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“Aboriginal peoples” is a collective term for the original 
inhabitants of North America and their descendants. 
According to the Canadian constitution, there are three 
recognized groups of Aboriginal peoples: First Nations, 
Métis and Inuit. Each of these groups possess unique 
histories, languages and cultural practices and beliefs. 
According to recent reports, there are over 1.4 million 
people in Canada who identify themselves as Aborigi-
nal1.
 Aboriginal communities are spread across Canada 
and can be found in both urban as well as rural locations. 
First Nations are largely located on lands called reserves. 
Inuit communities are located in Nunavut, NWT, North-
ern Quebec (Nunavik) and Labrador. Most of the Métis 
communities can be found in Alberta, British Colum-

bia, Ontario, Manitoba and Saskatchewan. The urban 
communities of Aboriginal people (including Métis, Inuit 
and First Nation individuals) are located in cities or towns 
which are not part of reserves or traditional territories 
(e.g., the Aboriginal community in Winnipeg)2. 
 How has the Aboriginal community been faring with 
regard to employment opportunities? Have organiza-
tions engaged in serious efforts to include this segment 
of our population in workplace “inclusivity efforts”? While 
legislation exists prohibiting discrimination, we know 
that such legislation is only a first step toward promot-
ing inclusiveness. Consequently, Canada’s Aboriginal 
communities continue to face barriers to employment 
recruitment and advancement3. Below, are only some of 
the barriers that continue to persist.
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Leadership differences

Many workplace cultures are characterized by assertive 
and aggressive leadership. Are the perceptions of “what 
makes a good leader” congruent with traits of Aborig-
inal leaders? Aggressive and domineering traits and 
attributes are contrary to Aboriginal values. Within their 
communities, Aboriginal leaders are expected to serve as 
moral examples, not striving for personal power or status 
but instead, the common good, and to reach decision 
by consensus. These are worthy traits for any leader but 
might be considered “too weak”, given the stereotyp-
ical characteristics traditionally associated with North 
American leaders. Thus, an Aboriginal person working in 
an environment where individualism, interpersonal com-
petition, and other such norms and values are embraced, 
may experience stress and conflict. And that individual 
will likely be seen as less “leader-like”.
 The article Aboriginal Inclusion Benefits All4 analyses 
TransCanada—a gas transmission and power genera-
tor company. The organization works closely with local 
Aboriginal communities to develop employment strat-
egies. The organization created a cross-cultural training 
program for recruitment purposes including modules 
covering topics such as hiring Aboriginals, the history of 
Aboriginals in Canada, cross-cultural communications, 
recruitment, retention and advancement, alliances and 
business development. 

 The training also include information specifically tai-
lored to managers. The purpose of the training program 
is to highlight that there are both cultural differences 
that can make it hard for an Aboriginal candidate to 
move beyond the interview process or to move up in an 
organization. Furthermore, research shows that Aborig-
inal people tend not to self-promote, which can make 
them seem less successful in interviews; they consider 
eye contact to be rude, which can make them seem 
untrustworthy to the dominant majority; and they tend 
to take their time when answering questions, which can 
make them seem less qualified.

Gender & wage disparity

The Aboriginal Women in Need of ‘Meaningful Work’ report 
describes a gender disparity for Aboriginal women in 
Newfoundland and Labrador, for example. The author 
demonstrates that Aboriginal men are favoured for 
the available jobs. This makes it particularly difficult for 
Aboriginal women to get employment in small rural 
communities because most of them want to stay in their 
community and take care of their children. In addition, 
Aboriginals, particularly those in remote areas, lack 
access to transportation to get to work. 
 Another barrier is the wage difference between 
Aboriginal men, women and non-aboriginal men and 
women. According to a 2000 Statistics Canada report, 
the average annual income of Aboriginal women is 
$13,300, compared to $18,200 for Aboriginal men 
and $19,350 for non-Aboriginal women. Furthermore, 
Aboriginal people often face unfavourable experiences 
in the workplace. In Developing Supportive Workplace & 
Educational Environments for Aboriginal Nurses, research-
ers describe that Aboriginal nursing students lack a 
supportive work and educational environment, and 
identifies the need for more education on cultural diver-
sity and respect. 
 One legislation that has proven to be beneficial is The 
Legislated Employment Equity Program (LEEP) under the 
Employment Equity Act. LEEP’s mandate is to promote, 
support and enhance employment equity for the four 
designated groups (women, Aboriginal peoples, persons 
with disabilities and members of visible minorities). 
The legislation supports organizations in setting hiring 
targets aimed at ensuring appropriate representation of 
the designated groups in the workplace as well as the 
implementation of corporate diversity initiatives. 
 A study was conducted to compare the Legislated 
Employment Equity Program, Federal Contractors Program, 
and Financial post 500 firms. It examined the diversity in 
286 Canadian organizations that are covered under the 
Legislated Employment Equity Program (LEEP), Federal 
Contractors Program (FCP), and Financial Post 500 (FP 
500). The results demonstrated that LEEP firms, and to 
some extent FCP firms, had adopted more diversity prac-
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tices such as policies, recruitment, training, and account-
ability. As such, employment equity remains the most 
effective tool for promoting equity and diversity in Cana-
dian organizations. 

Accessability

The advancement of technology has also brought about 
challenges for the Aboriginal community as online job 
boards are the dominant source for job postings and is 
accessible through the internet. However, in most First 
Nations reserves such technology may not be acces-
sible, and research exploring Internet Access and Social 
Inequality in Canada and the United States identifies gaps 
in access, technical knowledge, and content between 
urban and rural communities, indigenous and non-in-
digenous Canadians, high- and low-income families, 
Francophones and Anglophones, and the young and 
old. It found, for example in order to better connect Can-
ada’s First Nations populations, indigenous communities 
needed locally produced cultural content, education in 
technical literacy, accessible and affordable broadband 
services. Without the access to and technical education 
in technology this can cause difficulty in applying for 
potential job opportunities. 
 There are job boards with a niche market for the 
Aboriginal Community such as the Aboriginal Inclusion 
Network, Aborginalcareers.ca, and Aboriginal Lynx: 
Home. These websites provide many opportunities for 
the Aboriginal community. Again, the challenge remains 
if the community does not have access to internet and 
knowledge of how to use technology it becomes diffi-
cult for them to access these job boards.

Cultural education

The Aboriginal community continues to be under-rep-
resented within organizations, and one of the major 
challenges identified is their culture. In order to respond 
to this challenge, some organizations have created pro-
grams to educate their employees about the Aboriginal 
culture. One company that has collaborated with the 
community in order to better understand their needs 
is Assiniboine Credit Union. The organization created a 
program to provide Aboriginal people with tools to help 

them once they are in the workforce. They take the time 
to work with the community to understand the type of 
jobs they are looking for and have developed programs to 
provide better and more opportunities for success.  HRE

(Endnotes)
1 Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, Government of Canada, https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100013785/1304467449155.
2 Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, Government of Canada, https://www.aadnc-aandc.gc.ca/eng/1100100013785/1304467449155.
3  Dwyer, Rocky J, (2003) “Career progression factors of Aboriginal Executives in Canada Federal public service”, The Journal of Management Development,  V 22 (9/10), pages 881-889. 
4  Klie, Shannon, (2008) “Aboriginal Inclusion Benefits All”, Canadian HR Reporter, Volume 21(22), Page 30.
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