At a June 2012 meeting on the coffee cooperative, the Agricultural 
Ministry advised the staff of Nueva Alianza to learn English, to learn 
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about Northern consumer interests, and to create an efficient business 
model. Instead of offering financial support for community development, the 
Ministry has pushed Nueva Alianza in the direction of commercialisation. 
The Agricultural Ministry failed to acknowledge the successful sustainability 
and environmental projects of Nueva Alianza and instead focussed solely 
on the necessity for Nueva Alianza to get a bigger share of the global coffee 
and macadamia nut market. In a cosmopolitan world, states are no longer 
accountable for their citizenry and all relationships are reduced to “cash 
payments” (Marx and Engels, 2008, p. 37). The Agricultural Ministry has 
embraced cosmopolitanisation as a way for nation states to transfer their 
political responsibility to civic associations within their borders to the 
global market. The Northern traveler is seen solely as a consumer, and thus 
as a window into a wealth of information about how to break into North 
American consumer markets. 

In this way, institutionalised reflexive learning acts as a disciplinary 
project, wherein Nueva Alianza must observe, learn and internalise Northern 
values in order to effectively sell its products. This exchange is assymetrical 
as Nueva Alianza is dependent on Northerners, while the Global North is not 
dependent on it. The reflexive learning process is optional for the Northern 
consumer because his or her livelihood is not dependent on adapting to other 
cultures. On the other hand, the reflexive learning process is much more 
pertinent to Nueva Alianza because its local development depends on its abil-
ity to globally market to Northerners. In this light, institutionalised reflexive 
learning is detrimental, denying Nueva Alianza the ability to establish itself 
outside the influences of the global market. 

Kevin Jimenez is a member of the community and the eco-tourism 
project manager at Nueva Alianza. He had little faith in the government to 
support Nueva Alianza’s projects. Jimenez blatently states, “we can’t rely 
on the government to help us, we have to help ourselves.” Here, Jimenez 
realises that “everyone’s hands are tied constrained by market and regulative 
imperatives” (Young, 2002, p.174). For Young (2002), the self-development 
project for civic associations is reliant on the economic support of the state 
(p.156). However, institutionalised reflexive learning provides a way for 
civil associations to extend their reach beyond the nation state for economic 
gain. Although Nueva Alianza is tied to its land, it also exemplifies the cos-
mopolitan perspective through eco-tourism, the hotel, and by exporting 
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coffee and macademia nuts. Through its social-cultural connection with 
people abroad, it can seek economic support from sources outside the nation 
state (p. 178). This is a way for Nueva Alianza to develop its projects and land 
without relying on the Guatemalan government for economic subsistence. 

I take an ambivalent cosmopolitan stance toward institutionalised 
reflexive learning, recognising both its detrimental effects as well as its 
potential for creating networks for civic association to self-develop indepen-
dently of the state. On one hand, it is an unequal process in which individuals 
and associations in the Global South must subscribe to Western values in 
order to be successful. On the other hand, there is space for resistance and 
creativity within the reflexive learning process, which subaltern groups can 
navigate for their own gains.

Although, in theory, the idea of world citizens committed to each other 
beyond the nation state holds potential, the current trend reveals the im-
mense cultural hegemonic force behind cosmopolitan consumption. In 
the present global climate, the inequalities between the North and South 
are further perpetuated by cosmopolitan consumption. The purchase of 
global products such as Pepsi and second hand American clothes create 
a false sense of modernity and classlessness in Guatemalan society. In 
reality, these consumption habits create greater divides by perpetuating 
the notion that Northern values are superior to those of the South. Through 
interactions with Northerners, Guatemalans shape their business models 
to appeal to Northern preferences. Furthermore, the cosmopolitan project 
extends into governmental policy, resulting in the Guatemalan government 
abandoning their responsibility to grassroots civic associations such as Nueva 
Alianza. Instead, the government employs a cosmopolitan ideology, relying on 
foreign capital to support economic growth within the country. Rather than 
developing a world wherein everyone can be a world citizen, cosmopolitan 
consumption has created classes of cosmopolitans that reproduce inequali-
ties along a North/South divide. The second age of modernity has not yet 
established the conditions for actualising a cosmopolitan world where people 
of different ethnicities, religions, and cultures can relate to each other and 
participate reciprocally in a world community.
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APPENDIX A

In order to situate Guatemala as a nation state within the global system, 
it is important to understand how Guatemala’s colonial past has shaped the 
current state of the country today. The colonisation of Guatemala dates 
back to 1524 when the Spanish overthrew the Mayan empire (Vidgen and 
Schechter, 2010). The Spanish enslaved the Mayan people, forcing them to 
work on their own land, while collecting the economic benefits of their labour. 
By the time Guatemalans asserted their independence from Spain in 1823, 
rigid stratifications had been engrained into Guatemalan society (Vidgen 
and Schechter, 2010). The colonialist hierarchies had placed European-born 
Spaniards at the top, followed by people born in Guatemala with Spanish 
blood, criollos, then people with Spanish and Mayan blood known as ladinos, 
and at the bottom were the Mayans. The effects of these colonial systems 
resonate into modern day class systems in Guatemalan society. In 1873, 
Guatemala had a period of economic growth, modernisation and development 
of industries including the army and coffee plantations (BBC, 2012). In 1960, 
the Guatemalan government’s waged a 36-year civil war against left-wing 
rebel groups and indigenous Guatemalans. During this time, the country 
was swept by death squads that engendered distrust and fear amongst the 
Guatemalan people (Green, 1994). With over 200,000 people murdered 
during the civil war, the government of Guatemala and their military army 
have been denounced for committing genocide against the Mayan people and 
for rampant human rights violations against civilians of Guatemala (BBC, 
2012). In 1996, the elected president Alvaro Arzu signed a peace agreement 
ending the civil war (BBC, 2012). That being said, remnants of the civil war 
pervade modern day Guatemalan society. A culture of fear still exists in 
Guatemala as well as widespread poverty amongst indigenous populations 
(Green, 1994). The government is still rife with corruption and injustice, 
leaving Guatemala in a state of insecurity and vulnerability. The tumultuous 
history of Guatemala has shaped the current state of economic instability, 
suggesting that the nation has not yet reached the capacity to engage as an 
equal trading partner in a cosmopolitan world.
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