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  The Canadian Consumer  
Behaviour, Attitudes and Perceptions toward Food Products 

Canada is one of the worldôs most developed countries, a 
political and economic power with one of the highest  
standards of living of any nation.  Steady economic growth, 
a stable political atmosphere and a well-educated and 
skilled labour force contribute to a positive business and 
trade environment for both small and large companies in 
many sectors, including food and beverage. It is the  
second largest country in the world, covering nearly 10  
million square kilometers, but with approximately 33.9  
million people, (Statistics Canada, 2009) it ranks only 36

th
 

in terms of population (Central Intelligence Agency, 2009).  
The resulting lower population density has created strong 
regional variations in most socio-economic, health, cultural, 
and consumer preference patterns.    
 
The country is following trends similar to many  
industrialized nations, based on a more urbanized citizenry 
that is older and more affluent than previous generations.   
While Canada is a significant player in international trade, 
the market within the country itself is extremely diverse and 
brings opportunity.  Immigrants from all around the world 
are building a multicultural population. They bring their  
preferences for familiar food and beverage products, as 
well as their expertise in food preparation, to the market.     
  
This report provides information on Canadian consumers, 
highlighting the demographics, behaviours and attitudes 
that influence their demand for food and beverage  
products. A comprehensive understanding of consumers 
can improve the odds of successfully introducing a new 
product to the market. In addition to recognizing new  
opportunities, businesses that monitor trends over time can 
better respond to potential shifts in the demand for their 
current products.  This report complements other initiatives 
supporting Canadian companies as they market their  
products domestically and form competitive advantage 
strategies.   
 
The Government of Canadaôs central statistical agency, 
Statistics Canada, offers a wide range of data related to 
Canadians and, unless indicated in the text, is the source of 
statistics offered in this report. 
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Data related to the size and geographic distribution of the population, as well as gender, 
age, income, education and ethnicity, provide an overall picture of market potential and, perhaps more 
importantly, the ability to identify the groups that are most receptive to different types of products. In  
Canada, an affluent and aging population, increased immigration from Asia, the Middle East and Africa, 
and a population that is generally settled in the southern regions of the country, are significant  
demographic characteristics affecting product demand.  
 

Population  
 
Like many developed countries, the proportion of Canadians that are aging is increasing as a result of  
decreasing fertility rates, longer life expectancies and the ñboomerò generation entering their senior years.  
An older society leads to more opportunities for food and beverage products that feature innovations 
suited to elders, in terms of health, convenience, packaging, and food service.  Although not as large a 
group, Canadaôs youth also offer significant opportunities, as this target segment is open to products 
matching their cultural, environmental and technological savvy. They can also wield considerable  
influence on broader family purchases of goods and services. 
 

¤Canada is experiencing a small bump in its population growth rate due to two age cohorts starting  
families simultaneouslyðwomen who have delayed having children until their 30ôs and 40ôs, and the 
children of baby boomers starting families in their 20ôs and 30ôs. In 2006, for the first time, the fertility 
rate of Canadian women aged 30 to 34 surpassed that of women aged 25 to 29.  
 

¤The median age among Canadians is 39 years, a 13 year increase since 1971. 

 

Figure 1:  Different cohorts among the age pyramid of the Canadian population in 2006   

 

Source: Statistics Canada: Portrait of the Canadian Population in 2006, by Age and Sex  
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¤Currently, men are expected to live to 78, and women to 83. In Canada, 84% of males 
and 90% of females reach at least age 65.     

 
¤ In 2007, seniors made up 13% of the population as a whole. By 2050, it is expected that there will be 

twice as many seniors as children.   
 
¤The proportion of children under the age of 15 has continued to decline; it was 17% in 2007, compared 

with 29% in 1971.   
 
Geography and climate have heavily influenced where Canadians have chosen to live.  The Northwest 
Territories, Yukon and Nunavut have approximately 39% of Canadaôs total land mass, but only 0.3% of its 
population (slightly over 100,000 in 2007).  Most of the population tends to live in the more southern,  
urban part of the country, within a 3-hour drive of the Canada-U.S. border.  This city-based population  
offers a variety of potential markets, both niche and mainstream, for food and beverage products.   
 

¤Forty-five percent of the urban population live in the six largest cities, namely Toronto, Montr®al,  
Vancouver, OttawaïGatineau, Calgary, and Edmonton.  Two-thirds of Canadians living in rural areas 
are close to one of Canadaôs urban centres, many commuting daily to the city for work. 

 

¤Ontario is Canadaôs most populous province with 13 million people, followed by Quebec at 7.8 million 
and BC with 4.4 million. 

 

 

Ethnicity  
 

In the early 1900ôs, record numbers of immigrants, primarily from Great Britain and the U.S., came to  
Canada. Following World War II, nearly three immigrants in four arrived from Europe, adding their  
influence to the Canadian culture and economy.  From then on, the immigrant population began to expand 
and diversify. In fact, 200 ethnic origins were identified by Canadians in the 2006 Census. This  
increasingly multicultural nature of the Canadian population opens up many opportunities for food  
producers and processors, as well as those in the foodservice industry, who are able to meet the need for 
ethnic and specialty products.   
 
¤Of the 1.1 million immigrants that came to Canada between 2001 and 2006,  the largest segment were 

from Asia (including the Middle East), at 58%, and Europe at 16%, followed by Central and South  
America, the Caribbean, and Africa, each 
at 11%.   

 
¤Immigrants tend to settle in the larger  

urban centres.  Toronto, Vancouver and 
Montr®al  attracted 69% of all recent  
immigrants to Canada, according to the 
2006 Census.  

 
¤Of the 1.1 million immigrants who settled 

in Canada between the 2001 and 2006 
censuses, 80% spoke neither English nor 
French.  

 
¤The Chinese languages accounted for the 

largest proportion of non-official mother-
tongue groups in 2006, at 16%.  

 

 

Source: Shutterstock 
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Figure 2: Distribution of the Foreign -born population by continent of birth, 
Canada 1981 - 2031  

 

Source: Statistics Canada. Projections of the Diversity of the Canadian Population, 2010 

  
¤Canada has two official languages: French and 

English.  According to the 2006 Census, 58% of 
the population speaks English as their mother 
tongue, 22.1% French, and 17% of Canadians can  
conduct a conversation in either language.    

 
¤Three main groups comprise Canadaôs Aboriginal 
peoples: First Nations, Inuit and M®tis. Of those 
who declared an aboriginal identity in the 2006 
Census, the First Nations were the most  
numerous, with approximately 698,000 people, 
representing 60% of the population. This was  
followed by M®tis at 390,000, and Inuit at 50,000.   

Source: Shutterstock 
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Education  
 
Canadians value education, both through traditional academic structures, as well as the concept of life-
long learning.  Products that offer benefits beyond basic nutrition, such as functional foods and beverages, 
nutraceuticals, or premium and specialty products with specific quality characteristics, may have greater 
resonance with more educated consumers. 
 
¤Approximately 87% of employment-aged Canadians have completed high school, and 25% have a post-

secondary degree or equivalent.  This trend towards higher education saw a 6.9% increase in university  
   graduates between 2006 and 2007.    
 
¤Canada's high school drop-out rate has declined steadily since 1990-91, reaching 9.1% for the 2005-

2006 academic year.   
 
¤Nationally, 24,495 people completed their apprenticeship training in 2007, up 17.5% from the previous 

year.  Women are becoming more highly represented in the skilled trades.  In 2007, 55% of people  
registered in apprenticeship programs were women, primarily centred in the food and services areas.  

 
¤Slightly more than half (51%) of non-retired Canadians reported taking formal work-related training  

toward a degree, diploma or certificate, related to a job/career in 2007.  
 

 

Households  
 
Canadian households are evolving to accommodate the demands of society.  Smaller families with fewer 
children, more people living alone, fewer marriages and more common-law relationships, blended families, 
and same-sex parent families, are all examples of how households have changed.  This information is  
important to targeting products in the market.  In smaller and lone person households, for example,  
servings per package and single portions, may be more important considerations than the lower, per-unit 
price of bulk packages.  Also, there are  important implications for product marketing, as Canadians rely 
more and more on technology for communication and information access. 
 

 

Figure 3: Census Families by Presence of Children at Home  

Source: Statistics Canada Catalogue no. 97-553-X1E 




